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One day, a time will come when all that we are pioneering, praying (preying?), cultivating, is history. The past. It shall be analysed; a subject for earnest scholars to pore over and dissect. Trivial events, accidents, coincidences, shall be imbued with great meaning. I can already hear the raised voices, confident they know it all. Oh yes, I can see it now; our far descendants, all gathered together, clothed in their perfect flesh. One shall say; ‘The first Wraeththu, of course, were little other than barbarians, hectic in their search for truth and so far from it, eh? All they could grasp at was their sexuality. What a shock it must have been! They were human to start with, after all. What a shock to find they were half-female after centuries of subjugating that sex.’ Ha, ha, ha. They will all laugh together smugly.
Then another bright spark, perhaps younger or more controversial in his views, might venture; ‘But surely the reason they couldn’t see the truth was because they were so shrouded in self-deception. Knowledge was so close, and yet... they couldn’t see it through the shroud. How sad.’
Here, I feel, one of the older hara, stern-faced, will deliver a subtle reprimand. ‘The first Wraeththu were without discipline, too outspoken perhaps, before considering what, in fact, they were really saying.’
This will be said with relish and the younger har will feel humiliated. He may look down abashed, he may not. But, whatever, those sentiments may well be right, and half of me is inclined to hope so. If those highly advanced hara never do come to exist, if our race remains static or even slips backwards to the ways of humanity, then the struggle really was all for nothing. A cosmic joke. The biggest case of self-delusion in the history of the planet and, let’s face it, there have been many of those. We were just mutants, freaks; end of story. Not saviours, not ultra-men, not sons of angels or deities, just accidents. The gods weren’t looking; it just happened. And yes I have to admit it, the other half of me is lying back, sipping good liquor, with its feet up, thinking: ‘Yeah, fuck the heavy stuff. Let it all be just this!’
I don’t think this earth should ever countenance a future scorn for what we are - what I am - for, after all, our descendants can never be here, now. They will never know us as we are or why we do things. The bloody times, the horror, will just be history to them, words on a page. So how will they dare to judge? Very easily, I should imagine. Will it ever be said that, in spite of everything, we all lived to the best of our ability? If life is a battle, then my inner scars are medals for valour, for swiftness, for courage, for passion. Evil is the dark-haired brother of Good; they walk hand in hand—always. And by the way, whatever it sounds like, that is not an excuse.
Fallsend: Its Mud Patch
The years were numbered ai-cara from the time when Pellaz came to power in Immanion. Sorry, that should of course read, Pellaz har Aralis, as lesser beings must refer to him. I am a lesser being, best forgotten, best reviled. I have no part in the future of kings. I lost my sense of chivalry an age ago. Thank God! This is my story and perhaps it will be the truth, for I suspect that there will be an awful lot of untruth spoken about me. I realise it’s unlikely anyhar will ever read it; more likely that it will lie forever in some unhallowed spot, deep in the earth, clasped to my shrivelled breast. Who knows? (Who cares?) Will somehar bury me when I die? Are demons allowed that privilege?
This began as a diary but lost its way. This began as a confession and developed a life of its own. This is me.
I shall start in the middle of the story. That is a bad place to start, and because of that, the best one for me. Here goes.
And it came to pass, gentle reader, that I found myself sliding down the black, mud channel they call a road, into Fallsend, a town of reputation but not repute, in the tail end of the year ai-cara 27. Time to rest. Time to reflect. Time to get rat-arsed drunk and stop dissecting the past in my head. Some hope. My first impression of Fallsend was simply to register it as a cold town in a cold country where it always seemed to be late autumn. Never winter. This more or less reflected my rather down-hearted mood at the time, and later had to be revised when it started snowing. Fallsend never looks pretty. It’s built on the side of a hill and the floor of a valley the shape of a teacup. After being incarcerated here for a few weeks it begins to feel roughly the same size as well. The name that the country used to have around here has fallen into disuse. Everyhar forgot it. Now, it’s a northerly, ill-policed fragment of Almagabra known as Thaine. Nowadays, hara (nice ones) don’t want to stay here long enough to think about where they are—if they have any sense. I’ve never had any sense. Presumably, that’s why I’m here. That and the fact I wandered into the place without finery or finance and my horse was about to die on me, or more accurately, beneath me. OK, I’ll look on the bright side. I’d managed at long last to shake off the shadow that had been following me to this godforsaken place, but that’s about as bright as it’s going to get for a while, my friend.
Fallsend is damp and made a little of stone, but mostly of wood, which rots at a merry pace. There are lots of steps, most of them likely to collapse beneath the feet of the unwarily drunken. Planks across the puddles, which are collared with scum and the occasional dead creature. Little colour. It’s depressing. Just about every Wraeththu criminal, lunatic or honest-to-goodness misfit has passed through this little town, heading east to Jaddayoth. Today, from where I’m sitting, it looks like most of them stayed here. Uptown, they call it Glitter: it will convince Nohar. Up here, those sweet souls who make this shit-hole pay have high, gothic houses and you can buy almost anything. Drugs to make you sane. Drugs to make you insane. Waters of forgetfulness, powders of remembrance. They have white-skinned, moon-eyed harlings of the Colurastes tribe up here somewhere, bought and sold like meat, kept in the dark. Two spinners buys you one as a whore for a night in the shadows. I heard some of them have their tongues cut out so they’ll never scream. We are the race of peaceful equality, remember.
Now for the social comment. I suppose it’s necessary, though tiring when you’ve heard it and thought it a thousand times. Back west, across the ocean, the supremely superior tribe of Gelaming have scoured Megalithica, the home country, of evil, or so I’ve heard. As a matter of fact, it was still pretty suspect when I was last there, but I admit that was some time ago. Things might have changed. Everything changes on the surface. (But does it change inside? Can it?) The Gelaming also control the south-western part of this continent as well, where it’s sunny all the time, I suppose. I’ve worked out they swept all their rubbish northeast and it ended up here. Somehar built a town on it. Fallsend. Not a place you’d want to die in.
I’d had to leave Morass, a settlement some ten miles west of Fallsend pretty quickly. Painful as it is to recall, I’d got involved in some sordid argument concerning somehar’s virgin son, which had all got unpleasantly out of hand. His feybraiha, the coming of age ceremony, had been arranged, somehar was gagging to enjoy the privilege of providing the delights of first aruna, then I stepped in. What can I say? The young har and I just noticed each other. But what happened after wasn’t exactly part of the fond parents’ plans. Fortunately, I shine at quick getaways, but as I was drunk, I don’t remember too much about it. I lie a lot and sometimes get found out when I’m drunk.
After forcing my ailing mount over several miles of boggy ground, I was actually relieved to catch sight of the glum pall of smoke that always hangs over Fallsend. Of course, I’d heard about the place. Every town I’d passed through was full of horror stories about it. What could happen to the unwary traveller there; rumours of abduction, slavery, murder—all anathema to upstanding, Wraeththu-kind. After some of the throw-back, puritan woodpiles I’d visited, it sounded like a welcome relief. ‘Well,’ I thought to myself, threatening the horse with death if it dared to stumble, ‘here it is; a town named for yourself. Have I stopped falling now? Is Fallsend rock bottom?’
After half an hour of wandering aimlessly about, taking in the sights, I took a room in a leaning, listing hostel in the south of the town. Its proprietor didn’t work out that I couldn’t pay him at first. I sold what was left of my horse to a har who didn’t ask any questions, and to further my investigations of the place, went for a walk through the streets. Nohar looks at you in Fallsend. This is because you may well be a homicidal (or should that be haricidal?) maniac with a sensitive spot about prying eyes. Nohar wants to take that risk. I bought a bowl of nondescript gruel in a shady tavern—puddles on the floor, blotted by heaps of soggy sawdust, that sort of thing—and asked the regular patrons about where I could find work. At first, they were reluctant to answer me at all, but because I have a deceptively honest face, they eventually plucked up enough courage to laugh. Somehar took pity on me. ‘What can you do?’ I was asked.
‘Ah well,’ I answered, ‘I’m pretty good at killing hara, or just fucking up their lives if you can’t afford that...’
This was not a remark to be met with humour, which was how I’d hoped it would be. They told me gravely that there was really quite a glut of killers in Fallsend and that there was too much travelling involved, even if you could get work of that kind. Nohar wants to pay travelling expenses to a murderer, it seems. I tried not to look downhearted. The way I was feeling at that time, I’d have welcomed the chance to throttle the life out of somehar, even for free! More pity came my way. Somehar said, ‘You’re quite a looker. Skinny, but some hara aren’t fussy. If you’re not fussy, you’ll find work in Glitter.’
I’m fussy. I half-starved for a week before I reviewed my morals.
Because this is the beginning of a book, I think it is a good time to talk about the concept of Wraeththu, if indeed there is one. I can’t say it’s something I think about often—how many of us in this confused world are allowed the luxury of time to think anyway—and I’m not sure if it is important or not, but for the sake of posterity, I’ll say what I think. I am har, a member of the race that came after humanity. Came from humanity. We are the race that solved that niggling problem of sexual inequality, not to mention sexual orientation, by evolving into one sex; hara. I have a female temperament at times and masculine strength at times. Usually these things manifest themselves at the wrong time. Masculine temperament coupled with female strength are guaranteed to land you in hot water, so we all have our problems, no matter how complete and whole we smugly say we feel. Most hara will tell you that all Wraeththu are beautiful, but this is not entirely true—and how boring if it was! What is inside a har nearly always influences what is outside. The most beautiful hara are the truly evil, the most powerful and the cleverest. Don’t believe it if you are told all hara are good. I’ve never met a thoroughly good har and I don’t want to. Not even the Gelaming are all good, although I’m sure they like to think so. They are certainly the most beautiful, so draw your own conclusions.
Philosophers might tell you that Wraeththu are a race of sorcerers and mystics, supposedly created to rid the world of evil. Now we have a United Council of Tribes in Almagabra desperately trying to convince themselves that this aim has been achieved, but, like I said before, the rubbish was merely pushed east. Northeast, to be exact. Fallsend lies in the country of Thaine. To the west, we have the large countries of Almagabra, Erminia, Cordagne and Fereng. East of Thaine lies Jaddayoth, but when I first arrived in this land I knew very little about Jaddayoth. Let’s imagine a line drawn down this continent from pole to pole. West of the line we find law and order, the ability to get the world on its feet again and tranquillity. East of the line is a delightful trip back to the Middle Ages and chaos. South on both sides of the line, we have various countries with Wraeththu populations not allied to the Council of Tribes. One of these is a huge, hot country we now call Olathe. Humans fucked it up very thoroughly by tossing biological and chemical weapons around, before Wraeththu spread east from another great continent, Megalithica. Well, that’s the essential geography of my tale. It’s a big world out there, and to be honest few hara really know what’s going on in the most isolated corners. Communications aren’t what they were. In fact, we have none, other than the riders employed to disseminate news by the more organised tribes. Still, that’s wonderful for me. Lots of places to lose myself in.
I came from Megalithica originally, and I’ve been dodging the apparitions of my conscience around Fereng and Thaine for what I think must be several years. It’s all very alcohol-fogged, I’m afraid. I don’t look any older and I know it’s impossible for me to feel any older than I do now. All I want to do is keep running and lose myself in the chaos I know lies east. Sexual inequality may well be a thing of the past, but believe me, there were a host of other, equally irresistible inequalities that had just been busting a gut waiting to take its place. The strong enslave the weak. That
about sums it up. Rewind history. Replay. Ad infinitum. Oh, I’m sure that there’s a warm hearth yearning to give me comfort in Jaddayoth!
Anyway, as I was explaining before, I starved for quite a time after reaching Fallsend, and then the hostel-keeper began to get suspicious. Mainly, this was because I never ate in the (dare I call it this?) dining room with the other residents. It was a cash for meals arrangement in there you see, and as I quickly got through the money I’d made from selling my horse, the dining room was deprived of my enlightening presence. On the sixth day, just when I was convincing myself that I liked eating out of trash cans and had nearly finished my last bottle of liquor, money was demanded for my room. The hostel keeper and I argued in a civilised manner for about half an hour, until he lost patience and had me thrown out, keeping my meagre bundle of luggage as security until I could pay him what I owed. It was all quite undignified. Sprawled in a black, stinking puddle, sniffed at by a stray, mangy hound, I shouted that I used to be the consort of a prince, which was rather an exaggeration on my part, but I had no fear of being found out in that place. It failed to impress my friend the hostel keeper, however. He told me to piss off back west and claim alimony if that was the case. I acknowledged defeat and abandoned the argument. Too many hara had gathered to watch, and even numbed by alcohol I hate feeling embarrassed.
Remembering the conversation I’d had about finding work some days before, I quickly examined my feelings on seeking employment in Glitter. Strangely, I found I had none whatsoever. Hunger and misery do odd things to your principles. Dusting myself off or sludging myself off which is more to the point, I walked up town and knocked on the prettiest door I could find. It had a string of coloured lights all around it. Tacky, I know, but I appreciated that the occupants were trying to make an effort at decoration in the face of such overwhelming squalor. I had no idea if I’d chosen the best house. A musenda was a musenda to me. Men once called such things whorehouses. After some minutes of repeated knocking on my part, the door was opened by a har who looked like something out of my past. That is to say he looked clean, attractive and wore jewellery and cosmetics. It had been so long since I’d seen anyhar wearing either, that I spared a brief, wistful thought for the days when I’d been adorned with them myself. I said, ‘Somehar in town sent me up here. They said there’s work...’
‘There are no spare places here in Piristil,’ the har said frostily, trying to close the door.
I pushed it open again. ‘Look, I know I’m a mess at the moment, but I’ve had a hard time recently. I’ve no money, no place to stay. If I don’t get work, I’ll die of cold, of hunger and the stink of the town. Could you live with that on your conscience?’
‘Have you had experience in this line of work?’ he snapped.
‘No, I’ve never been a kanene, I’ve never even set foot in a musenda before, but I swear to you, if you let me stay, you won’t regret it. It’s a line of work to which I’m eminently suited, if you’ll let me prove it.’
The har looked at me with about the same amount of enthusiasm (and belief) as he’d look on a turd telling him it was a diamond. We suffered in silence for an eternity, staring at each other. I sensed a growing refusal. He said, ‘You’re filthy,’ which I presumed meant my appearance.
I shrugged. ‘Yeah, I know, but I’ve told you, I’ve had a run of bad luck. Clean me up and the Aghama will have to shield the angels’ eyes from my wondrous beauty.’
He wasn’t convinced, although he allowed the corner of his mouth to twitch a little. It was then that I realised I’d have to do that thing I’d just about forgotten how to. It had always worked like magic. I felt my face crack and, for a moment, I was scared it was my skin. But it wasn’t. Just dirt. It was my last hope: I smiled. The har blinked at me, a little dazed. Poor creature, poor sucker. He opened the door wider. ‘You’d better come in,’ he said.
And that, my friends, is how Calanthe, lover of kings and princes, slayer of friends, charlatan of wit, beauty and refinement, a legend in his own time in fact, became a whore. How much lower could I fall?
The House in Fallsend
I am living two lives. I am not mad. Perhaps that is my punishment. Yesterday is two places, each memory convincing, each incident clear as ice-water.
I am fourteen years old. Seel is with me, younger, eager, dog-like in his trusting simplicity. The air smells bad around here. It is a dead part of the city. They say that the Wraeththu live here. We have come to see. Seel’s trousers are ripped, his knees grazed. He is nervous. I am merely numb. It is the only way for us. The others, the world, our families, what is left of the establishment on this wasteland earth are on to us. We are so young. We are afraid yet brave. Our courage is a kind of contaminated innocence; we are human and we are lovers. In the wake of various hysterias, our love is outlawed. We risk death every day. (The first thrown stone; others would follow.) No-one must know about us. It is a danger even to look at one another, in case the warmth of our eyes betrays us. So little warmth in this world; we must stand next to it when we can. Flesh pressed too long to ice brings death; death of ‘the soul.
Many soulless hara walk this land. Every other house stands empty now. Doors and windows silent, sagging, vomiting desolation. Our trysting places. We first made love amongst the rubble, the sound of wailing outside, far away, in the sunlight. A sharp report of gunfire. Summertime. Dogs barking on the hot asphalt, but no children playing. Seel shuddered and closed his eyes. We both knew. There is no place for us in the grave of humankind. Always smoke on the horizon and the stink of recent carnage. Frightened eyes, sealed mouths. Humanity is frightened. Demons without, demons within. They can see the door closing on them, shutting off the light forever. It is the end.
There is a hole in the ground. A house once stood here. This was the cellar. Seel and I look at each other. We are so young; we know that. Our hearts ache with nostalgia for other summer times, simple pleasures; a mother’s voice calling from the shade. We look back at the city. I see us as children, happy in that forgotten sunlight, and I know that Seel sees it too. He smiles and puts his hand on my arm. We both look into the hole in the ground. There is a musky smell as would issue from the lair of a beast. Wraeththu live beneath the city. What are they? We have heard they can take our humanity away from us. Take us in. It is our only hope. We can no longer live above the ground. I take the first step and still look back. Seel is a silhouette against the white, summer sky. He reaches for my hand. ‘We are together, ‘ he says and his lovely eyes are full of fear.
‘Yes, ‘ I say, and he follows me...
The name of Piristil irresistibly conjures to mind a fairy-tale palace, a haunt of witches and brooding, satanic lords, but despite its pathetic gaudiness, there was little glamour to be found within the house. I learned it was occupied by eight kanene, including Astarth, who had let me in. There was also a staff of four, including a cook, a stable hand and the owner of the establishment, a thin, mean-looking har named Jafit. Astarth was the favourite of Jafit and virtually ran the place.
He shut the door behind me and I stood in the hall, drooping and dripping, looking around myself. There was a grand staircase leading to a gallery that ran round the three sides of Piristil opposite the door. The light was gloomy. Trailing plants looped desperately over a table. Somewhere a clock was ticking. I could have been back in Megalithica, a hundred years before.
‘Well,’ my host began, ‘I am Astarth. I suppose I’d better get you cleaned up. Jafit can see you later. I hope you’ve told me the truth.’ I didn’t answer. He took me upstairs, and several inquisitive pairs of eyes peered round open doors.
‘Charge him double, Astarth!’ somehar called cheerfully.
‘Haven’t you any belongings?’ Astarth asked, above the laughter that accompanied that last remark.
I shook my head. ‘I prefer to travel light.’
He shrugged. ‘OK, in here. This is my room. Don’t dirty it.’
I was gratefully surprised by the warmth. There was a huge fire burning in the grate across the room. I could smell soot. Another har was sitting on the floor by the fire painting his toenails. ‘Ezhno, get out!’ Astarth spat unpleasantly.
‘No, my fire’s gone out. The chimney’s fucked. Get it fixed, Astarth. That’s your job, isn’t it?’ Ezhno looked at me. ‘Hello filthy one,’ he said and resumed painting his nails. ‘Who’s your friend, Astarth?’
‘My name’s Calanthe,’ I said lightly and walked over to the fire, holding out shaking, white and grey hands to the heat.
‘Well, hello Calanthe, in that case,’ Ezhno said, shying fastidiously away from the filthy rags dangling from my outstretched arms. When I squatted down, I could smell his cleanliness; clean hair and tooth polish. He had narrow, crafty eyes, a startling blue.
‘The bathroom’s through here,’ Astarth said, and I realised that was an order.
The rooms in Piristil are comfortable, but worn. They look better in lamplight, but all have carpets on the floor. Unfortunately, all the water is heated by the fires and it appeared that everyhar had just taken a bath that day.
‘I hope you don’t mind the water being cool,’ Astarth said, in a voice that showed he didn’t care whether I did or not.
‘No, I don’t mind.’
He watched me rip off my rags, standing with folded arms and expressionless face across the room. When I stood there, naked and shivering, he said, ‘I think these old garments should be burnt, don’t you?’
I agreed.
After I had lowered myself gingerly into the tepid water, Astarth emptied a bag of fragrant crystals over me and asked, ‘Well, who was it that told you to come here then?’
‘Nohar really,’ I confessed. ‘The lights outside impressed me, that’s all.’
Astarth smiled grimly and rolled up his sleeves. I was happy to let him scrub at my hair. ‘Don’t let Jafit know you’re inexperienced,’ he said.
I laughed. ‘There’s no way I’d ever describe myself as that!’
Astarth did not share my amusement. ‘Everyhar thinks that before they’re a kanene.’
That sounded ominous. I studied him through a tangle of soapy hair. Astarth has the face of an impudent female and the body of a young god. Some angry part of him makes him hack his bright red hair off very short. He affects a noncommittal attitude to everything, which I quickly realised was a complete sham. Many things hurt him, but he’d never show it. Because of his relatively elevated position in the house, the other kanene make his life a misery at times. I hate to think what miserable set of circumstances brought him to Piristil and kept him there. It’s not something you can ask. Kanene don’t talk about their history if they can help it. Nohar would be doing this if there was an alternative. Wraeththu culture is nothing like humanity’s. Our attitude to sex is utterly different. Obviously, it would have to be, but there should be no need for kanene in a Wraeththu world. This may give some kind of intimation of the sort of hara who do business in a musenda. If ordinary aruna is available to everyhar for free, what kind of har wants to pay for it? What does he expect for his money? Sitting in that luke-warm bath, it was about the third thing that came into my mind, after comforting ones of food and sleep.
Astarth shrugged off my question about it. ‘Nohar gets hurt,’ he answered enigmatically.
‘Now why doesn’t that comfort me?’
‘You wanted the job,’ Astarth pointed out reasonably.
I’d become so paranoid over the last couple of years, that I was dreading somehar asking me questions about myself. It was a needless fear. Nohar in Piristil asks personal questions—or answers them. I suppose everyhar had something to hide. Astarth brought me a plate of food from the kitchen (cold potatoes and lumps of fatty meat), and he and Ezhno watched me eat it. It tasted like nectar to my deprived tongue. There seemed little to say. When you meet a har for the first time, it is customary to strike up conversation by asking them about themselves. This could not occur on either side in Piristil. Any questions about the house or the work were answered by, ‘Jafit will tell you the rules.’
‘You eat like an animal,’ Ezhno said at last, as the sound of my frenzied chewing echoed round the room.
‘That’s because I feel like an animal,’ I answered, with my mouth full.
Astarth sorted out some clothes for me from his own wardrobe. We were roughly the same size. Clean, fed and clothed, I was already much more optimistic about my future. Ezhno was eager to paint my face, enthusing over my cheekbones and eyelids. He combed out my hair, and it felt like I lost a good deal of it in the process, if the pain was anything to go by. I regarded his handiwork in Astarth’s mirror. ‘I look like a whore,’ I said.
‘That’s the idea,’ Astarth answered dryly.
Jafit arrived home in the early evening. He had been drinking the afternoon away with friends down in Fallsend. Astarth wasted no time in taking me to see him, mainly because he said that Jafit would probably soon fall into a deep and impenetrable sleep. Jafit’s office is on the ground floor to the left of the front door. It is where he generally entertains his best (richest) clients before Astarth shows them upstairs. Astarth knocked on the door and opened it just as Jafit was saying, ‘Come!’
I could tell by first glance that Jafit is not a har easily fooled. Astarth had given me some advice on how to bullshit my way through this interview, but one glance into those shrewd, yellow eyes had me doubting myself.
‘So, you’re looking for work,’ Jafit said, after Astarth had explained how I’d arrived.
I murmured some assent.
‘Thank you, Astarth,’ Jafit said meaningfully, and Astarth backed out, closing the door gently behind him.
Jafit offered me a drink and I poured myself gracefully into a chair. I could see the spinner-light crashing round Jafit’s eyes like the numbers on a cash-till while he looked at me. He handed me a glass of tart wine. ‘And where have you worked before then, er, Calanthe?’
‘Oh, in Wesia, Persis - places like that.’
‘You are familiar then with the advanced practices of chaitra and pelcia?’
Astarth had told me to say yes when Jafit asked me that. ‘I’ve had no trouble before,’ I answered carefully.
‘Forgive my asking, but how come you’re so far east? I detect a trace of Megalithican in your accent. You don’t look like a kanene. I get the feeling that you’re the sort of har who doesn’t need to be one, either!’
I shrugged, pulled a wry face. ‘You flatter me. I did come from Megalithica originally, yes. There are reasons why I’m doing this work, which I’d rather not go into. But they won’t cause you any hassle, I can promise you that.’
Jafit grinned. ‘They’d better not. I don’t relish the thought of angry pursuers materialising on my doorstep. You’d better tell me now if you’re in any kind of trouble. That doesn’t mean I won’t give you a place, so don’t be frightened.’
‘I’m not in trouble,’ I said. ‘Nohar’s after me.’
‘Good.’ Jafit slapped his legs and stood up. ‘OK Calanthe, I admit I like the look of you. I’ll let Astarth take you over the rails for a week or two and then you can come to me. If you pass my test, and it’s rigorous, I promise you, we’ll set you to work. Payment is seven spinners a week, plus bed and board. You’ll live here, of course. There won’t be any need for you to do domestic duties, we have a staff for that, so you can sit and rub lemon juice into those torn hands of yours every night to get them soft again. One thing; don’t abuse the staff! They have to work for a living too. Don’t get cigarette burns in the furniture. Don’t waste fuel or food, and don’t go poking around in any areas of the house that are off limits to you. Got that? Any other rules of the house, Astarth can tell you about. Learn as you go along; they’re mostly a good bunch here. They’ll help you. Any questions?’
I shook my head. ‘No, it all seems clear.’
‘Good. Now one thing, Calanthe, that I have to say to all newcomers and I only say it once, so remember it well. I look after my hara. I look after them very well. So you work well for me, do you hear? If anyhar pulls a fast one on me, they’re dead. No questions asked. Got it?’
I nodded.
Jafit reached forward and shook my hand. ‘I’m sure you do, Calanthe, I’m sure you do. Now, once a week, I like us all to have dinner together, so I’ll see you again then. Listen to Astarth; he knows his job. You’ll learn well and quickly from him. I make sure my kanene are the best around here.’ He waved a hand at me and I stood up. Jafit didn’t speak again.
I went out, my mind reeling. What had I got myself into? Jafit’s little empire. What, in the Aghama’s name, were pelcia and chaitra?
Astarth was waiting for me in the hall. He asked no questions, but told me that I would have to wait a few days until I could have a room of my own. Apparently, all the spare rooms were in varying states of decay, so one would have to be redecorated and furnished for me. At my request, Astarth reluctantly took me on a tour of the house. It is much larger inside than it appears from the front, and rather haphazard in design. It is constructed in a rough square around a central courtyard. Three-storied on two sides, where the main rooms and living quarters of the kanene are to be found, and two-storied on the remaining sides, which comprise the kitchens, domestic quarters and the stables. I heard that it could all get very fragrant out in the courtyard come summer. Refuse collection is not one of Fallsend’s strong points. What community council exists is more interested in feathering its own nest rather than the welfare of the hara, or so Astarth told me. I can believe it. In fact, I was rather surprised that Fallsend had a community council at all, however corrupt.
A bitter wind worried round the courtyard as Astarth and I, standing in a kitchen doorway, studied the rear vista of Piristil. Astarth wanted to make it brief. Shivering and exclaiming, he began to close the door.
‘Wait!’ I said, staying his hand. I pointed out into the gloom, toward the right of the house. There, the top story’s windows were shuttered, in a disturbingly permanent-looking manner. Several were reinforced with iron bars. Light was leaking around the shutters. ‘And what’s kept up there?’ I asked lightly. ‘A mad consort of Jafit perhaps? A deranged kanene?’
‘What do you mean?’ Astarth responded frostily.
‘Well, you have to admit, it does rather look as if something’s being kept in up there, or hidden at least. Very gothic, Astarth, a nice touch.’
My laughter did not amuse him however. His face had assumed a curiously blank expression. ‘You must be tired, Calanthe. Sleep is what you need now, I think.’ He closed the door firmly.
That first night in Piristil, I succumbed to an exhausted slumber, stretched out on the floor in Astarth’s room. In the morning, I awoke with my feet uncovered, freezing cold, my neck complaining fiercely because I’d rolled off the pallet in the night and slept on the hard floor. Across the room, I could see Astarth looking blissfully comfortable, up to the ears in thick quilts, his head buried in a mound of white pillows. As soon as I looked at him, he woke up. He has the instincts of a wild animal.
‘Well, I’m glad you look different,’ he said. ‘You were telling the truth, it seems. You are beautiful.’
Normally, such words would be taken as a compliment, but Astarth delivered them without feeling. Nothing for me to work on there! ‘You will never catch me lying,’ I said.
Astarth ignored this remark. ‘At least your training will be that much more pleasurable, well bearable, for me. As a rule, ugliness revolts me,’ he said profoundly. His conceit amused me. Piristil was certainly a little world of its own.
‘Training,’ I said, without inflection, somewhat affronted, somewhat amused. I didn’t know Astarth’s age, but I estimated that he was anything between twenty and thirty years younger than me; a second generation Wraeththu har. ‘It will be interesting to see what you can teach me.’ The matter would clearly have to be dealt with on a scientific basis.
Astarth didn’t answer. Secure as a princeling of his own little kingdom, he sat up in the bed and lifted aside the curtains to glance out of the window. ‘Rain again,’ he said.
‘Well, what a surprise!’
‘I would like to live in a warmer country, but Jafit thinks I would find it uncomfortable,’ Astarth continued vaguely. ‘Orpah will be bringing our breakfast in soon. You’d better dress. You don’t want the servants seeing you in that state.’
I groaned and lifted my cursing body off the floor. Astarth brushed me with a fleeting glance. ‘Oh, scars,’ he said.
‘A few. Will that increase or decrease my value?’
‘Neither.’
‘I hope I’m not going to regret any of this,’ I said, in a cheerful tone, pulling a shirt over my head.
‘Hmmm,’ Astarth said.
‘Have you?’ I asked. ‘Regrets I mean...’
Astarth stared at me. I had offended him, asked a question he did not want to answer. I put up my hands in a gesture of apology. ‘I don’t intend to stay in this place for long,’ I said.
Astarth was silent. He rose from the bed, crossed to the mirror, touched his face, stretched. ‘Jafit is impressed by you,’ he said.
I am Uigenna. This is the tribe that took us in. Uigenna. We had no way of knowing one tribe from another; we did not know they have different beliefs, different ways, different breath. Inception was ghastly. A fire-lit cellar, leaping flame shadows on the walls, a stink of filth. Inception room. Their hienama wore feathers and fur, stripes daubed across his face and chest. He took glass, a shard of glass in his hands. Somehar held me down. I felt the painless, sickening kiss of sharpness against weak flesh. A transfusion of Wraeththu blood. We’d heard it was something like that. Hienama and me. His blood into my veins, humanity dripping out of me onto sand and sawdust, with a halo of whimpering. I heard Seel crying, far away, nearby, in my head. Yes, in my head. Why had I done this to him? He would not stay with this tribe. I knew it. Yet I had already made up my mind. This was my tribe, these hara my people. The past was powerless to persuade me otherwise, whether through love or hate. Even in my pain and fear, I did not regret. Not once. Not ever.
For the next few days, whilst my body churned and changed, it was that one, fierce thought that kept me alive. It was what I wanted. I would face death to get it; and I did. And now is the time...
Now is the time for this virgin body to flower. I have arisen, shining, from althaia to a waiting hunger. The leader of this Uigenna tribe is known as Manticker the Seventy. This is because he once slew seventy armed human soldiers in one frenzied outburst. I can believe it. He is scarred and muscled, his femininity betrayed by his temper, his inner strength. I have only been here for a short while, yet already it is clear Manticker is being rivalled for control of the tribe. His contender is one Wraxilan, a great favourite of the warriors. He is rash and careless, but fearless and strong and quick. He carries few scars. His blond hair is shorn at the sides of his head, but as the rest of it is so thick, he still carries a splendid mane. He is also known as the Lion of Oomar, which is how our phyle of the tribe is named. Wraxilan has the broad shoulders of a man, the slim hips of a dancer, the hands and neck of a graceful Amazon, the shapely legs of a whore. He laughs nearly all the time. Like all the others, I am passionately intrigued by him. Slightly afraid, yes, but that is a wise precaution.
Now, I lie waiting in the straw, by the light of a single candle, in a dank cellar. I am waiting for the one who will come to me, awaken my new, female crevices, seal the pact that I have made with Wraeththu. As he comes toward me, it is his hair that I recognise first. ‘You,’ I say, and in my voice I hear the echoes of welcome and fear.
‘You think I would let anyhar else have you, Cal?’ he answers, smiling. ‘You’re the best we’ve had for a long time. Lie back. I will make this good for you.’
The Lion of Oomar. He says, ‘I am your first. You must remember this.’
‘No,’ I answer, ‘you are not the first. It was Seel.’
He laughs and cups my chin with his hand, squeezes hard. I wince. ‘No, my sweet creature, that was before. All that is gone, do you hear? I am your first. Me!’ As he says that, he plunges into me.
Ouana-lim, the phallus of Wraeththu. Bone and petals, with the tongue of a snake. He enjoys my weeping. He licks the tears from my face, and even in pain, I cannot resist the rising delight of aruna. That is the way of it. Irresistible. At the end, he takes my head in his hands once more.
‘What am I?’ he asks, and through a haze of tears, half-delirious, I say, ‘You are the first. The first.’
‘And will you ever forget that?’
‘Never. I swear it. Never.’
He pushes me back into the straw. Stands up. Rearranges his clothes. As I lie there with tears falling down my face into the straw, I can hear him whistling as he strolls away from me.
Breakfast in Piristil is necessarily a light meal. This is because most kanene rise late in the morning and the mid-day meal follows soon after. It is customary for most of the kanene to meet at lunchtimes, in the dark and elegant dining room on the ground floor. Astarth told me I could use his cosmetics until I had some of my own.
‘Is it really necessary at this time of day?’ I asked.
‘It is always necessary,’ Astarth replied in a stony voice. ‘You had better get into the habit of it quickly.’
He was strangely modest about displaying his body and even reprimanded me about my own carefree attitude toward nakedness. ‘Your body is the tool of your trade,’ he said. ‘Get used to the idea that it is to be flaunted only in the presence of paying clients. If you like, this is a psychological exercise in maintaining a certain mystery about what we do.’
I did not bother to argue. It was a minor point.
About an hour later, we heard the chime of a gong from downstairs. ‘That is for lunch,’ Astarth said. ‘Come on. Hurry up.’
I was still fighting with my hair in the mirror, not possessing Ezhno’s quick knack of arranging it. I followed Astarth downstairs. It is quite amusing how the kanene look upon themselves as creatures of quality. All day, they maintain this genteel code of manners and behaviour that would have been more at home in an upper-class girls’ boarding school of perhaps a century before. They are obviously not blind to their station in life, hence the need for a pretence of class and etiquette. Downstairs, I was formally introduced to the other kanene. Several of them were natives of the fabled land of Jaddayoth. Salandril and Rihana, languid creatures, came from the cat-worshipping tribe of Kalamah in eastern Jaddayoth; Yasmeen, Nahele and Ezhno from the gregarious Hadassah; and a gaunt, forbidding-looking creature named Flounah from the Maudrah.
After polite greetings, I took my place at the table, between a delightful imp named Lolotea and Ezhno. Of course, as before, the usual ways of starting a conversation were taboo, and it seemed my presence inhibited the sharing of gossip, so I opted for a safe subject, and one in which I had a deep interest: Jaddayoth. Nohar was loath to talk about it. I learned that there are twelve tribes of Jaddayoth and, from what I could gather, they were all equally eccentric in one way or another. Most of them had formed from groups splitting off from the Gelaming, who wanted to develop their own brand of Gelaming philosophy and lifestyle, whilst others had grown from bands of refugees fleeing Megalithica at the time of the Varrish defeat. Of course, during that time, many hara were reluctant to live under Gelaming rule. This would, naturally, have meant their giving up such practices as murdering, looting, raping and conquering, and most of the hierarchy of the Varrs and their chief allies, the Uigenna, did not welcome the prospect of a world of peace and plenty. Their rituals were too steeped in the previously mentioned depravities for that. In Jaddayoth, such a vast and empty place, they had been able to hide and lick their wounds, eventually emerging as new tribes. The Gelaming, true to their all-powerful reputation, do keep a cursory eye on what goes on in Jaddayoth. Several of the tribes are, in fact, still closely allied to Almagabra, but on the whole, it is still an unsupervised country, where new societies can blossom unmolested. All natives of Jaddayoth are surprisingly patriotic about the place, even those who, for dark and untold reasons, have obviously had to leave it, such as the kanene. Obvious too was the fact that Jaddayoth is a rising star in terms of affluence and trade. In Piristil, we eat Gimrah meat and vegetables off Hadassah plates. Our perfumes and cosmetics come from Kalamah, our oil and carpets from Emunah, our wine from Natawni. It didn’t take long for one clear and radiant idea to settle within me. Once I’d saved enough of my immoral earnings, Jaddayoth was the place I’d go. Privacy and freedom; what more could I want?
After lunch, Astarth excused us both from the company and took me upstairs again. ‘Take a bath,’ he said. ‘The water should be hot now.’
‘Again?’ I protested. One bath a month had been luxury to me for the past few years.
‘Yes, again,’ Astarth replied. ‘I want you thoroughly clean, if you don’t mind.’
I thought, ‘Ah, training,’ and complied without further argument.
Sitting in a deliciously warm bath, soaking in bubbles and steam, I found a package of cigarettes on a reachable table, plus a couple of yellowed but professionally-produced newspapers. I lit a cigarette and lay back to examine one of the papers. It had apparently come from Maudrah. This was obviously the top cockerel in the pecking order of Jaddayoth tribes. I read with interest. It was mostly propaganda stuff; how marvellous the government was, etc. About every five sentences the name of the Archon cropped up. Ariaric, Lord of Oomadrah, first city of Maudrah. If ever an election were held in the heavenly realms, this Ariaric would definitely be confident enough to run a campaign against the highest gods. From what I read, he certainly seemed powerful enough. There were a couple of muddy photographs, showing an individual whose face held the same expression and air of potential destruction as the blade of an axe. I smiled to myself. Whiffs of Terzian, I thought.
Astarth came bustling in. ‘What are you doing in here? We haven’t got all day!’
‘Who is this character?’ I asked, dripping soapy water all over the paper.
Astarth took it from my hands and wiped it. ‘Ah, Ariaric,’ he said. ‘I’ve only been in Maudrah once. I’ve never actually seen him in the flesh.’
‘Now there’s somehar I would like to meet!’ I declared with relish, putting my arms behind my head, blowing a series of smoke-rings at the ceiling. ‘He sounds just my type. Rich and powerful.’
‘And complete with royal consort,’ Astarth added sharply. ‘You certainly have a high opinion of yourself, Calanthe, I’ll say that.’
‘Certainly not. I am perfectly at home in royal houses.’
‘Yes, well, you’re not in a royal house now! You are a lowly kanene, that is all. It might interest you to know that Ariaric’s consort Elisyin is a har of the Ferike tribe, whose wit, charm, intelligence and breeding transcends all others. You think you will ever get to Maudrah? Ha!’ He laughed coldly. ‘You think you’ll ever get near such hara as the royal family of Ariaric? You are mad, Calanthe. Chances are you’ll never see the outside of Thaine!’
‘OK, OK, don’t distress yourself,’ I said, rising from the water.
Astarth stonily handed me a towel. Obviously, I had hit a raw spot. It didn’t take much to work out what that was. Bitterness. Astarth looked around the four walls of that bathroom as if they were a prison. Perhaps they were.
He stalked coldly back into the bedroom while I dried myself. ‘Ill humour!’ I thought and expected a cold reception when I rejoined him, some moments later.
He was sitting on his bed, pensive in the grey afternoon light. A winsome sight. He looked up and saw me. ‘Come here,’ he said, and held out his hand. I took this as an apology for his sharp words. ‘Well, let’s see what you can do, Calanthe.’
I sat down beside him and he put his arms around me, for a brief second favouring me with the pressure of his bright head upon my shoulder. It was short-lived.
The flavour of that afternoon in Piristil shall stay with me forever, I think: the damp air, the sound of rain on the windows, the half-darkness of a grey, hopeless day. Little warmth reached us from the fire. I had never partaken in such a passionless, empty coupling. Aruna should never be like that. Astarth seemed dead to pleasure, his mind buried deep within his head. There was no touching of souls, no sensation of shared thoughts, nothing. Confused. I tried to change things, to bring us closer. It seemed so long since I had touched another har. I wanted it to be good.
Astarth pulled my hair. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked coldly.
It is hard to convey how much those words, delivered so emotionlessly, stung me. I had always come alive during aruna. Perhaps it is my outstanding ability. Perhaps that was why I thought I’d make a good kanene. I was wrong. Astarth and his kind are not proficient at aruna, no way. If sex is a machine, then kanene are good mechanics, but I will never call what they do aruna again. It isn’t. Now, I’m glad about that.
‘It seems you have a lot to learn,’ Astarth told me resignedly.
‘I’m not sure I want to,’ I replied.
He smiled cynically. ‘There are two types of pain. Pelcia and chaitra. Now I will teach them to you. Forget what you know. That is no use to you here. No use at all.’
Pelcia is a corruption of the word pelki, which means violation. It involves learning how to put up a convincing resistance to the sex act. I must allow myself to be raped. Is that possible? Chaitra, simply, is the same service performed for a client. They want pain, whether delivered or received. That is what they pay for.
‘Learn,’ Astarth said. ‘They don’t know much. There are a hundred ways to deceive, a hundred short-cuts to the desired result. As long as they hear you squeal, they’ll be content.’
I sat up in bed. I actually thought about leaving. Staring out of the window, I could see the depressing vista of Fallsend dropping away into a murky mist. Where could I go next? I had no money, no horse, not even any clothes of my own. It was the closest I had come to despair for a long time. Now, some of Astarth’s bitterness when I’d been waffling on about going to Maudrah began to take on deeper meaning. I was trapped in a vicious circle. Unwelcome memories were coming dangerously close to the surface of my mind.
‘Astarth, I have to think,’ I said. ‘All of this is going to take a little getting used to.’
‘Of course,’ he answered unctuously, as if we’d just been discussing a business venture of an entirely dissimilar kind. ‘Think all you want. I will see you later.’
I wandered downstairs, looking for warmth, looking for company, and went into the sitting room that led off the dining room. Only one other har was in there, sitting close to the fire. It was Lolotea. Once I’d shut the door behind me, cheerfulness invaded the room. ‘Hi there,’ Lolotea said, smiling at me. ‘Come in. Sit down.’
I smiled back wanly and sat down in the window seat, my knees up, my chin on my knees, brooding sourly upon the yard beyond.
‘Hey,’ Lolotea said softly. He came and drew the curtains in front of my face. ‘Don’t sit there. It’s cold.’
‘Is it possible to be warm here?’ I asked.
Lolotea didn’t reply. He led me to the fireside and poured me a cup of coffee from a pot standing in the grate. He studied me for a moment. ‘In a week, you’ll forget you ever felt like this.’
‘Like what?’
‘Like the expression on your face. Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it. We all did.’
‘I can’t think of anywhere else to go,’ I said bitterly, unwilling to accept those last words.
‘There can’t be anywhere, that’s why. I’m sure you wouldn’t be here if there was. None of us would.’
‘I think I’ve failed Astarth’s test. Perhaps I’ll be asked to leave anyway.’
Lolotea shrugged. ‘Hmm, maybe. But if I were you, I’d sit down here for a while, warm up, smoke a few cigarettes, have a few more cups of coffee, then go upstairs and put that right. You’re not stupid, are you? Just put it right.’
We smiled at each other; conspirators. ‘Advise me.’
Lolotea smiled into his cup. ‘Astarth has a way of intimidating hara. He looks down on everyhar if they give him half a chance. This is the result of a rather large and heavy chip on his shoulder. Don’t let him look down on you. Get in the first blow, so to speak. Surprise is the key to success.’
‘Hmm, already I feel I’ve learned more from you than Astarth could ever teach me.’
Lolotea gave another expressive shrug. ‘That is because I’m not trying to impose authority over you.’
‘Is that what Astarth’s trying to do then? Just that?’
‘I would think so. Astarth will be jealous of you. You spoke of plans to leave here, plans for the future. That would anger him. He resents ambition in others, mainly because he’s too lazy or complacent to do anything himself. Dog in the manger syndrome. Don’t you think so?’
‘I can’t say,’ I answered diplomatically, aware that any careless remarks might be repeated as gossip. ‘I haven’t been here long enough to judge anyhar’s character.’
Lolotea smiled politely.
As he suggested, after a few more cups of coffee, I went back upstairs.
Astarth was tidying his room, something he seems to spend an awful lot of time doing, mainly moving things from one end of the room to the other. He looked up at me with annoyance. Perhaps I’d disturbed some precious, private reverie. ‘Yes, what is it?’ he snapped.
‘I’ve been teaching myself,’ I answered.
Luckily, I was angry. My whole, miserable set of circumstances was making me angry. Astarth’s caustic, condescending tone was the final straw. I half threw him across the room. He landed with a clatter amongst some of his precious belongings. That, at least, wiped the hauteur from his face. I do know how to be wild. It is not something I’m proud of and I don’t care to remember it most of the time, especially how and where I learnt it.
When I’d finished with Astarth, he looked as if he’d just fought off the Hounds of Hell. He lay on the floor, staring up at me, dazed, and not a little frightened. I squatted down and put my face close to his. ‘Now remember this, my friend. It is something I want you to think about very deeply. One day, while you’re still here, working on your back, I shall be back up there amongst the royal houses. Don’t doubt it for a second, my sweet creature. I don’t know what keeps you here, and I don’t want to, but believe me, I’ve lived in royal houses. I’ve been right up there among the angels, and I intend to get there again! Not you, your sarcasm, or your little world of depravity is going to stop me. Is that clear? I’m not a whore, Astarth. I never will be. This is just a stepping-stone. Got that?’
Astarth put up his hands. ‘OK,’ he said placatingly.
It was the beginning of a certain mutual respect between us.
That evening, instead of staying in Piristil for the evening meal, Lolotea suggested that he and I should go down into Fallsend for a ‘bite to eat, a skinful of good liquor and a change of scenery.’ He guessed that my first day in the establishment had been a little harrowing.
‘No work tonight then?’ I enquired.
Lolotea pulled a face. ‘Well, just one, as it happens, but I managed to farm it off to Rihana. I thought you needed the company more.’
We trudged down the muddy streets, past the grey and brown stalls selling grey and brown merchandise, to a tavern that Lolotea called ‘passable.’ If the food wasn’t exactly haute cuisine, at least it felt warm and friendly inside and the ale was decent. Lolotea had kindly lent me the money that I owed the hostel-keeper who had kept my belongings. Knowing the labyrinthine streets of the town as well as he did, we only had to take a short detour to call in there on the way to the tavern. After we’d finished eating and the pot-har had removed our plates, I emptied the contents of my bag onto the table, to examine what mementos I had left of my past.
Lolotea picked up a small, jewelled pin and inspected it with interest. ‘Hmm, this looks Varrish,’ he said, before he could stop himself.
‘It is,’ I answered, taking it off him. Terzian had given it to me. Holding it, I could see once more the imposing outline of his house, We Dwell in Forever. I could feel the warmth of its hearths, smell the sandalwood perfume of its rooms. I remembered Swift, Terzian’s son, and Cobweb, who is a Wraeththu legend. I could see us in the wintertime, running through the snow. I could smell mulled sheh and the scent of cut pine. Soft lamplight through the darkness. Welcoming windows. Laughter. Softness. Security. Swift and Cobweb. What were they doing now? Did they ever think of me? I didn’t want to miss them. Terzian… Our last moments together. The moment his breath stilled forever. I hardened my heart, pushed the thoughts away. They weren’t family. It was all in the past.
There was a moment’s silence while I relived those memories, all the more painful because of the contrast between what I’d been then and what I’d become. My grief must have been unmistakable. The jewelled pin in my hands burned hot.
In sympathy, Lolotea broke the first rule of Piristil. ‘I came from Megalithica,’ he said at last.
‘Me too,’ I replied in a thick voice, although I knew Lolotea had already guessed that.
‘Look, don’t answer this if you don’t want to,’ he ventured, ‘but are you, were you, a Varr?’
I looked up at him, unable to speak.
He mistook my silence for something else. ‘I’m only asking, well, because... I was Varrish once.’
I smiled. ‘Yes, I too was a Varr for a time. In Galhea.’
Lolotea rolled his eyes. ‘Ah, Galhea! The nest of all intrigue! Terzian’s stronghold was in Galhea, wasn’t it?’ This was a rhetorical question of course, but I still nodded.
‘It was.’
Lolotea laughed nervously. ‘Oh, it seems stupid, doesn’t it? All this secrecy about ourselves!’
‘Not if you happened to be a Varr in Megalithica around about the time I left there.’
‘Yes, but what does it matter now? It’s over and done with, isn’t it?’
‘I suppose so,’ I agreed cautiously, ‘but you have to remember that the Varrs had a lot to answer for once. I expect that there are quite a few blood-debts left hanging around, even over here in Thaine. I don’t think anyhar will forget completely all that happened.’
‘Yeah, you’re right.’ Lolotea wrinkled his nose. ‘But I think most of them in Piristil have worse secrets to hide than they once used to be Varrs! I must admit, I feel quite a sham keeping it quiet really. Look around you. The chances are nearly everyhar in Fallsend had some connection with the Varrs at one time. I bet Astarth, for one, has several dark secrets lurking in his past!’
I agreed readily to that, mostly because I still hadn’t forgiven Astarth for trying to humiliate me.
‘I lived north of Galhea,’ Lolotea continued. ‘I once saw Terzian when he rode through on his way to Fulminir. What a hero! Everyhar was virtually falling down and kissing the ground as he went by.’
I laughed at this, visualising it easily.
‘Did you ever see him, close to?’ Lolotea queried, still tentative. ‘I mean, living in Galhea and all, I suppose you must have, but, well, we often used to wonder what he was really like.’
‘I saw him,’ I said. I hadn’t meant to put all that feeling into those words. It wasn’t a deliberate clue so that I could show off to Lolotea. I just couldn’t deny the feelings inside me.
‘And what about Cobweb, the famous consort, or should I say the famous first consort? Did you ever get to see him too? Is he as beautiful as hara say?’
I made an exclamation, remembering. ‘Oh yes! You could say that Cobweb and I actually got to cross swords a couple of times!’
‘Really?’ Lolotea was not sure whether to believe me or not.
‘I suppose I’m saying too much,’ I said.
‘No! Not at all. Please go on.’ Lolotea wasn’t stupid.
‘It might just be stories. How do you know I’m not making it up?’
‘I’ll take that risk. It’s entertaining anyway, even if it is bullshit.’
‘What do you want to know?’
‘Cal...’
‘No, Calanthe,’ I butted in.
‘Calanthe,’ he said thoughtfully, staring at me very hard. I could see a certain dawning of realisation creeping over his face, but it was too wonderful a coincidence for him to believe at first. He said casually, ‘Wasn’t... wasn’t Terzian’s second consort, you know, the one that caused all the trouble in Forever, named Cal? He had yellow hair too, didn’t he - like yours.’
‘He was called Cal, yes, among other things,’ I replied, filled with a weird kind of relief. I wanted him to know. I didn’t know why.
Lolotea raised his glass at me and smiled. ‘It’s not a common name,’ he said and drank thoughtfully. ‘Well, I’m not even going to attempt to work out why the consort of Terzian the Varr is working as a kanene in a dead-end pit like Fallsend ... er, if he is doing so, of course! I thought that all of Terzian’s family came under the protection of the Gelaming after Fulminir fell. Terzian’s son went over to the Gelaming, didn’t he? Swift, wasn’t it? As I recall, he came out of it all very well. Some say too well.’
‘You don’t know the circumstances,’ I said, defending Swift who certainly deserved it. ‘He acted in the only way possible. Galhea must be quite a mighty metropolis by this time, I would imagine.’
‘I don’t know,’ Lolotea said. ‘I came over to Thaine before the Gelaming ever really got a hold on Megalithica. It seems we’re both old crows together, doesn’t it! Maybe one day, I’ll tell you my story. If you tell me the rest of yours, of course!’
‘That’s a deal,’ I said, having no intention of ever doing so.
We clinked glasses, laughed, and drank. Now I had a friend. Perhaps things were not as bad as I’d thought.
Body for Sale
I am Uigenna. I am sixteen years old. The world has gone now, the world that I knew. My family is probably dead. I don’t care. I really don’t. I tell myself they never liked me. I still don’t know if that is true. Seel went to the Unneah. That was because the Uigenna were too wild for him, too ferocious. We meet sometimes, on those crazy borderlands that exist in cities like this. It has changed so much in such a short space of time. I feel like I’ve lived for a hundred years. There is Wraeththu blood in my veins and I feel like a god. Human life means nothing to me. They are so small. I hate them. I have to kill. Every time I kill, I see a mocking, threatening face. Such faces followed me in the past. Such faces drove me to what I have become. They shouted out to me, menacing, vulgar, ugly. But no more. They are dead and those who still live shall die. In the shadows of perpetual night, in the light of dancing flames, I meet a har named Zackala. We intrigue each other in an outlandish courtship. Our nuptial bed is a heap of debris, broken window frames, wreckage of love. He bites me. We laugh. Pain makes me strong. I live in this place. It is always with me. At night, I do not dream. I just remember. There are no nightmares.
Lolotea and I returned to Piristil very late. There were several minutes of drunken giggling as we tried to sneak up the creaking stairs. Lolotea paused by his door. ‘You’d better go to Astarth,’ he said.
I pulled a sorrowful face. ‘I suppose I’d better.’
‘Goodnight Calanthe.’ He closed the door on me.
Astarth was asleep when I went in. I did not wake him. I curled myself in blankets on the floor and lay staring at the ceiling until I fell asleep.
The following day, Astarth informed me, with unmistakable relief, that he would be working until the evening. My training session would have to wait until then. At lunch, I took the opportunity to examine in more detail the other occupants of the house. I entertained myself conjecturing whether their eating habits gave any clues as to their personalities. Flounah glared at his food, eyeing it with suspicion and chewing distastefully. Ezhno read a book throughout the meal, shovelling forkfuls into his mouth abstractedly. Both Salandril and Rihana sorted out their food, before eating, into piles of what they liked and what they wouldn’t touch. This, of course, was the only fitting behaviour for hara whose tribe were reputed to be innately catlike. All of them were of averagely lovely Wraeththu appearance, which to me signified that they must all be villains of one colour or another. Astarth sat at the head of the table, moodily ignoring his food and taking only wine. I had been surprised by the quality of the wine, which was excellent. Piristil was a place of contrasts.
There was a knock at the front door, which we all ignored. It came again. Sighing, Astarth fastidiously wiped his mouth with a napkin and graciously rose from the table. ‘Orpah!’ he yelled unnecessarily as he left the room.
I had come to realise in a relatively short space of time that the staff of Piristil were inordinately apathetic about many of their duties, answering the door being one of them. Presumably, this was why Jafit had seen fit to caution me about my attitude toward them. Apart from Orpah, there were three others in the house; Wuwa, Tirigan and Jancis, who was the cook. All of them had that half-finished appearance of the unsuccessfully incepted. Relations between the staff and the kanene were not of the warmest kind.
‘You have ruffled Astarth’s feathers,’ Ezhno remarked to me as Orpah put his head around the door and said, ‘What?’ We ignored him. I made no comment on Ezhno’s observation. ‘Don’t pull his hair too hard, that’s all,’ he continued mildly. ‘Astarth is lord of the hearth in this place. He won’t like it if you challenge his authority too much.’
‘I didn’t realise I had,’ I said, wondering how much Lolotea had been blabbing to the others.
‘Astarth perceives challenges to his authority in all kinds of innocent behaviour,’ Flounah pointed out morbidly. Of them all, he was the most bewitching creature. Pale, attenuated, with smooth black hair like a sheet of silk. His slanted eyes must be the envy of the Kalamah. He is not to be trusted, however.
On my way upstairs that afternoon, I had my first glimpse of one of Piristil’s customers. He was coming out of Jafit’s office, accompanied by Jafit himself. I’m not sure what kind of monster I’d been expecting, but from what I could see, the har looked merely ordinary. No manic eyes, no clawed hands anxious to do business with the flesh of a kanene. I had seen many such hara as warriors in my late consort’s army. This har looked no different, dressed in black, scuffed leather, his hair tied behind his head, his eyes tired.
‘Kruin, I’d like you to meet our latest arrival,’ Jafit said indulgently, as if bestowing a great honour. I bowed appropriately.
The har named Kruin inclined his head awkwardly and said, ‘Er... hello.’
‘Be so good as to summon Rihana,’ Jafit ordered, so I called ‘Rihana!’ and went upstairs to find Lolotea.
He was in his room and invited me inside. ‘Comfortable!’ I said.
Lolotea grinned. ‘I try. Do you want to go into Fallsend again?’
I could tell from his voice that he hoped I didn’t. ‘No, I don’t think so. What do you usually do to keep entertained when you’re not working?’
‘Sleep!’
‘That boring, huh?’
Lolotea lay down on his bed and stretched and groaned. ‘Not really. We could be artistic and paint pictures, we could tell each other stories, or we could get very drunk.’
‘The last of those suggestions seems the most promising,’ I said.
‘I agree. What do you want, wine or betica?’
‘I’ve never drunk betica, so I’ll have that.’
‘You sure?’ Lolotea laughed, but sprang off his bed and poured us both a large drink. The liquor was yellow and its taste better left undescribed. However, after half a glass, the mouth is sufficiently numbed not to be alarmed by it.
Lolotea flopped down on his bed again. ‘I’ll be glad when you get paid, Calanthe! I don’t suppose you’ve got any cigarettes, have you?’
‘No, but you have.’ I helped myself.
Lolotea laughed, but did not protest. ‘So, mysterious one, tell me about life in Galhea.’
‘Oh, it’s not that interesting,’ I said. Everything that happened to me in Galhea was, naturally, intensely interesting, but I didn’t like talking about it.
Lolotea thought for a moment, stroking the rim of his glass. He looked enchanting and mischievous. ‘Is Terzian really dead?’ he asked. ‘Or is that an indelicate question?’ He was pleased with himself for being shocking.
Kindly, I tried to appear shocked. ‘Foully indelicate!’ I answered.
Lolotea raised his eyebrows.
‘Yes, he’s dead...’ I sat down on the bed beside him. ‘And no, before you ask, I’m not grieving for him. I must admit, I do sort of miss Galhea though. I had a good life there. Besides, I was rich in Galhea. I lived in a grand house. Now look at me!’
‘You look just fine to me, Calanthe,’ Lolotea remarked. I was not sure of his motive in that. He might possess a perspicacity I’d not given him credit for.
‘I’m a survivor,’ I said.
‘You will need to be here,’ he answered, although I didn’t agree. Piristil, in its way, is just as womblike as Forever had been. No outside world. I would have liked to enlighten Lolotea about just what real survival entailed, but there was little point, and I didn’t want to reveal that much about myself. Instead, because I like to turn and turn and trample in a new nest to make it comfortable, I said, ‘Lolotea, I would like to take aruna with you this afternoon.’
Lolotea laughed and I’m quite sure that his first reaction was to ask, ‘why?’ but it was not part of the image that he wanted me to have of him. ‘I hope you don’t want to try out your newly acquired skills of pelcia and chaitra on me,’ he said with a smile.
‘Is that an answer?’
‘You didn’t ask a question.’
‘OK, will you? I know it’s probably not the sort of thing you do for relaxation around here, but the truth is, I’m desperate for a cuddle and need my faith restoring in physical contact.’
Lolotea pulled a face. ‘Do you know, when I think about it, I haven’t taken aruna for years, not proper aruna. I suppose we get kind of sexless, what with our work being what it is.’ He looked at me. ‘Maybe I need my faith restoring too. Faith! Ha!’ He threw one hand over his face and laughed coldly. ‘What did all our dreams come to, Calanthe? Have we realised any of them? Look at us! My self-development went right out of the window as soon as my need to earn a crust for myself came in. Were we kidding ourselves that it was all going to be better? Are we really better than humans?’
‘Oh, give it a rest, Teah!’ I said. ‘Leave the heavy bullshit for those who’ve got the time to worry about it. Right now, I want you. That’s magic. No amount of failed dreams can take that away from us.’
He sighed. ‘You’re right. Undress me. And do it slowly. Let’s make the best of it.’
We did.
Maybe taking aruna with Lolotea woke up parts of me that had been sleeping (or catatonic), I don’t know. But I remember how when I left his room that evening, the sun had struggled from its mantle of clouds; the hall and stairs of Piristil were bathed in a beautiful sunset glow. I could feel my senses, lifted with the kinder light, waking up, sniffing, looking around and thinking, ‘Ah yes, time for work to begin again.’ For too long I’d been aimlessly shuffling around the countryside, with no direction in mind, abandoning my skills, living like a scavenger. Look what it had brought me to! I might as well have been human. OK, I’d got a whole book of excuses for what might be termed my ‘breakdown,’ but the time of healing was over. No more excuses. From here, it’s one way: up.
I went to Astarth. ‘Reporting for training,’ I said, with a smart and sassy salute.
Astarth shook his head and nearly smiled. ‘I can teach you nothing, Calanthe. From now until your room’s ready, sleep with Lolotea. He can train you instead. I’ve asked Jafit, so it’s all right. In a few days, I’ll see what you’ve learned. OK?’
‘Very OK,’ I said.
And that was that.
We come to a place where humans still have control. It is not a large city, but from where we are stationed on the hill, it appears to cover the entire valley floor beneath us. Zack holds up his knife to the hazy sun. The clouds have not yet lifted. Pale ribbons lead into the town below us; empty roads. There is smoke rising and little sound. We begin to descend the hill. There are maybe just over a hundred of us, well-rested, well-fed. Now our leader is Wraxilan; Manticker the Seventy is no more. Wraxilan, Lion of Oomar, rides a slim, brown horse that tosses its head impatiently as it picks its way down the narrow path. The Lion’s hair flows yellow down his back, like girl’s hair, beneath a metal helmet that covers nearly all of his head, giving him the face of some feral, gleaming animal. We trot like wolves and, before us, we can now see the barricades that have been built around the town. Feeble fortifications. Do they really think they can hold us back, stem the relentless waves of Wraeththu? We who beat patiently, like water, licking like flames, like fire. Unconquerable and incomparable. Weak sunlight picks out the deadly nozzles poking through the makeshift wall before us. Tumbled automobiles, masonry and skeletal woodwork, all clothed by a rotting flesh of torn fabric. They have plundered the body of the town; she will not aid them. I allow myself to laugh. What we are doing is merely as tiresome as having to rub the sleep from our eyes in the morning, and perhaps not even as dangerous. We can smell their fear because they will have heard the tales. Just the presence of their meagre defences speaks of the fact that they have not entirely believed them. If they had, they would have run, and run fast, north into the great forests where it is still possible to hide—for the time being. Instead, the fools have chosen to stay and defend their territory.
Just ahead of me, the Lion of Oomar reins in his mincing horse and raises his hand. We halt. His generals confer. Half-naked, their skin shining like oiled leather, their hair arranged in savage crests, they are proud beings, the cream of Uigenna. Now the humans will be thinking, ‘Oh, they are so exposed, hardly shielded, unarmoured,’ and their spirits, their paltry hopes will begin to rise. I can feel it rising, like a weak mist over the town, so soon to be burnt to extinction. The light is getting stronger now. An order is given. We pull ourselves up straight and, around me, I can see a hundred pairs of eyes light up. Nothing can quell the hysteria of potential conquest, not even when it is so easily achieved. We begin to move once more and now I can hear the voices coming from the town, half-heard-shouts, the clank of metal. They will wait until we are closer before they begin to fire.
Now our shaman walks before the Lion’s horse. He is robed in pale, floating stuff, his hair unbound, his arms raised. I can see, where his sleeves have fallen back, the sunlight glinting off the golden hairs on his arms. He is famed among Uigenna. His powerful voice is famous. We can hear him crooning.
There is an order being given behind the barricade. ‘Fire!’
There is a sound, it is true. It is the sound of the earth cracking, the earth stretching, the call of the fire serpents deep in their earthy lairs, but it is not the sound of gunfire. We need no further order. Wolves again, we bay and lope quickly toward the town. As I leap the barricade, I look quickly into a pair of wide and stricken eyes, looking up. My knife obliterates their expression and, for the first time that day, my skin is sprayed with blood. They cannot fight us for our shaman has poisoned them with fear. Like children, they whimper and cower. Like corn, we cut them down. There can be no pity.
The shambles of the town opens up before us. It is another vista of decay and putrefaction. There are lights that will no longer shine, shops with broken windows, whose wares have long since been looted or burned. Cars sag dismally along cracked streets, their insides gutted as if picked at by carrion eaters, the lamps that were their eyes dimmed for eternity. Of course, humanity had turned upon their own a long time ago. We pass human corpses dangling from the lamp posts. We pass slogans of despair scrawled across walls. And still we run.
‘This town must be cleansed,’ our leader tells us and we know that. We know that so thoroughly, so lovingly. I howl and kill like the rest. Even as I plunge metal into flesh, I think, ‘A pity; there will he little food here.’
By evening, it is over. All the surviving young males have been rounded up and now stand shivering in pools of their own piss and vomit, next to the fire we have built. It is a good fire, large and potent. The magic still eats away at the hearts of the remaining man-children. They cannot lift a finger to help themselves, but even so, we look upon this as sport. Wraxilan has already chosen the best. The boy is dragged forward, weeping, kicking the dirt. I choke on despising, even though I know his mind is not his own. I never blink as his flesh is cut, nor wince as he screams, screaming still as our beloved leader’s blood is instilled into the wound. A small libation, but enough. When the transformation is complete, the Lion shall take him, but not before. We are not barbarians. We know the rituals, respect the Changing. We shall tend the Incepted and help them in their passing from humanity. This town is depressing. I shall be glad to leave it. The Changing takes three days. Then the inception is fixed forever by the sanctity of aruna. The newly incepted will have haunted eyes for a while, but then they will accept what they are and the power shall course through their once feeble bodies. This is the ways of things. This is what we have to do to the world; cleanse it. Change it. We are young, yes. Our cultures are young, yes. But the world is ready for us, you see. She wants us. She has waited a long time for our coming. She hates humankind. They have raped her and beaten her nearly to death. We are her angels and we are the voice of vengeance. The lights go out forever all over this blighted country and the Earth shall claim back what is hers and we shall be given what is ours and the temples shall be sanctified with blood.
The next two weeks passed very quickly for me, while at the same time instilling within me the sense that I had been in Piristil for a long, long time. Its routines became my routines; it no longer smelled strange to me. At night I slept in Lolotea’s bed (he was excused ‘night duty’ for the time being with the clientele), and it was from him that I received my initiation into the rites of a kanene. Most of it was absurd. We did it, but then got drunk and laughed about it.
After a week, my room was ready for occupation. Orpah and Wuwa had been responsible for the decoration, so it was with no surprise that Lolotea and I found paint smears on the window and across several of the floorboards around the edge of the room. My bed hid a bald patch in the carpet. On the day that I finally moved into that room, I stared at the bed for quite some time, trying to envisage what I must eventually do in it. I wished I had a different place to sleep in. I did not want my personal nest to be crowded by ghosts. I resolved to try and do most of my business on the carpet. I sat down on the bed and thought, ‘And how long is this to be my little world?’ I couldn’t help adding to it though, striving to make it some kind of home, however temporary. Out of my meagre wages, I resolved to save at least half. Clothes, food, cosmetics, I would not have to worry about buying myself. Jafit footed the bill for those. Liquor was always available about the house. So all I would have to spend my money on was small comforts for myself. Fallsend has quite a good market, selling merchandise from Jaddayoth and sometimes from Almagabra. I decided that as soon as I could afford it, I would buy some patterned rugs to hang on the walls and to disguise the tired appearance of the carpet. It might also help to keep the room warm. Occasionally, the open fire belched unwelcome clouds of thick smoke back out of the chimney. You see, I was thinking in terms of a certain permanency. Dangerous. I should have kept the discomfort and saved all my money. At first, the place smelled damp.
The Dire Time was drawing near. Sometimes, I would pass customers on the stairs, or come across them in the two sitting-rooms we had on the ground floor. I had quickly adapted to the Piristil tradition of deeply loathing those who came to buy, and was only frostily polite to anyhar that spoke to me. Only in the bedroom, Lolotea told me, do we have to put on The Act. ‘They don’t pay for us to like them, after all!’
Near the end of my first two weeks, Astarth summoned me to his room again. It was another dreary evening. Astarth looked miserable and uncomfortable. ‘Now, we shall have to see...’ he muttered, wringing his hands convulsively. Maybe he was psyching himself up to find out what I’d learned. Guessing this, I infuriated him by talking about the weather, a subject that holds not the slightest fascination for either of us.
‘Calanthe, listen!’ he said at last. ‘You know why you’re here. Let’s get on with it, OK? I shall take the part of a client. I have to see how you will react.’
In the light of the fire, stalking me, he looked feline and dangerous; his tension was power. ‘I can see the Wraeththu in you now,’ I said, and I could, for perhaps the first time.
Astarth made a noise like the fire crackling. When he put his hand on my shoulder, I could feel thin, hard ropes of muscle trembling up his palm. ‘Begin. Speak!’ he said.
‘Have you already paid for me?’
‘Jafit takes the money before anyhar comes upstairs.’
‘How much?’
‘Not your concern. Never ask about money.’ He squatted down before me, where I sat on the carpet. ‘They will begin by saying something like; “You don’t want me here, do you?” How will you answer?’
I laughed. ‘Well, that’s obvious. I shall say; “Yes, that’s true”. It won’t be a lie, after all.’
Astarth shook his head. ‘Somehow, I don’t think you’ll look frightened saying that, Calanthe.’
‘I don’t think I can be frightened. All right, I know the game. Don’t look like that. I shall say, “Please Tiahaar, don’t hurt me.” Will that do?’
Astarth smiled grimly. ‘Simpering and lisping do not become you, but they pay for the sex, not a command performance.’ He put his other hand upon me. ‘Say it, then.’
I looked grave and said, ‘Astarth, I don’t want you to hurt me.’
He looked strange and old in the firelight (had I been wrong about his age?), holding my eyes with a steady, flickerless gaze. ‘I won’t,’ he said, and dropped his eyes. He stood up, walked backwards two paces, turned his back, flinched and wheeled around. Before I knew what had hit me, I was half-way across the room, stars in front of my eyes. Astarth was only a stooped, carnivorous shadow against the window. I crouched into a position of defence, quite instinctively. I could see him moving. ‘My God, I think he means this,’ I thought. Had Astarth been waiting for the right moment to attack me ever since the aftermath of our first training session?
‘Don’t move!’ he said.
I didn’t answer.
He came at me quickly, like some monstrous spider, kicking out sideways so that my shoulder slammed against the wall. He’d been well-trained at some point, but it must have been a long time ago. Already I could see his weaknesses. I waited, then thought clearly, ‘Right! Now!’ and retaliated. He was unguarded. Surely no client would leave his neck exposed like that? I don’t know. We’re not supposed to fight back in this role, are we? My fingers clamped around Astarth’s windpipe, forcing his head back. He clawed at me, but sensibly gave that up when my other hand punched him in the stomach. Now we were both snarling, rolling like frenzied wildcats across the floor. It was exhilarating.
Astarth gasped, ‘What in hell are you doing, Calanthe?’ but in the dim light, I could see him grinning.
‘It’s no good,’ I said, pinning him carefully to the floor. ‘I just can’t let anyhar kick the shit out of me and not fight back. Perhaps, when I’m provoked, I can give pain, but I can’t lie back happily and receive it.’
‘You’re a fool!’ he said. I could feel the bones grinding in his wrists.
‘Enjoying it, aren’t you!’ I replied.
That set him off snarling and spitting and twisting and flailing. I let go of his arms, let him rave for a while before slicing him under the ribs with the edge of my hand. That shut him up. I carried him to the bed and dropped him on it. He lay silent, breathing heavily, one hand across his stomach. His eyes were glass, staring out of the open curtains at a sky where there was no moon. I sat down on the edge of the bed to catch my breath. Clearly, I was far from fit myself. ‘I don’t think I’m going to be of any use here,’ I said.
‘You must!’ he answered vehemently and then coughed for quite some time.
I politely allowed him to finish before saying, ‘And what is it to you, Astarth?’
‘Nothing. But Jafit will be displeased if you don’t work out, that’s all. He wants you here, Calanthe, not me.’
‘And yet it was you who was stupid enough to let me in.’
He ignored that. ‘It’s not that difficult to learn,’ he said. ‘We all had to. It doesn’t come naturally, I know, but you do need the money.’
‘Yes.’ I sighed and rubbed at my face. ‘The problem is, I’ve always believed in aruna, Astarth. I know its magic. This pelcia and chaitra business is an obscenity. It turns my stomach.’
‘I know. Just don’t look on it as aruna. There are other things we have to do with those parts of our bodies. Look on it as that.’
‘Succinctly put,’ I said, impressed. ‘And yet, I get the feeling, Astarth, that - how can I put this? It seems to me you perhaps don’t feel the same about it as I do.’
‘You mean I enjoy it?’ he asked in a clipped voice without any hint of shame. ‘Perhaps I do. It lets the anger out, doesn’t it? Sometimes I feel like I want to be beaten to death. Sometimes I want to kill. You have your dreams to sustain you, don’t you? I can’t dream like that anymore.’ He turned his head away from me.
I put my hand on his shoulder and felt the flesh tense beneath it. ‘You want me to finish what I started?’ I asked. There was a silence. ‘Come on!’ I chided and poked him in the ribs. ‘Come on, Astarth!’ I tickled him under the arms and he couldn’t help laughing. Astarth likes it rough, it’s true, but I look upon him as a kind of highly-strung horse. Treat him the right way, gain his trust and you can mount him, no problem. Crude comparison, I know, but that’s what living in a whorehouse does to hara.
Later, we drank a bottle of wine and Astarth advised me how to behave with Jafit.
‘Just get drunk,’ he said. ‘Rave like a banshee. Think female; it helps!’
‘I’ll try.’
‘Sure you will. You’ll starve out there in the winter if you don’t. Anyway, Jafit likes you. He won’t kick you out.’
I had been careful in my buttering up of the patron of this establishment. I had only met him properly twice since my first interview and that was when everyhar else was there, when we all ate together. Not oblivious to the extent of my acting ability in respect of the boudoir, I realised it was important to seem indispensable to Jafit, if only for my looks. He always complimented me and I always sparkled with wit and charm in return; I squirm with shame to think about it. As Astarth and I sat by his fire, staring into the flames, sipping our drinks, Astarth said, ‘Don’t forget the royal house of Maudrah now, will you!’
I appreciated all that he meant by that. ‘Thank you for your faith in me,’ I said.
We drank to that.
The summons came next evening. Following Astarth’s advice, I consumed an entire bottle of betica in the space of just over an hour. Rihana, Salandril and Lolotea watched me carefully as I did so. None of them felt capable of remarking on it. I was thinking about the few times I’d spoken with Jafit. Of course. I’d studied him keenly on all occasions, but I still couldn’t work out what kind of reception I would get from him. He treated his kanene indulgently, like favoured pets. He stroked their hair and pinched their limbs. They did not dislike him. I had learnt, though, that he could deal harshly with anyhar who did not perform their duties properly. He always carefully examined any complaints received from the clients, although he didn’t believe that the customer was always right. Lolotea said that Jafit could always tell when you were lying to him. Pickled in betica, but able to control movements and voice through years of experience of being in that state, I went to Jafit’s office.
There, he offered me another drink and said, ‘If I appear to insult you, I don’t want you to take it personally, but I suppose you know what to expect by now, don’t you?’
I grinned at him helplessly.
‘Take me upstairs,’ he said.
In my room, he sat down and looked at the table, where I saw a bottle of wine had been left opened next to two glasses. The cork lay beside the bottle. I offered him a drink, which he accepted. When I did not pour myself one, he said, ‘Please, join me, Calanthe,’ and I had to force down yet another measure of alcohol. I was dressed in a black lace robe that Lolotea had given me. It was virtually transparent. A wide, soft leather belt hung with net and chains swathed my hips. Jafit stared at me with approval. He asked me to undress, which I did. ‘You have a warrior’s body,’ he said.
‘I’ve lived rough for a while,’ I admitted.
‘I expect you want to be left alone now, huh?’
‘What?’
He didn’t look at me. It was part of the performance.
‘Yes,’ I said with convincing bitterness. ‘I want to be left alone.’
‘Why, is nohar good enough for you?’ he asked and I looked at him sharply. His eyes warned me to silence before I spoke.
I smiled to myself, tapping the table with idle fingers. ‘No, as a matter of fact, they’re not,’ I agreed.
Jafit nodded appreciatively and for a brief time, we smiled together. ‘You’re just filth,’ he said.
‘You think so?’
‘I’m going to show you just how much I think so.’
I decided to scream. Jafit nearly laughed. Then he lunged at me. He didn’t really hurt me, just pushed me around a little. We ended up on the bed, me struggling, him trying not to laugh at my amateurish lamentations and then, half-way through, forgot what we were supposed to be doing and started enjoying ourselves. I remember saying, ‘Why Jafit, you’re not so much of a rat as I thought!’
‘We all just try to make a living Calanthe,’ he answered, ‘but you’re no kanene, that’s for sure. What the hell are you doing here?’
I shrugged. ‘Being employed by you, I hope.’
He shook his head. ‘All right. I’m not sure what I can do with you yet, but you’re beautiful enough to be given a chance. Just don’t fuck up, that’s all! Piristil’s clientele can be very pernickety.’
‘I’ll try,’ I said, meaning it, surprisingly.
In the morning, Jafit stayed with me for breakfast. I still thought he looked mean. He is olive-skinned, fine featured and wears his black hair short. I bet he too had rather a colourful history. He dipped hot, buttered
muffins in his coffee, and said, ‘You’re going to be bored a lot of the time, I think.’
‘Oh, I’ve decided to write my life story,’ I answered airily.
‘Really! As your employer, I think I shall have to demand that you show me everything you write.’
‘And what makes you think my life story is worth reading?’
‘Last night,’ he answered. ‘Your veiled mind. I’m curious about what’s going on in there.’
‘Mmm, well, talking of veils, Jafit, why are you here? Is it just that you’ve always wanted to be a pimp? Have your realised your life’s ambition here in Piristil?’
He laughed good humouredly. ‘Why are any of us here? It’s a bolt-hole isn’t it? I hope you’re not going to record any of this conversation for posterity.’
‘Not if you’d rather I didn’t,’ I lied.
‘The Gelaming want to ask me a few questions...’ he said darkly, which was all he had to say.
I nodded to show my understanding. ‘Ah well, come to think of it, I suppose Fallsend is quite a charming place to retire in,’ I said.
It is late in the day when the summons comes. A young har stumbles in through the broken door, tripping over the rubble; bricks, cloth, bones. Zack and I are eating dog meat that we have roasted in the fire. Our companions hurl gentle obscenities at the newcomer. His face reddens. He says, ‘The Lion sent me.’ That shuts us all up. We are all thinking, ‘Have I transgressed at all? Have I?’ It is rare that Wraxilan bothers with any har save his own elite.
‘Which of you is Cal?’ asks the messenger in a brave voice. He is one of Wraxilan’s body-servants. We both envy and despise him.
‘What do you want with him?’ I ask.
‘A message...’
‘I’ll take it!’ Zack springs up and snatches the rolled missive from the young har’s hand. The messenger protests, but Zack just pushes him aside. He unrolls the note.
‘But it is for the yellow-haired alone!’ squeals the messenger.
‘What does it say?’ I ask, my body heavy with dread.
Zack makes a sneering, angry sound and throws the note to me.
‘What does it say?’ our companions ask, all leaning forward.
I stand up.
‘That easy, is it?’ Zack asks coldly. ‘He calls, you go. That easy?’
I am silent. I have been summoned, that’s all, but I am silent. I buckle on my belt, which carries my knives and darts. Zack picks up a bone from the floor. ‘See this?’ He says. ‘Dog-meat! Ha!’ he throws the bone into the fire, where it sizzles for a while. We stare at each other.
‘See you later,’ I say, and walk away.
There is no sound from those sprawled around the fire, but I am quite sure, once I am out of earshot, they will begin to talk.
The Lion of Oomar has made his headquarters inside an old supermarket. I have never thought it a good choice, but apparently the liquor shelves were well stocked when his company moved in. A warehouse and storerooms at the back are the private living quarters of the elite. I am shown within. The Lion is there with a bunch of sleek hara, all sitting round a fire. They are laughing together. Wraxilan does not look up when I approach, but he knows I’m there, all right. He says, ‘Take him to the inner room,’ and the har who is my guide, grabs hold of my arm and drags me off. It is most unnecessary. I am locked in an unlit cell. I sit down on the floor to wait. He is not that cruel. He comes very soon. He comes in alone and sits with his back against the wall opposite me.
‘I am glad you came,’ he says, as if I’d had a choice.
I say nothing. He is magnificent, in the way that all conquering heroes are magnificent; intimidating, confident, strong.
‘Give me your knife,’ he says and I comply. It is not my best blade, however.
Wraxilan makes a small cut in his palm, holds out his hand to show me. ‘See this, Cal,’ he says. ‘This is yours.’
‘My blade? My wound?’
‘No; your blood. Here, take it.’
Warily, I put my hand in his. He squeezes it. ‘Outside, the shamans are waiting. The ritual will not take long.’
‘Hey!’ I pull my hand away, hug it to my chest. ‘What are you talking about? What ritual?’
‘Don’t be afraid, Cal. Don’t you remember? I marked you a long, long time ago. The Nahir-Nuri of the north were here some days ago. They are pleased with my progress. Soon, I shall have my caste level raised again. You know what that means? Soon, I may activate the real magic, the one we’re not that sure about yet. Can we conceive new life within our own bodies? That will be the test, won’t it! If we’re wrong, then we might as well give up and leave what’s left of the world to the human scum. It is the test, Cal. I need a vessel. The best. I need a consort. The best. I need you.’
During this speech, I have backed right up against the wall, trying to push my body through solid concrete. I have never felt such fear. I know he means what he says. The Lion always means what he says. True magic. Nohar has achieved it yet. If it is possible at all, it may kill me. We know so little. We have never been women. These things are mysteries to us. Trial and error. We may be wrong.
‘Come on now, ‘ Wraxilan says in a reasonable voice. He stands up and wipes his hands on his chest. ‘Cal, come on!’
‘No.’ It is such a small sound.
I don’t think Wraxilan believes he has heard it at first. ‘What?’
My voice becomes stronger. ‘I said no, Wraxilan.’ I too stand up.
‘Do you know what you are saying? I am your leader, Cal. You can’t just say no! I’ve decided your future.’
‘No, you haven’t.’ I back toward the door, still nursing the hand that has touched his blood, as if it were me that had been cut.
‘Don’t you understand what I’m saying?’
‘Yes. I understand.’
‘Then...’
‘I don’t want to do it.’
‘I could have you killed. ‘
‘I know.’ For some reason there are tears in my eyes. We fight like men, we weep like women. ‘I know.’
I reach the door. There is a brief, electric silence. He can now give the order if he wants to. He can shout, ‘Kill him!’ but he doesn’t. He says, ‘If you will not agree to this, you know you must leave, don’t you.’
Banishment, in these times, is not as trivial as it sounds. It is important, very important, to have the protection of a strong tribe behind you. Life is a gamble, dangerous, deadly. I nod my head. I understand.
‘It is your choice,’ he says in a soft, venomous voice. If he could have said different words, if he could have... but no. We are Wraeththu. All that lies dead in the world of men. I walk away.
By the time I reach Zack and the others, I am weeping openly. I am afraid of the Outside. I tell Zack we have to leave. He says nothing, but gathers up our belongings. Within an hour, Wraxilan’s guards have burst into the ruin that is our home.
‘To the perimeter, you!’ one of them snarls at me and swipes me across the shoulder with the barrel of his gun. Zack puts his arm around me. We walk away and the guards follow us to the edge of the safe zone.
‘No Uigenna will take you in,’ they say. ‘Get going! Now!’ They fire at our feet.
Humiliated, we have to trot away. No Uigenna. We are unthrist; tribeless. We go to Seel, of course. The Unneah know more of the ways of peace than the Uigenna. It is not that bad. Sometimes at night, I think of the Lion. I see his face. One day, when I am older, I might recognise that expression as being the one of hurt, of rejection, but not for a long while yet. Throughout my life, this scenario shall be replayed several times. In Terzian I loved the Lion. An exorcism? Maybe, but it is not over yet...
Discovery of The Big Cat
I have been writing now for over a week. I find it cleansing, refreshing; it is good for me. Perhaps I have grown stronger because now I am facing the biggest, blackest door in my mind and am prepared to open it a little. I must continue to heal myself by facing the past. Lolotea thinks he has discovered my secret and that it is Galhea and all that happened there, but the truth is my real secrets come from a time way before I’d ever heard of Terzian. The biggest of them remains yet undiscovered, unspoken. Once, in Galhea, Cobweb, who is a true mystic, had a vision. He spoke these words: ‘I shall be left alone and there will be a time of glass, like shattering, like shards of light, and the past shall come back like a shimmering veil... I shall be left alone, but not for long...’
At the time, I thought he uttered those words for himself, but now I know better. It was spoken for me.
Once Jafit knew about my desire to write in my spare time, he presented me with utensils for the task. The pen has my name on it; how sweet. I think he must have had a glowing report about me from my first customer. It was luck rather than effort. He was yet another refugee from Megalithica. He asked me to twist his neck. I barely paused before obliging. Jafit obviously considers it safer to use me for chaitra rather than pelcia. Perhaps he guesses my inability to accept pain gladly. Part of me dreads that I actually may come to like it, like Astarth. I didn’t tell the har I’d once lived with Terzian, although his name was mentioned. Terzian’s name is always mentioned when speaking of Megalithica, even after all this time. Terzian was good to me. I must take care not to abuse his memory.
Last night, I was woken up by a terrible noise in the house. By the time I’d sat up in bed, it had faded away. I was still and silent, straining to hear more, wondering if it had just been part of a dream. Lolotea’s room is next to mine. I thought about banging on the wall. Had he heard it too? But perhaps it was just another of the kanene entertaining a client. Although Jafit prefers most of them to be kicked out before we go to sleep, special customers sometimes stay all night. I lay awake for a few minutes, listening. The sound did not come again. It had sounded like an animal in pain; hair-raising. One single, desperate wail, cut off. The darkness around me seemed very thick, almost breathing. Outside, it was no longer raining, but I could hear loud dripping sounds in the yard. Whatever water fell there must be black, or red.
It’s colder today. Winter is approaching fast. Soon, I hope, the cheerless appearance of Fallsend will be covered with a cosmetic blanket of snow and ice. It has taken me a week to get round to writing again; I’ve been rather preoccupied.
When I first woke up, I’d forgotten about the eerie howl in the night. I took my breakfast into Lolotea’s room and we started some idle conversation about going into the town later on.
‘By Aghama, but it’s cold!’ Lolotea said. ‘It’s enough to freeze the howl in a dog’s throat!’
That reminded me. ‘That reminds me, Teah,’ I said. ‘Last night, I was woken up by the most godawful noise. Is the place haunted or something? Did you hear it?’
‘What kind of noise?’ he asked, somewhat too warily, I thought.
‘Well, it was rather like the complaint you might make if you’d discovered somehar had just cut your throat. You know, kind of spooky, and, well, despairing. ‘
Lolotea laughed. ‘How melodramatic! Can’t say I heard it and, no, the place isn’t haunted. Must have been a dream.’
‘I’m sure it wasn’t.’
Lolotea shrugged. I felt he was hiding something. Strangely enough, nohar else appeared to have heard it either. ‘Probably just a cat in the yard.’ Ezhno said. ‘Why let it bother you?’
But, by this time, my senses were alerted and I wouldn’t let it rest. I’d not lived this long in the wilds, in war-torn cities and wastelands not to recognise a harish scream when I heard one. I don’t like to be in a situation where things are kept hidden from me. It’s dangerous. Because of that, it was no coincidence that my feet led me in the direction of those shuttered rooms I’d seen above the kitchens.
Piristil is a confusing place to explore. I kept finding myself in dead ends, off corridors that led nowhere. Retracing my steps several times, I eventually emerged into a passage that had barred windows on the right hand side, looking out over the yard. This was more like it. Several of doors I tried were locked. I turned a corner to the left. Here, the passage was darker. I came across another door, almost by accident, in the shadows. I reached for the handle, turned it. It was unlocked. Just as I was about to push it open, a voice shouted, ‘Hey!’ and a heavy hand landed on my shoulder.
Ducking, I pulled away.
Behind me, a tall and impressively muscled har seemed to fill the passageway. ‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded, in a manner that was unmistakably hostile.
‘I live here,’ I said, suitably affronted.
‘Not in this wing you don’t. Now get out!’
‘Why? What’s going on in here?’ I did not expect enlightenment and was not disappointed.
The har waved an enormous fist in my face, quite menacingly. ‘Out!’ he growled.
I stood my ground for a moment, before walking back the way I’d come. This branch of investigation was obviously proving fruitless.
I went looking for Astarth. He was in the kitchens, menu in hand, supervising the dinner arrangements.
‘I’ve just been accosted!’ I said.
He raised an eyebrow and politely listened to my outraged explanation; I know how to act when I need to. ‘I’m sorry that happened, Calanthe,’ he said, ‘but I should have warned you. Don’t wander about up there.’
‘Why not?’
‘That’s Jafit’s business.’
‘Oh, a house secret!’ I cried, as if delighted. ‘How marvellous!’
‘Don’t go meddling,’ Astarth said. ‘Jafit will not be pleased.’
What was behind the locked doors? I did not sense danger, not exactly. It was just another flavour of the house: Piristil of soot and perfume and forlorn, leftover food. The corridors were cold here. Somehar howling in the night. A sound like an animal, becoming clearer in my mind all the time. It was not despair; it was anger. I would find out why eventually.
Kruin was my second customer, and one destined to become a regular. The first time he set foot in my room, I could tell that half of him hates coming to this place. He was uneasy, giving off whiffs of profound guilt and self-loathing. I wondered what he wanted of me. I think I warmed to him because he looks Varrish: the same ropy, muscled look, tawny hair, restlessness. ‘I am Natawni,’ he told me. The name was familiar; a Jaddayoth tribe.
‘You’ll wear a hole in my carpet,’ I said.
He ceased striding up and down. ‘I have to explain before we... well, in my tribe, some aspects of aruna are forbidden to us.’
‘The delights of pelcia and chaitra? Don’t worry. They are forbidden to just about every tribe.’
He shook his head in irritation. ‘No.’
‘Then please explain.’
‘It is because of our god,’ he said hesitantly. ‘The Skylording. Like us, He is the two in one: androgynous. His priests, the Skyles speak with Him often and He has decreed that for the warriors of the tribe, there should be a special code. Our affinity with each principle, either male or female, must change with the seasons. Thus, in spring and summer, we are female, and on the cusp of the changing season, the procreation of harlings takes place as our sexuality shifts toward the male. For the autumn and winter, we are masculine. It is the curse of the warrior caste! We must not deviate from our decreed affinity lest we harm the blood of our harlings. The other hara of the tribe respect this code; they would never transgress it. Why should they? It is not their problem. It is early winter here. I am in the masculine phase. I desire warmth. I desire... submission...’
‘You desire to be soume,’ I finished for him.
He smiled timidly. ‘Of course, you find nothing unusual in that. Don’t mock me, Calanthe! The code of my tribe runs very deep within me. By this transgression, I taint my love of the Skylording. I risk the lives of future harlings.’
I doubt it, I thought, but kept it quiet. ‘You must be very weak-willed, Kruin,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen you here often.’
He bristled visibly. ‘I’m a long way from home. I have no friends in Fallsend. I do not have to justify myself to you!’
‘No, of course not.’ I shoved a drink in his hand. ‘Here. How come you’re in Fallsend anyway?’ I sat him on my bed and began to unlace his jacket. The workmanship was exceedingly fine, the leather soft as living skin.
‘Trade,’ he said. ‘I come from Orligia, a town in southern Natawni. Once a year, we bring leatherwork to the market in Fallsend. That way, we pick up trade that might otherwise be missed if we operated only in Jaddayoth. The Emunah export to Fallsend, but of course, we would lose a lot of profit using them as brokers.’
‘How many of you are there?’
‘Four. The others don’t know I come here. They think I visit a har in some corner of the town, but they don’t suspect it might be a kanene. If they did, they’d draw their own conclusions, of course.’
It was clear why Jafit had sent Kruin to me, for he wasn’t seeking the ultimate in pain and repletion, but merely aruna in its simplest and most pleasing form. I took delight in his lean, hard body, which is how I prefer them. Lolotea and Astarth were sleek, it is true, but they had a certain softness about them, which came from their easy existence. Kruin had warm skin. His limbs were supple and our melding was harmonious. His tribe are also called the People of the Bones. He wore thorns of bone in his ears. I learned he was anxious to return home before the snows became too deep. ‘Jaddayoth can be a harsh place in winter,’ he said.
Before he left me that night, he gave me one of his earrings, placing it in my ear himself. Halfway through the night, it woke me up because it had happily burrowed itself into the side of my neck. That was the first time bloodstained my bed sheets; hopefully the last!
We leave debts in every town. We are notorious. Our lives have become a sort of daring, a desire to tempt Fate. Perhaps we feel immortal. The Unneah are far behind us now; we had little in common with them. Hara are looking for us, some to settle scores, some to ask for our services. We have a lot of money because of that. Zack grows more beautiful every day. He blooms like a strong, dark-petalled flower on a grave; what sustains him, sleekens him, is probably corrupt. I am half afraid of him. He is too wild, too reckless, too ephemeral. Flowers only bloom for a short time, don’t they?
It is night time and this city is damp. Yellow lights flicker, but don’t dispel the shadows. There are noises in every alley. We are armed with knives and guns; we are sleek. There is a red light above the door to a bar, lending an alien cast to those that stand beneath it. They part to let us pass within. The place is packed with hara, the air dense with smoke. Much noise; music. Zack sits down at a table and begins to clean his fingernails with the point of a knife. I go to the bar. Somehar speaks to me there. They tell me something important. I give Zack a beer and tell him we have enemies in this place. He shrugs and smiles. We drink. We talk of where we shall go next. In the livid light, Zack’s teeth are very white and feral in contrast to his black skin. Somehar comes to our table. Zack doesn’t stop smiling, although we alert each other with our eyes. There is a conversation and, during this conversation, I pull out a gun. There is a shot, the ripping of flesh and bone, a red spray. Those seated behind us make noises of disgust and annoyance, as the body falls across their table; glasses, liquor flying all over the place. Everyhar is looking at us, some smiling, some shocked and, inevitably, some angry. People have died before in this bar. What I’ve done is not that unusual but Zack still thinks we should leave. I agree. There are too many of the dead har’s friends here. We walk to the door and, once outside, begin to run. We run through the wet, dark streets. Zack is laughing out loud. We become aware of footsteps behind us, running, echoing. The city seems empty. A car prowls by emptily; black, silent and shining. We do not know this place, but we are not afraid. We run. And... They corner us at the end of a dismal, filthy alley. There are trashcans, boxes everywhere; a dead dog with an open mouth. Zack turns, panting. A distant light reflects off the blade of his raised knife. The wall before us is high, but it is our only way out. Zack puts the knife between his teeth. ‘On my shoulders!’ he mumbles, past the blade. ‘Hurry!’
I tuck my gun into my belt and scramble up his body.
His muscles are trembling. ‘Hurry, for fuck’s sake. Cal! They’re nearly here!’
‘OK!’ My hands curl over the top of the wall. It is wet and slimy. I don’t feel strong enough to pull myself up, as if all my strength is draining out of my feet. Should we stay and fight? We will die, almost certainly, but can we escape? Is there enough time, is there?
‘Cal, for God’s sake!’ Zack is angry. He pushes me up and I lie on my belly on the wall.
There is a clatter. My gun drops down on the other side. ‘Oh, fuck it!’
‘Cal!’ Zack’s voice is low.
I look up the alley we have just come down. A gang of hara is approaching. They are now only feet away from us. They have stopped running. Their breath is steaming. They are so silent. Then one of them begins to move.
Zack turns his face up to me. ‘Pull me up!’ he says and reaches toward me.
There is no time. I have no weapon. There is not enough time.
‘Cal!’
One by one, behind him, the predators begin to move. Some of them are smiling. They look so furtive.
‘Pull me up! For fuck’s sake, Cal, pull me up! What’s wrong with you?’ There is disbelief in Zack’s voice, a certain crack, a certain realisation that I cannot, will not, help him. ‘Cal!’
I stand on the wall. It is just seconds, but seconds that pass like hours. Everything is so slow. I am turning. Below me, on the other side of the wall, is safety and another alley. Just seconds, I am turning, so slowly, steam-light, neon, damp, viscous walls. A distant shout, I am turning. Noises below me are the howls of the pack.
‘Cal!’
At last, desperation. He is afraid. I love you, Zack. I pull myself up, to jump.
‘You fucking bastard! Cal!’
He can’t believe I’m turning away. But then, he does believe. I feel something hit my arm. A brick. A dead dog. A curse. Who knows? I have heard many curses. I land on the other side of the wall, closing my ears to the sounds; the sickening, dull sounds of flesh under attack. I land on feet and hands and my arm buckles. I look. I am wet and warm. It is blood; Zack’s knife in my arm, to the hilt. With a sad, desperate cry, I wrench it from the flesh. I can feel nothing. I stumble, I start to run. I keep on running.
We thought we were immortal. Now we are both dead...
Jafit sent for me the next day. ‘Kruin speaks well of you,’ he said, sitting behind his desk, looking authoritative.
‘Perhaps I’ve found my vocation then.’
Jafit smiled thinly. ‘Sit down, Calanthe,’ he said.
I did so.
He leaned forward over his desk. ‘Now, Astarth tells me you’ve been asking one or two awkward questions, nosing around in places where you shouldn’t be.’
‘Well, I... er...’ I raised my hands in vexation, pulled an apologetic face.
‘Hmph. Quite the curious cat, aren’t you!’
The fateful proverb paraded before my mind’s eye. ‘Mysteries intrigue me, perhaps. But if you want to rap my knuckles, Jafit, please go ahead.’
‘Does that mean you won’t try to find out what’s up there now?’
‘I didn’t say that! What’s the matter? Don’t you trust me?’
He laughed. ‘Trust you? That’s a good one! We’re both hara of maturity, Calanthe. Is there a place for trust in this day and age?’
‘If there is, it is certainly west of Thaine,’ I said.
‘Quite so!’ Jafit agreed. ‘No, I don’t trust you, Calanthe, but I’ll let you in on the secret. You’ve been here long enough. Anyway, it’s not that terrible a thing.’
‘I’m all ears.’
‘Drink?’
‘If you like.’
He went to his cupboard. ‘There is a har up there, you’re right,’ he said, filling two glasses with betica. ‘Want to know why I keep him locked up? OK. I’ll tell you.’ He handed me a glass. ‘Here.’
I took the glass.
‘Three years ago, I travelled to Meris, a town in Emunah. It is not a journey I make often, but some merchandise is only available to us inside Jaddayoth. Astarth had given me a list this long,’ Jafit made an appropriate gesture, ‘of things to buy. Now, as you know, slavery is outlawed everywhere that the Gelaming’s claws can burrow into, but if there is going to be such a thing, Emunah is the place to find it. I got wind of a black market slave auction. My contact was going along and he asked me if I wanted to take a look. I was curious. I went with him. Now, normally I’d never even consider accruing kanene in that way. Slaves are more trouble than they’re worth. They rarely provide a good service, but...’
‘Ah, something out of the ordinary?’
Jafit smiled and sat down again. ‘You could say that. This one particular har... I’d never seen anything like him. Obvious that he had Kalamah blood, but there was something more. Beauty didn’t come into it.’
‘How romantic!’ I said. ‘Of course, you bought him.’
Jafit nodded, smiling. ‘Cleaned me out, naturally! Astarth was most put out! I came back to Piristil with nothing but a slave.’
‘So what went wrong? Why the bars over the window?’
‘Hmm, well, it was a nightmare from the start. I wasn’t surprised that he was uncooperative—that was only to be expected—but his ferocity and sheer madness, that was not something any of us were prepared for. The first client I sent him barely escaped with his life. He lost an eye!’ Jafit shook his head miserably at the recollection. ‘Could have been nasty, more than that, money completely wasted. Then Astarth came up with an answer. We would use the slave’s violent nature as an attraction. Some hara pay me dearly for that kind of sport. And here was a kanene who did not have to act. His name is Panthera, by the way. I sell him for the fight.’
‘And he still has to be locked in?’
‘God, I should say so! He escaped three times in the beginning. Three times I had to pay trackers to bring him back. In every instance, they barely succeeded. Panthera is half-Kalamah and half-Ferike. Because of that, he possesses brains, stealth and cunning to an exceptional degree. The har you discovered in the corridor up there is a Mojag. I have three of them on my payroll. Mojags are the most fearless, warlike tribe of Jaddayoth. Only they can keep Panthera in Piristil.’
‘So, an insane beauty kept in chains,’ I said. ‘It really is romantic.’
‘There is little romance about Panthera,’ Jafit replied dryly. ‘He is sullen, uncommunicative and vicious... but lovely. Some hara pay me just for the privilege of looking at him.’
‘Well thanks for telling me, Jafit,’ I said ‘It was a great story.’
‘Don’t thank me yet,’ he replied. ‘There was a reason. The staff won’t go near Panthera. Astarth and the other kanene see to his needs. They don’t like it, but that’s just tough. Consider yourself in, Calanthe. If any one can handle that wildcat, I think it’s you.’
‘From whore to house maid in a single step! Is this a promotion?’
Jafit smiled without humour. ‘You’d better meet him,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you now.’
Nohar had ever created a pedestal for Panthera, but from the moment I first saw him, I created one there and then out of pure thought-form, and put him right on it. Wraeththu have spawned many legends. I remember the ones I’ve known; the Varrish Cobweb, the Kakkahaar viper Ulaume and, of course, Pellaz, Tigron of the Gelaming. Men had their goddesses, women named as the most beautiful and potent creatures that the gods could create. Wraeththu surpass all that. In them, beauty is complete because it is both male and female; the way it should be.
Jafit knocked on Panthera’s door and one of the Mojags opened it to us. I could see the other two sitting at a table, engrossed in some kind of board game.
‘Well, there you are,’ Jafit said. ‘Feast your eyes on that.’
Panthera sat apart from the others, straight backed, on a stool, looking down into the yard through the bars of the window. The room was very light, tastefully decorated, pale hangings on the walls, soft, pale carpet underfoot. Panthera turned and examined us carefully for a moment, as a cat may examine a movement in the corner of a room. His green eyes were as cold as stone, his wild, thick hair tied up, his shoulders bare and bruised. I noted that his hands clutched each other in his lap. He was chained to the wall. He was, as had been implied, incredibly lovely.
‘Well, there you have it,’ Jafit said, ‘A Wraeththu legend.’
Panthera turned away quickly.
‘How’s he been today?’ Jafit asked the Mojags. Huge things, they were, magnificent and deadly.
‘Quiet, I’d say. Quiet,’ one of them said and the other two laughed.
‘What’s all that?’ Jafit inquired, pointing to Panthera’s bruised shoulders.
The Mojags shrugged. They did not think it was any of their business.
‘Here, let me see that.’ Jafit went and put one tentative hand on Panthera’s arm.
Panthera did not resist. He ignored Jafit. Jafit pulled the material of Panthera’s robe down to reveal his back. He made an angry noise. ‘Look at this!’ he said. ‘This is too much! What do they think they pay me for?’
I sauntered forward to have a look. It seemed like Panthera had been mauled by a pack of wolves. Some days ago, too, by the look of the damage. The bruises were yellowing, the scratches dark and crusty.
‘Well that’s somebody who won’t be coming here again!’ Jafit decided.
‘What do you expect us to do about it?’ one of the Mojags asked gruffly, sensing criticism of their work.
Jafit shook his head. He brushed the comment away with a brusque wave of his hand. Panthera looked as if he was on another planet for all the notice he took of what was going on.
‘I’ll let you rest for a while,’ Jafit told him. Panthera still did not respond.
I looked on in amazement.
‘Panthera, this is Calanthe,’ Jafit said as if speaking to an imbecile. ‘He’s going to help look after you.’
Panthera actually looked at me. His disdain was withering. He sighed through his nose and turned away again.
‘Come on, Calanthe,’ Jafit said. ‘You can start your duties in a day or two.’
Outside the room, I said, ‘Jafit, that isn’t slavery. That’s a life sentence in hell.’
‘Oh come on, everywhere in the world is somehar’s sentence, somehar’s hell,’ Jafit replied equably. ‘Don’t be squeamish Cal. It could be you sitting there. Count your blessings.’
‘Maybe’ I said. ‘And the name’s Calanthe, nothing else.’
Jafit smiled. We walked away.
It could be me sitting there... A sobering thought. I really should not care about anyhar else but myself. Why put myself in danger? What would it be like to be chained to a wall?
That night, a har came to my room seeking chaitra. I gave it to him all right. His was the miserable face of somehar given all the gifts of the gods, who was throwing them back without gratitude. His was the face of perfection turned to corruption. His was the face of Fallsend. I knew it couldn’t be the har who’d rearranged the flesh of Panthera’s back, but it helped to pretend it was. He left me a chastened creature. I lay on the bed and smiled. There were no gifts for me that night.
Red sand. Red pony. I ride away from those who succoured me. I am healed— in body. The desert has power; humankind has barely touched it. It is soothing.
After a few days, I ride into a one-horse peasant town. I have a feeling something will happen here. It does. I see him, framed in a doorway. Peasant boy, all hair and eyes, but such eyes! They know so little here. They do not know what I am.
I watch him constantly. Here is beauty, I think. Yes, here it is. A healing loveliness, but human.
‘I am Pellaz, ‘he tells me and he smiles; a nervous, bright smile of the uncorrupted.
I am death, little child. I will lie to you. I cannot let you know me because I want you.
I ride through the mist on a steamy afternoon, through red mud on a red pony, stolen money in my pocket, a stolen smile on my face. I ride toward him and he tells me his name. The first, fateful magic.
Now I will have you, little one.
It is so easy. I steal him away, like the money, like the pony, into the wilderness, that is not just a waste of stone and sand, but a wilderness of the spirit because he is leaving the world he knows. He looks back and I think, he will go back. He has realised, and he will go back. But he merely sighs and follows me. There is something powerful and untrained inside him. He must become har—and quickly. Seel has a stronghold in the desert mountains. I shall take him there. He shall be made Wraeththu. Then he will be mine. Healing balm, healing feelings; his innocence shall cleanse me and make me whole. I’ll wake up and the world shall be new and my smile shall come from the inside, black memories forgotten.
Please don’t let him see me kill.
‘Tell me about Jaddayoth,’ I said to Kruin.
He smiled. ‘It wouldn’t mean anything to you.’
‘How do you know that?’
He shrugged. ‘You’re a kanene. Part of the Wraeththu rubbish heap. There are no kanene in Jaddayoth. No Fallsend.’
I was stung. ‘You know nothing about me!’
‘Only what I need to know.’
‘Fuck you, Natawni. Fuck you!’
He laughed and I stood up, pulled aside the curtain to my window. Across the yard, a yellow light burned in Panthera’s window. ‘Look at that,’ I said. I felt Kruin’s warmth before he touched me. He kissed my neck. ‘Look at that.’
He looked. ‘What?’
‘The light. Do you know what they keep in there?’
‘Yes; doesn’t everyhar?’
‘I’m not part of that.’
‘You don’t have to be here.’
‘That’s where you are wrong my friend, I do.’
He sighed and went to lie down again on the bed. ‘I don’t care, Calanthe. I don’t want to know.’ He poured himself a glass of wine.
I threw some more logs on the fire. All the light in the room was orange-red. Kruin didn’t want to know about me because he despised me. It was I who broke his tribal code; not him. The scapegoat. Rubbish. I shall not stay here long. ‘Tell me about Maudrah,’ I said.
‘What about Maudrah?’
‘Ariaric.’ I was thinking of Terzian again.
‘You wouldn’t like Maudrah,’ Kruin said. ‘It’s a gaunt, severe place. Its hara are gaunt and severe. They have no sense of humour.’
‘Then I will feel very at home there. I’m rapidly losing my sense of humour!’
‘Stick to fantasising about the big cats in this place, if I were you! Forget the Lion!’
‘What do you mean?’ (Why did I go cold?)
‘Ariaric. Panthera; you know. Panthera’s half-Kalamah. His name comes from panther. They call Ariaric the Lion ...’
I did not hear what else he said. My mind was singing with white noise. When I came out of it, Kruin was saying, ‘Soon I shall be going home, thank the Skylording!’
It was a coincidence, surely... surely. I shivered. ‘I wish you’d known me before, Kruin.’
Later, I woke up from a terrible dream. I was standing before a huge dam, which began to crack. I knew I was going to drown, but the dam was so huge and I was so small. There was nowhere I could run to. The floodgates to the past have been opened. It has found me. I never thought I could think of Pell, but I have. I have written his name and our beginning. Something I have been afraid to admit, but now I will; they are watching me constantly. The Gelaming. In daytime, I rarely think that, but at night... I can almost feel them. I am not afraid of Pellaz, but I know I would run if he appeared before me. It was all so long ago. Now he is Tigron and I committed murder because I lost him. No har here knows this. None ever shall. Perhaps it’s all part of an absurd dream I once had.
Pellaz; we knew each other once.
Morning. I awoke with a thick head and to the sight of Astarth ripping aside my curtains to let a brutal light into the room. ‘Come on, get up!’ he said. ‘What’s this? Two empty betica bottles? You’re disgusting, Calanthe! Come on; up! Get dressed! We have work to do!’
‘What time is it?’ I croaked, squinting at my clock. ‘What? It’s the middle of the fucking night, Astarth! What the hell are you doing here?’
‘Language!’ Astarth corrected mildly. ‘Zoo duty. Come on.’
My turn to help wait on Panthera. It woke me up a little. Still putting on my clothes, I followed Astarth who was stalking down the corridor. He carried a tray of food. When I caught up with him, he said, ‘The staff are afraid of Panthera.’
‘Why’s that? Blacks their eyes, does he?’
Astarth laughed. ‘No, worse than that. He spits out very convincing curses.’
‘And as we despicable kanene consider ourselves cursed already, his words cannot harm us, eh?’
‘Something like that. Hard faced creatures aren’t we.’
‘I feel honoured!’
‘Don’t be. Panthera will hate you as he hates all of us.’
We turned the corner into the long, shuttered corridor. ‘What do you think of him, Astarth?’ I asked.
Astarth raised a thoughtful eyebrow. ‘He’s beautiful. What else can I say? If you look like that, being conceited, arrogant and insulting doesn’t really matter, does it!’ No pity on Astarth’s part, obviously.
The Mojags opened the door to us. Two of them were going off duty. ‘Don’t envy you today,’ said the third. ‘We’ve not dared let him loose yet. He’s got killing eyes today!’
‘Oh, come now, Outher,’ Astarth said lightly, ‘surely you’re not afraid of our little pussy cat.’
‘See this?’ Outher said to me, displaying a splendid scar on his neck. ‘It’s not fear; it’s respect.’
I smiled politely.
‘OK, take a break, Outher,’ Astarth commanded. ‘Calanthe and I can handle it.’
There were curtains around the bed, blowing softly in a cold, light breeze. One of the windows was open. The bars beyond it were glistening with ice. I could see my breath. The room was freezing. Astarth pulled the curtains apart. On the bed Panthera lay spread-eagled, tied by ankles and wrists to the bedposts. It was not the most elegant of positions. His skin was dead white.
‘I thought Jafit said he was going to let Panthera rest for a while,’ I said.
‘He has! Panthera has to earn his keep too, you know,’ Astarth rubbed his hands together. ‘I’ll get a fire going. It’s like hell in here. Shut the window, will you?’
It was stuck fast with ice. It had been a while since I had used any of my special abilities. I thought ‘warm’ and was just successful enough to shift it. Standing back, wiping my hands, I felt a soft, hesitant mind touch. ‘You’ve taken the cold away...’
I looked sharply behind me. Outher had gone out. Astarth was busying himself at the grate. I looked at the bed, straight into the direct gaze of a pair of green eyes.
The others have forgotten how to do this. You’re not one of them, are you?
I flicked a quick glance toward Astarth. It was obvious he had sensed nothing of this silent conversation. To me it was like having somehar confirm that, yes, I was alive—at least not brain dead. I had thought my ability to communicate in this uniquely harish manner had rotted through disuse, but apparently not. It reinforced my views about the pedestal. Panthera, I could love you.
Astarth wandered back to the bed, brushing wood dust off his hands. ‘OK, big cat. I’m going to untie you now. Just don’t try anything stupid.’
Panthera didn’t answer. He was still just staring at me. I went over and untied his wrists. The flesh was like corpse flesh; icy. Half his long fingernails were broken off, raggedly, viciously. Once free, he sat up and rubbed his wrists. I realised he must have been tied up like that all night, yet how detached from it he seemed. As if it was nothing. Astarth handed him a robe, which he wrapped around himself. Without a word, he went into the bathroom and, presently, I heard water running.
‘He’ll have a bath now,’ Astarth said.
‘Does he ever... speak?’
‘Sometimes. He’s so arrogant, so high and mighty. It’s not our fault he’s here, is it! Some of us tried to help him, you know, make friends at first, but he didn’t want to know. He’s happy to stay in his tower of ice.’
‘Perhaps he’d be insane if he wasn’t like this.’ I looked toward the bathroom. ‘I think I’ll try and talk to him.’
Astarth laughed. ‘You’re wasting your time,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to clean up in here. Don’t be long.’
Panthera lay back in his bath, facing the door. His eyes were closed.
They are not true Wraeththu here, he said at once, again through direct contact to the brain.
I sat down on the edge of the bath. ‘So how do you know I’m so different?’ I asked aloud.
Panthera opened his eyes. They do talk a lot, you know. I know all about you. You’ve got them guessing. I know you want to leave here.’
‘Can’t you speak aloud?’
It is dangerous. You’ll know why when you understand what I have to say. I knew you’d be sent in here eventually. I’ve been waiting. You shouldn’t confide in Lolotea, Calanthe, you really shouldn’t.’
I didn’t comment. There was nothing I’d told Lolotea that I didn’t want anyhar else to know.
Get me out of here, Calanthe… A silver arrow of thought.
‘What? Are you mad?’
Not at all. I’ve thought about it very carefully. I’m not going to die here. I’ve tried every other way of escaping. I need help from the outside now.
‘You can get lost!’ I said, standing up. He was mad.
No. I can’t. That’s why I need help, you fool. You are leaving eventually anyway. You’re a Varr, Calanthe. You can get me out. He closed his eyes once more. Come back. Talk to me.
‘You’ve forgotten how to talk, I think.’
Panthera speaks mostly with his eyes. I knew I’d help him. He knew it too. It was something that had been subliminally decided from the moment I first saw him.
One more thing, he said. It will interest you to know; my family will pay highly for my safe return to them. He smiled. Until we meet again, Calanthe. He slid under the water, his hair floating around him like weed, his eyes open, staring up through the water. I went through the door.
‘Goddam!’ I said. ‘Goddam!’
‘I didn’t hear him answering you,’ Astarth said smugly.
‘Oh, he whispered!’
Astarth laughed. ‘Oh dear! Got to you, has it? We’ve all been through it, Calanthe. We’ve all wanted him. He has that power.’
‘And where are your powers Astarth?’ I asked.
There was a silence. Astarth uncovered the tray of food. ‘There is a price to pay for everything,’ he said.
The Beginning of Plans
I could have told Jafit, of course. I could have gone straight to his office and said, ‘Guess what, Panthera has asked me to help him escape!’ and, no doubt, we’d have both laughed about it. There are two reasons why I haven’t done that. The first is that I hate what I have to do to earn money, and Panthera had mentioned a substantial reward. The second is that I think it will help me considerably to be in the company of a native Jaddayothite when I first go there. The fact that Panthera is irresistibly lovely has nothing at all to do with it. It won’t be an easy thing to accomplish though. Panthera is guarded night and day. We’ll need horses, money... Somehar outside Piristil. Now then, who do I know who is also a native of Jaddayoth, who has horses and money and who’s planning to return home soon? Kruin. I’ll have to start working on him, and fast.
That afternoon, I went into Fallsend with Lolotea and Flounah. My mind was buzzing with plans. Lolotea said I was preoccupied. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.
‘I know,’ Flounah said darkly.
I looked at him quickly.
He smiled. ‘It’s Panthera, isn’t it? It bothered me too at first. At least I live this life by choice!’
I smiled carefully. Flounah nodded to himself. He understood quite a lot. We took wine together in a small inn near the market. Lolotea went off to buy himself some Gimrah cheese. Flounah glared at the passers-by through the window, taking small, bird-like sips of his wine.
‘So, tell me,’ I said, ‘what’s it like in Maudrah at this time of year?’
Flounah grimaced. ‘Cold. The weather is the one thing that Ariaric has no control over.’
‘Ah yes,’ I said casually, ‘Ariaric. He sounds a fascinating character. What is it they call him? The Lion... or something?’
‘The Lion of Oomadrah, yes. He is thought of as a god... lucky for him...’
Suddenly, I didn’t want to hear any more. It was too much of a coincidence, that was all. How many self-styled leaders of Wraeththu tribes might identify themselves with the king of the beasts? Many. I broke quickly into Flounah’s conversation, not wanting to hear anything that might confirm or deny my suspicions. ‘Why can’t you go back there?’ This was, of course, breaking the Piristil tradition, but Flounah didn’t appear to object.
‘What makes you think I want to?’ he said.
‘Well, working in Piristil is hardly a worthy way to spend your life.’
‘No, of course it isn’t! Let’s just say I’m licking my wounds here. Maudrah is not for me. I wanted to get away more than had to. In the summer I intend to head west, maybe southwest to Almagabra. I need money.’
I could sympathise with that.
‘Hara like Lolotea and the others, they will be here forever,’ Flounah continued, without malice. ‘They lack spirit. You, on the other hand, would be wise to wait until the spring before you leave here.’
‘You think I’m planning on leaving, then?’
He gave me a stripping glance. ‘Oh yes, I think you are. Don’t be hasty.’
I wondered how much he knew, or had guessed. Perhaps not all of the kanene were as helpless as I’d thought.
I nearly said, ‘OK, but I haven’t got that long,’ but managed to check myself in time. For all I knew, Flounah might have been instructed by Jafit to question me. ‘I’m not planning on going anywhere yet,’ I said. ‘I want to save at least fifty spinners. That’s at least seven weeks, if I don’t spend a single fillaret. You think I’d head off into the great unknown with no money and winter coming on? You think I’m that crazy?’ I shook my head, smiling. ‘No, I’m not leaving.’
Flounah raised his brows, sipped thoughtfully.
Thankfully, Lolotea chose that moment to return. He offered us some of his cheese. It was really quite exquisite. ‘I want to buy some,’ I said.
‘I thought you were saving every fillaret of your money,’ Flounah mentioned accusingly.
‘Oh, buy some!’ Lolotea said cheerfully. ‘Don’t be such a misery, Flounah!’
Flounah will watch me now. I’m certain of it. He doesn’t know me. None of them know me. Once, long ago, I’d learned how to escape. That time I’d left a har I loved behind me to die. I still haven’t paid that debt. Maybe now is the time. I raised my glass and stared Flounah in the eye.
‘To my cheese,’ I said.
Kruin came to me again two nights later. I’d been waiting for him, panicking, thinking, ‘Oh God, I upset him. He’ll never come back again.’ But he did.
He came in through the door and said, ‘I’ve been thinking of you, Calanthe. I was hard on you last time. I’m sorry. Here.’ He gave me a necklace of polished stones.
‘Don’t be silly,’ I said, putting it around my neck. ‘Thank you, Kruin. I like it. You look nice today, too.’
‘Oh, come on!’ Kruin sat down on my bed and kicked off his boots. ‘This town is a hole. Neither of us should be here.’
‘No,’ I agreed. ‘Wine?’
‘Mmm.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘I enjoy being with you, you know. Don’t think that I don’t.’
‘I’m glad. Get your money’s worth, Kruin. It’s always better if you enjoy it.’
‘I don’t know how you do it; you’re always so cheerful.’
‘Of course. I’m here to please. Drink up!’
I really worked hard for my money that night. Every possible permutation of pleasure, however small, I lavished on Kruin with convincing sincerity.
‘Stay with me tonight,’ I said.
‘I can’t. It’s not allowed.’
‘They won’t know. We’ll be quiet. Stay. Please.’ It didn’t take long to persuade him, but then, it was cold outside and a long way back to the inn where he was staying. We lay together, on my new rug by the fire. I smoothed his smooth skin, murmuring endearments. He lapped it up. ‘Be ouana for me,’ I said, ‘I want to know you that way.’
‘It’s not what I come here for,’ he answered, but I knew he was pleased.
I sneaked him out in the early morning through the kitchens. We had hardly slept. Because I had the following evening free, I asked him to meet me in Fallsend. He hesitated and took my hand. ‘Where is this leading, Calanthe?’ he asked, not totally stupid.
‘I like you, Kruin.’
‘It’s not just that, is it?’
‘Will you meet me?’
He rubbed his eyes with one hand, sighed. ‘All right, but you must tell me what you’re up to. I wasn’t born blind, Calanthe.’
I kissed him. ‘Trust me,’ I said.
He shook his head, smiling. ‘I hope I don’t regret this,’ he said, and trudged away, pulling his collar higher up his neck against the cold air.
I learn from him constantly. His goodness rubs off on me like an ointment, into my skin. The blackness just sinks in deeper. Pell has Thiede’s blood in his veins now. Thiede the mysterious; too powerful, too cunning. What interest does he have in Pell? I shouldn’t have let it happen, but Seel thought I was being too paranoid. ‘Pell will be incepted by Thiede,’ he said to me and then couldn’t understand my fears. ‘Won’t this be an honour?’
‘No, a travesty!’ a voice screams inside me, but only inside.
Now my Pellaz is Wraeththu, but he is Thiede too and I am afraid for him. He possesses a taint of ancient wisdom, a taint of feyness. In the moonlight he appears transparent, touched by death. I am mirrored in his eyes; pure and clean. Oh Pell, we must be together always. Without you, I might go back. No, no, not that, not the darkness, the time of blood.
And now I mount the stairs in Seel’s house, dressed in white. Dusk is past us; now is the night. I have bathed in milk and perfumed oil. I have been blessed, kissed with sacramental balm upon lips and breast and ouana-lim. My part of the inception is nigh. Pellaz is waiting for me. I have sat for an hour with Seel on the window-sill at the back of the house. The air was warm there. Seel smoked a cigarette, which was torture for me because I could not. Until this is over, no stimulant, of any kind, must pass my lips. Seel and I were once chesna; perhaps we were remembering those times, although we did not speak our thoughts aloud. But memory certainly prompted the remark, ‘He seems so small, Cal, so fragile. Be careful not to hurt him. This is not the City.’
I did not answer him. Seel is wrong. I am incapable of hurting Pellaz. Not in that way.
Now the bare wood of the stairs is creaking beneath my feet and I enter his room, and shut the world away from us. In our universe, Pellaz is a radiant star, luminous skin, lambent eyes, power that leaks from his pores. I have been yearning to touch him for so long. Now, before I do, the moment must be savoured, prolonged.
His body surrenders for the first time, and I watch him discover the delights of his new being. He forgets he was once human, forgets he was once male. We take aruna and we are invading each other, cautiously and reverently. This is not the city. Zack is dead. My flesh twinges at the memory of the savage bite. I hear laughter, but it is far away. Now I will weep inside because of the simple, giving pleasure we enjoy. There is nothing beyond Saltrock. This is sanctuary. It is not safe to leave. I vow to keep us there.
We will stay in Saltrock for just twenty-two months.
It was my turn to take ‘zoo duty’ again that day. Lolotea was with me. This time, Panthera wasn’t tied to the bed. He was still asleep, or pretending to be, flags of dark hair spread around him on the pillows. One Mojag was on guard duty; the other two slumbering peacefully in an adjoining room.
Lolotea gave Panthera a shake. ‘Wake up. We have to change the bed,’ he said, beginning to pull at the sheets.
Panthera stretched and looked at me. It was a glance that had my common sense struggling to keep my libido under control. Fluid as quicksilver, Panthera rose from the bed and stalked arrogantly to the window. He must spend an awful lot of time gazing out of that window. How many fruitless plans had been hatched there? ‘I’ll run your bath,’ I said.
Panthera did not look at me or say anything, although Lolotea glanced up sharply, shaking his head and smiling to himself. I went into the bathroom with its high, pale walls and started to run water into the pale, high bath. Panthera came in silently behind me.
Well? he asked at once, in a voiceless arrow to my brain. Have you thought about what I said? He’d obviously been thinking about it, perhaps worried that my answer would be ‘no.’
I’ve said nothing to Jafit, if that’s what you mean, I answered.
Lolotea must not hear us. We conversed by mind-touch alone. I felt Panthera’s uncontrollable relief pass through me like a breeze. He glided past me and let his robe fall to the floor. The threat of being struck by blindness could not have stopped me from looking at him; this he refused to acknowledge, although I could tell he derived a certain satisfaction from it. His body is like Seel’s, almost too slim, but malleable. He lowered himself into the water and closed his eyes.
You mustn’t stay in here long, he said. The fool out there might get suspicious. I have no contact with any of them, if I can help it.
I sat down on the edge of the bath. I have been thinking, Panthera, I said, and, if I can, I will try to help you. But it won’t be easy. Too much for me alone. I’m going to need help from outside Piristil.
Panthera’s eyes snapped open. Who? Nohar can be trusted.
You had to trust me.
He sighed. All right, but be careful.
You know you don’t have to worry about that. You wouldn’t have approached me if you didn’t.
True. Now remember, if we succeed, you will be well paid.
That is not the only item of concern.
No, of course not. You want to get into Jaddayoth; preferably into a royal house. See how much I know about you? I have royal blood...
I don’t doubt that for a moment, Panthera!
He smiled. You’re a mercenary, aren’t you? You can be bought. Have you made any plans yet?
A few sketches. I’m working on it.
Panthera leaned forward with vehemence. Make it soon! I’ve waited long enough.
I met Kruin in a small tavern near his lodgings. He was sitting at a table in a corner of the room with an ashtray full of cigarette ends on one side of him and three empty glasses on the other. As I sat down, he fumbled to light another cigarette and began to look mournfully at the bar.
‘I’ll get them,’ I said, to give him a few more moments to compose himself. I bought him a beer and one for myself. It was warm and rancid, and left an unwelcome deposit of slime in the back of the mouth. I asked Kruin why he was so nervous.
‘I prefer you to be - contained,’ he answered furtively. ‘The part of my life you represent should remain locked in Piristil.’
‘Let’s have less of the locked, if you don’t mind!’
Kruin smiled at the table, stubbed out his cigarette and lit another one. ‘Well, why do you want to see me?’
‘Maybe I just like you.’
‘Maybe. Like I said, why do you want to see me?’
I leaned back in my seat; a perilous action, it wobbled dangerously. ‘Hmm, now tell me; you are a warrior? Brave, courageous, fearless, all that?’
He laughed. ‘Calanthe, what is this?’
‘Are you?’
‘I’ve escorted three wittering merchants from Natawni, that’s all. It’s hardly the stuff of heroism. OK, back home, I’ve been involved in scuffles with the Maudrah, nothing serious. Why are you asking? Are you trying to hire me?’ He laughed again, nervously, his eyes scanning the faces in the crowd behind us, in case his travelling companions should show up.
‘In a way, yes. When you leave Fallsend, Kruin, I want to come with you.’
‘What? No! A kanene? Do you realise...’
I broke into his furious splutterings. ‘Shut up! The minute I leave Piristil, I’m no longer a kanene. In fact, I’m not even one now. Do you understand?’
He looked into my eyes, silenced by the tone of my voice, then sighed and shook his head. ‘You don’t look like a whore, Calanthe,’ he said, at last.
‘Good, then stop being so worried about being seen with me.’
He pulled an apologetic face. ‘That obvious?’
‘Rather, yes.’
‘I’m sorry. Let’s start again, OK?’
I rejoiced in the moment when my friend Kruin stopped seeing me as meat and started seeing me as har.
‘Now then,’ he said, ‘I get a feeling it may not be a good idea to get involved in whatever scheme you have in mind. There is some reason behind all this, isn’t there?’
‘Could be that I just want you to take me back to your tribe. Could be that I’d ask to become chesna-bond with you. You’re quite a catch, Kruin.’
‘Yeah, and hard nuts like you don’t have any finer feelings, Calanthe. Let’s not play games. What is it you want?’
‘You’re too suspicious.’
‘Ever looked in the mirror, tiahaar?’
‘At least a dozen times a day, sometimes more, depending on the weather.’
‘Ever noticed your eyes never smile? That’s what tells me to be careful!’
‘Survival’s a caustic process,’ I agreed. If his observations were supposed to disquiet me, he was badly misguided. Nohar knew more than me how thorough my defences were. ‘Back to what you were saying,’ I said. ‘You’re probably right that it might be bad for you to get involved with me. Worse than that, it might be terribly bad. You may never be able to set foot in Fallsend again... safely.’
Kruin raised his hands. ‘Forget it!’
‘Ssh, just listen. There’s money to be made.’
‘Oh?’ He raised his brows, drank some beer, grimaced. ‘Go on.’
‘It concerns the har kept locked in Piristil, you know, Panthera.’
‘Mmm.’ Deeper suspicions began to cloud his eyes. He drank again, lit another cigarette.
‘I’ve been approached, Kruin. Panthera wants out. There’s a substantial reward waiting for somehar who can get him home.’
Kruin did not over-react as I’d expected. ‘Too risky, Calanthe. What is this? Social justice on your part? I doubt it! Must be one hell of a big reward.’
‘You lack subtlety, Kruin.’
‘Yeah, maybe. But how the hell do you think we can blast our way through those Mojags? It’ll need more than two of us.’ He whistled through his teeth, shook his head. ‘No, Jafit’s security is impeccable. It will take more than brute force.’
‘Well done, Kruin,’ I said, somewhat sourly. ‘The power of seduction accomplishes far more than blazing guns.’
‘You’ve got a plan, then? A watertight plan?’
‘Are you in with me or not?’
He shrugged. ‘Tell me how you’re going to do it first. I don’t see how you’ll get away with it.’
‘If I set my mind on something, I always get away with it.’
‘Convince me then.’
‘I’m still working on it. Come to Piristil tomorrow night.’
‘Again? This is going to cost me a fortune!’
‘But it will be worth it,’ I said, and leaned forward to pat his cheek.
The Beauty of Poison
Pell and I are in Galhea. Terzian is lord here and we are in his house. Flashbacks to another time. Terzian is a powerful har. He likes me. He says, ‘Don’t you get sick of travelling around, Cal?’
Of course I do, but how can I explain that we are running, just ahead of something and that something is huge and dangerous. We don’t even know what it is.
‘It’s because of Pell,’ I say, and that’s all I can say. ‘We have to... keep going.’
‘We?’ Terzian smiles. ‘You don’t have to, surely!’
He wants me to stay with him. He wants me to have his sons. Such an offer. This is not a burnt-out wasteland; this is real living. Comfort, security, affluence. But then, there is Pell. And there are memories. It was not easy when Zack and I were kicked out of the Uigenna. I was younger then. We suffered for a while until we reached the sanctuary of the Unneah. Terzian cannot banish me. I don’t belong here. He doesn’t own me. This time, when I say no, it will be because I have the power; not him.
‘Cal, don’t leave me,’ he says. ‘Don’t.’
When I am sure he loves me, I walk out of the door. It is not a happy triumph. Empty victory. Pell and I ride toward the south. The clouds are gathering.
I scuffed back to Piristil, through the bleak, moist cold, wrapping my woollen cloak more tightly around me, head down against the wind. I sucked on a sour cigarette clasped between rigid fingers. I thought about Panthera. Occasionally honest with myself, I questioned my motives in wanting to help him get away. What he said was true, of course. I did want to leave Piristil, and I did want to get into Jaddayoth, but it is also true that I could probably have persuaded Kruin to take me back to Natawni with him, without the added hassle of liberating Panthera. I am not a har easily bewitched. Not now. I have learned to recognise the sweet, unsubtle pangs of desire when they assault me and never euphemise them with titles of love and longing. I also know that no beauty, however thrilling, is worth risking life and limb for. What the hell am I doing? Money, freedom, desire... I looked up the hill toward Glitter. Narrow buildings seemed to lean toward me, all crippled, all hopeless. A light shone down through the darkness, making the damp streets gleam. It was an arcane, eerie and almost stimulating scene. The town was hushed. I stood for a moment in the empty, almost gully-like street and absorbed the ambience. Perhaps I was waiting for an omen. I looked up, pulling the grey wool closer to my neck. I felt as if I was clamped in the jaws of Fate. I was being manipulated. Things were getting beyond my control. It was not a comforting feeling. Very well, if Fate was involved, I would just wait. If it was meant to be, coincidence would bring me a way to free Panthera.
‘Do your worst,’ I said aloud.
From the darkness of the sky, a single, spiralling mote fell to earth, practically at my feet. I watched its descent, watched its rapid merging with the flesh and bones of Fallsend. Soon, I thought, everything will look different. I raised my head once more and the sky above me was creeping with movement. After a moment, I continued to climb the hill. Around me, snow fell silently.
My room was cold when I returned; the fire had died. Winter suffused the place. It was squatting there waiting for me and the chill I brought in with me merged with it eagerly. Before going to find Orpah or Wuwa to light the fire, I crossed the darkened room and glanced quickly through the window, seeking the light in Panthera’s room. It glowed as usual, but there were no shadows crossing the bars.
Everywhere seemed unusually hushed that evening. The house was too quiet, creaking as if it thought it was alone. I wandered along to the kitchens, thinking only about my fire.
Jancis, the cook, stopped me at the threshold. ‘You’d better get back upstairs,’ he said ominously, with expressionless face.
‘Why?’
‘There’s been an incident. Jafit says everyhar is to stay in their rooms for now.’
I felt chilled. ‘Incident? What kind of incident? What’s happened?’
Jancis began to close the door in my face. He smiled. ‘A death,’ he said. ‘A killing.’
‘What? Jancis! Who? Jancis!’
The kitchen door had slammed in my face. I heard him turn the key inside. I heard him chuckling.
Panicking, I bolted straight to Panthera’s quarters. If anyhar was going to get himself murdered around here, he was the most likely candidate.
Outher was standing guard outside the door. I feared the worst. ‘What’s happened?’ I asked.
‘Trouble!’ he answered. ‘Comes with the job, I suppose.’
‘Panthera?’ I cried, horrified.
Outher shook his head. ‘Oh, he’s all right,’ he said. ‘As if anyhar could get away with murdering him!’
‘Can I go in?’
Outher thought about it for a moment. ‘I guess that’ll be alright.’ He opened the door for me.
I put my hand on his arm. ‘Thanks, Outher. I appreciate it.’
The Mojag actually flushed. ‘S’alright, Calanthe,’ he said. ‘You got a thing going with our pussy cat, have you?’
I laughed, but did not answer.
Panthera was surprised to see me and uncommonly natural because of it. It made me realise what a creature of artifice he can be at times. I asked him if he knew what was going on.
‘No,’ he answered. ‘All I know is that all clients have been cancelled for the night and that two of the Mojags have been summoned to Jafit’s office.’
‘Damn!’ I said, annoyed enough to hit the wall. ‘If only this could have happened later! It’s almost too good an opportunity to miss. One Mojag and the house nearly empty! Damn!’
‘You mean we could... leave now?’ Panthera sounded uncertain.
‘We could have, but unfortunately we’re not prepared and neither is Kruin.’
‘Kruin. Who’s Kruin?’
I explained. Panthera sat down on the bed. ‘I hope Ferike and Natawni are on friendly terms at the moment. Things might have changed since I left home.’
‘Relations that flimsy between the tribes then?’
‘Can be. It’s hard to say. It all depends on Maudrah really.’ He smiled beautifully at me. ‘Still, this Kruin doesn’t seem to be worried. It will cause problems in another way though. The Natawni’s route home can’t possibly take him anywhere near Ferike. Surely, if he drags the merchants south with him, they’re going to want to share the reward.’
‘Panthera, that’s a minor point. Let’s just get out of here intact before we start quibbling over details. That’s Kruin’s problem.’
Panthera glanced at me archly, but said nothing.
‘I suppose I’d better go and find out what’s going on,’ I said.
‘Not yet,’ Panthera decided. ‘Stay. Have some coffee.’
‘Lonely for company, are you?’
‘No. I’m used to not having any; you know that. I was just thinking we have to talk about our plans and there won’t be many opportunities like this one.’ He stalked over to the fire and picked up a coffee pot. Only then did I notice the long, silver chains.
‘Are those uncomfortable?’ I asked him, pointing.
‘Not as much as they were, no,’ he answered.
I asked him about Ferike. ‘It is beautiful,’ he said. ‘There are woods everywhere, hills and mountains. All I live for is to see it again. All the noble families live in great, stone castles. Jael, my father’s domain, is quite near the Clerewater and the shoreside town of Clereness. Look, I’ll show you.’
He preceded me over to a low table where sheets of paper and coloured pens were laid out.
I picked up a drawing; dark and disturbing scribbles of torture. ‘Yours?’
Panthera snatched it from my hand. ‘Yes. Look, I will draw you a plan of Jaddayoth.’
I watched his slim, hard arm skim quickly over the paper. ‘Here is Natawni in the north, you see? Both Hadassah and Gimrah separate it from Ferike. The quickest route to Natawni is north from Fallsend, out of Thaine, into Fereng and from there to Jaddayoth. That’s probably the way your friend Kruin would go home. Now, Jafit will expect us to go south toward Elhmen, so I think we should go north.’
‘It will be a much longer journey,’ I said, studying the map.
‘Yes, but safer.’
‘OK, whatever you say.’ Without thinking, I put my hand on his shoulder. Ah, such warmth, such strength, such softness and hardness! These are the most succulent sweetmeats in the market of life and often the ones most dear. Panthera shrugged me off and gave me a hard glance. I was irresistibly reminded of Cobweb.
‘You must not stay too long,’ Panthera said, and thus concluded our conversation.
Plans were beginning to formulate in my head. After I left Panthera, I paused to share a cigarette with the Mojag. He could offer me no information concerning the identity of the murder victim. If it wasn’t Panthera, I decided I wasn’t really bothered who it was.
‘Don’t worry yourself with that,’ Outher said. ‘Stay here for a while. We could... talk.’
‘We could, but... Do you get any time off from this job?’
‘Tomorrow afternoon is free,’ he said, without a tremor.
‘Fine. We’ll talk tomorrow then.’ I had a feeling that friendship with Outher might prove useful.
I didn’t know what action Jafit would take over the killing, but I was surprised when I found him still at home. I knocked on his office door and Astarth opened it to me (so it wasn’t him lying dead somewhere). The room was full of smoke, opened bottles on the desk, Jafit sitting behind it with his feet up. He didn’t look exactly grief-stricken, although Astarth was a little green about the gills. The Mojags were sitting awkwardly in small chairs, clutching glasses of betica in their large fists.
‘What’s happened?’ I asked.
‘Come in. Sit down, if you can find a seat,’ Jafit replied.
Astarth clutched my arm. ‘Lolotea is gone,’ he said.
‘Lolotea?’ I said softly. ‘No...’ It stunned me. Of all the kanene Lolotea was the least deserving of such a sordid end. Over the years, I have become inured to the death of friends, but it still shocked me. Astarth sat me down. ‘How?’ I asked ‘How, Jafit?’
A full glass was pushed into my hand. Jafit was comfortably exhibiting unconcern.
‘Don’t you care?’ My voice was near to breaking.
‘Of course I care,’ Jafit answered sharply. ‘It was a har named Arno Demell, from the town. Don’t worry, it will be dealt with.’
‘Has this sort of thing happened before?’ I asked.
Jafit made a noncommittal gesture.
‘Yes it has,’ Astarth told me bitterly. I was satisfied to note that he looked quite ill.
‘There are risks in every walk of life,’ Jafit said.
Astarth sneered at that and I don’t blame him.
‘What are you going to do?’
Jafit smiled at my question. ‘Do, Calanthe? Why we’re going to kill the fucking bastard, aren’t we, my dears?’
The Mojags grunted uncomfortably in assent.
A voice sounded in the room. It said. ‘No, Jafit, you don’t have to. I will.’ I was surprised to find it was mine.
‘You?’ Astarth said. ‘Why?’
Why indeed? I wasn’t sure myself, but the feeling was there, gut-strong. Jafit didn’t give a damn, really. I did. They wanted reasons, so I gave them. ‘He was my friend. I liked him a lot. Let me deal with it. Don’t you think I’m capable?’
Jafit smiled and poured himself another drink. ‘Capable? Oh my dear, you are obviously eminently capable. But you don’t know Fallsend, do you? Think you could find Demell?’
‘No he couldn’t,’ Astarth said, and I turned around to protest, but before I spoke, he continued. ‘But I could. Calanthe is right in this, Jafit. It is our blood debt. It could have been any one of us up there.’ He looked at me. ‘Get your coat, Calanthe. I’ll meet you in the hall.’
‘Astarth, do you know what you are doing?’ Jafit asked, highly amused.
‘Yes, give me some money. Twenty spinners should do it.’
‘OK, but you realise it will be too late to get help from us if you fail. Demell will be in hiding, I should think.’
‘We’ll find him, Jafit.’ Astarth took the money that Jafit had taken from the drawer. ‘Come on, Calanthe.’
I went to fetch my coat, pausing in the corridor outside Lolotea’s room.
If I’d been in there... If I hadn’t gone to see Kruin... I shook my head. A life for a life for a life; never-ending. I opened the door and went inside. It was not ghoulish curiosity or even because I wanted to fuel the fire of the vengeance lust. I just went in. Somehar had thrown a sheet over the body; a pathetic huddle on the floor. The light was on, the fire roaring away merrily in the grate. There was little sign of a struggle. I lifted the sheet. Whoever had done this was not on a blood and guts kick. Lolotea’s neck was neatly broken with little other damage. He stared in surprise at the ceiling, his hands above his head. I squatted down and closed his eyes. Somehar should have already done that. It was wrong that he should just be left lying there. I lifted the body in my arms and laid it on the bed. It was limp and cooling in my arms. The feeling of dead flesh is like no other; it is disorientating. The body of Lolotea was as empty as the clothes hanging in the cupboard. I opened the window, put a robe over the mirror and murmured a few soothing prayers to help the spirit on its way, although strangely I could feel no inkling of its presence. Somehar or something had come for it quickly. I shivered, suddenly cold with the sense of being watched. Of course, I am always watched. Perhaps to Lolotea’s advantage in this case.
Down in the hall, I saw that Astarth had scrubbed his face of cosmetics and had dressed in dark, sober clothes. This was not the hard-bitten tart I knew. He looked very different; determined, competent. He paused, one hand on the front door, looked at me hard. ‘Were you trying to shame me?’ he said.
I shook my head.
‘You know I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t for what you said.’
I shrugged. ‘Does it matter?’
‘It should.’ He shook his head fiercely, swore under his breath, and opened the door.
We went outside into the muffled snow-darkness and Astarth closed the door behind us. He pulled on thick, woollen gloves in a manner that implied he meant business. We trudged down the hill toward the town. Tiahaar Arno Demell, I learned, was usually to be found draped over the bar and the pot-hara in the Red Hog Inn. Astarth suggested we go there first, although neither of us had much hope of finding Demell there.
‘Jafit doesn’t seem that upset about this,’ I said.
‘No he doesn’t,’ Astarth agreed in an uncommunicative tone.
‘Would he have done anything?’ I persisted.
Astarth stopped trudging. He turned to face me. ‘Oh Demell would’ve been banned from the establishment, but not much else, no. If Jafit persisted, he may have been able to get financial compensation from him. That, by the way, was what he meant by ‘killing the bastard.’ A momentary killing. Arno Demell is not a rich har. Don’t you see, Calanthe, there is not that much of a difference between pelcia and murder. Sometimes a client will get carried away. Once they’ve paid their money to Jafit, he has little control over what goes on in those rooms.’
‘Astarth, that’s... that’s...’ I could not think of a strong enough word.
‘Yes, isn’t it!’
We carried on walking.
‘Why are you doing this?’ I asked. ‘Why are you here, Astarth? What kind of life is this?’
‘Don’t ask! Don’t ask!’ He started running through the quickly deepening snow. I followed him and we did not speak of it again. We didn’t have to. After all, it’s no kind of life, is it?
We searched and we searched. From inn to musenda to inn. Astarth asked questions, paid for information. Every lead we gained led to a dead end. I was beginning to give up. Demell could be miles from Fallsend by now. Astarth was more persistent. At another musenda, we spoke with a kanene who had a stitched wound across his face and neck. Luck was looking us right in the eye; he knew where Demell was. Apparently, our prey had turned up there some while ago, being a close friend of the owner of the place.
‘He was obviously in a bit of a state about something,’ our informant told us. ‘OK, we weren’t supposed to know what was going on, but, let’s just say we’re more resourceful than our keeper gave us credit for.’ He smiled and the scar wriggled horribly on his cheek. ‘87 Canalside Row. Remember that. It’s where you’ll find him.’ He pressed the handle of a long, barbed knife into my hand. ‘Give Demell one for me,’ he said, running a finger down his scar. ‘Tiahaar Demell’s a regular customer here; you see?’
I tucked the knife into my belt. Yes, I could see.
Outside, I laughed and brandished the knife in a threatening manner. Astarth put his hand over my wrist and shook his head at me. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The punishment has to fit the crime. Come on.’
I followed him up another narrow street that was slippery with snow. We went into a large and noisy establishment named The Stone Inn. Astarth said that many of the Jaddayoth traders frequented it; some even stayed there. The Stone Inn did look more affluent than the majority of Fallsend hostelries. I wouldn’t have minded pausing for a mug of ale there myself. Astarth said we didn’t have enough time. I watched him asking a few questions of hara, wondering what he was up to. We knew where Demell was now. Somehar directed him to a thin-faced har wearing dark, purple clothes. He was leaning on the bar, smoking a long-stemmed pipe, staring at the crowd as if deep in thought. He inclined his head toward Astarth semi-interestedly. A brief conversation took place, and then the pair of them went outside. Astarth motioned me to wait in the bar for him. Never a har to miss opportunities, I bought myself a drink and sat down. Astarth was only gone a few minutes. He rejoined me looking furtive and edgy, manifesting dire impatience as I finished my drink.
Outside, the freezing cold was as welcome as a hangover and just as mind-numbing.
‘Well Astarth,’ I said, ‘what shady business were you up to in there?’
‘The har I talked to was the Garridan Liss-am-Caar,’ he replied with reverent tones of dread. ‘He sold me this.’ A twist of paper was held out for me to inspect. I had seen such things before and opened it cautiously, sniffed the contents. This was something the Uigenna had once been most famous for; poison. ‘The Garridan deal in toxins and venoms,’ Astarth explained, taking the twist of paper back.
Shades of Uigenna, I thought. Yes, definitely.
We hurried through the streets to the place where we’d been told Demell had secreted himself. It was an unimposing house, close to the canal that was one of the trade routes between Thaine and Jaddayoth.
‘Well, what do we do now?’ I asked Astarth who had appeared to have assumed command. ‘Go up and knock on the door?’
‘We wait awhile.’ It was terribly cold and uncomfortable. I smoked four cigarettes and then the door to the house we were watching opened. A solitary figure stepped out into the street, glancing this way and that. I saw the flare of a match. ‘It’s him,’ Astarth breathed.
Arno Demell walked toward the canal. He exhibited no signs of worry, or fear that he was being watched. An average kind of har, unremarkable in appearance. He stood at the water’s edge and threw something into the shifting, oily blackness. I’ll never know what. For a moment, he continued to stare into the water. Then we jumped him. It would have been easy just to have thrown him into the canal; the freezing cold would have finished him off pretty quickly, but Astarth wanted to shake that packet of crystals into the poor fool’s mouth. It was his moment of glory and I wasn’t going to deprive him of it. I don’t know whether he was genuinely grieved by what had happened to Lolotea, it was difficult to tell, but he certainly enjoyed making Demell suffer for it. The victim didn’t ask who we were; he knew. Of course, he may have seen our faces before in Piristil, but I saw that resigned acceptance of doom as he witnessed Astarth’s bared teeth and patient execution of vengeance. Demell knew what he had done and now accepted he had to pay the forfeit; in this case, death. The law of the jungle, the law of the world. Few poisons can affect a harish frame. We are
a resilient race. We left Demell gasping and writhing at the edge of the water. I expect he eventually did fall in, but we didn’t stay to watch.
We walked back to Piristil in silence, both of us wrapped in our own thoughts. Perhaps Astarth was thinking that one death can’t pay for years of degradation, I don’t know, but I was thinking of the Garridan. It was possible that they were derived from Uigenna stock. Suddenly, my mind was alight with ideas. This was it. Panthera’s liberation was suddenly so much nearer.
The following day, a predictable pall of gloom and despondency hung heavily in the air in Piristil. The air smelled greasy; the air was cold. The kanene passed each other on the stairs with barely a greeting. We dressed in black and bound up our hair. There is a hill about half a mile away from the house. It is reached by a steep, muddy path. That is where Lolotea lies buried. There are no hienama in the town of Fallsend, no priests. Jafit, who had made no mention of Arno Demell and his fate, spoke a few hackneyed words over the open grave as Orpah and Wuwa lowered the rough, unadorned wooden box, containing the remains of the murdered one, into the ground. The rest of us stood around, numb from cold and, in some cases, shock. Some of us wept. Flounah veiled himself in grey and stood with his back to the grave. Ezhno held onto my arm, looking aggressive. There was nohar of Lolotea’s blood to mourn him there. Nohar would ever even know he was dead. A group of desperate whores was the only thing he had close to a family. It was pathetic, really, but me, I felt detached. I’ve experienced worse things.
After a dreary lunch, shared with Jafit and the others in Jafit’s personal dining room, I went to find Outher. ‘I have to go into Fallsend,’ I said. ‘Want to come with me?’
I think this rather disappointed him as he’d been planning to spend the afternoon with me in a more secluded place.
‘We can eat in my room tonight, if you like,’ I added. That convinced him.
As we walked down the hill into the town, snow seeping through my boots, I was deep in thought. My mind was racing, but I strove not to show it. I remember forcing some inane chatter onto Outher. He must have thought me as empty-headed as the rest.
Once the streets levelled off, I mentioned that I would like to go for a drink in The Stone Inn. ‘It seems it’s the best this lousy town has to offer,’ I said, and Outher agreed.
He took my arm. ‘It will make me proud to walk in there with you,’ he said. How gallant.
Unlike the previous evening, The Stone Inn was relatively quiet when we got there. A sumptuously painted har was draped over the bar waiting for custom. Outher offered to buy me a drink. I must not move too soon. I smiled and nodded and asked for a beer. As he strolled up to the bar, I reflected that it was almost a pity that I would have to leave Piristil this way. I’d made good friends whose company I would miss, not the least of which, Lolotea. That resolved me. The sooner I left the better. I scanned the room. Being large, it appeared emptier than it actually was. I could see no face that I recognised. Outher came over to the table I had chosen with the drinks. I smiled. He sat down.
‘Panthera seems to have taken to you,’ Outher said. ‘I’ve never seen that before.’
‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ I said. ‘I just get on well with anyhar.’
‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard him speak to any of the others.’
‘Have you heard us speak, then?’
‘No, but...’
I inclined my head. ‘Well, then!’
‘You know what I mean, Calanthe.’ He laughed. ‘By Aghama, you’re a cagey creature—just like Panthera.’
‘Cagey are the beasts kept in cages,’ I replied lightly, while surreptitiously glancing over Outher’s shoulder. I drained my glass. ‘My round, I believe.’
Outher looked at his half-full glass in surprise. ‘You are thirsty, Calanthe!’
‘Yes, burying is thirsty work.’
Outher had the grace to look abashed. I said no more and went to the bar. The pot-har slouched over to me after leaving me waiting for maybe a minute. I watched him fulfil my order with the same amount of enthusiasm. Ale splashed over my hands as he handed me the glasses. ‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘is the Garridan Liss-am-Caar staying here?’
The pot-har gazed at me stupidly.
I sighed and threw a spinner onto the bar where it rolled for a full insulting twelve seconds before lying still.
The pot-har continued to stare.
‘Well?’ I enquired sweetly.
‘Who wants to know?’ he said at last.
‘I do.’
‘And who are you?’
‘A potential customer of his wares.’
The pot-har continued to eye me with suspicion. ‘And what wares are those?’ he asked, with undiminished surliness.
‘Look.’ I said, ‘I haven’t much time. Just tell him, will you! You don’t have to be afraid. I’m not Gelaming. I’m a Varr. I just want to buy. No questions either side. Do you understand?’
The pot-har stared me in the eye. I stared back.
‘You want I should send him to your table?’
‘No!’ I hissed emphatically. ‘Have you a yard here?’
The pot-har pointed sullenly to a half concealed door to the right of the bar.
‘Ten minutes,’ I said.
The pot-har shrugged. ‘If he’s in. I’ll have to try his room.’
‘Yes, you do that!’
I took the drinks back to the table. Outher asked what I’d been doing. I lied glibly about some flirtation with the pot-har. Outher grinned at me engagingly. Such a simple soul. I watched the clock above the bar. Nearly time. After nine minutes, Outher said, ‘Calanthe, you really are special.’
‘Yes, thank you,’ I said. ‘Look I just have to buy a couple of things. Hang on here for me, will you?’
‘But I...’ Obviously more profound sentiments were about to erupt.
‘I won’t be long.’
‘That’s all right. I’ll come with you. It’s no bother.’
‘No! I mean, no, don’t trouble yourself. Anyway, I want to buy something for us to eat tonight. It’s going to be a surprise.’
Outher smiled. He really is quite handsome. ‘OK, if you’re sure.’
I smiled and held up my hand. ‘Five minutes,’ I said.
I thought it safer to leave The Stone Inn by the front door and hope that there was another way into the yard from out front. I had to be careful not to arouse any suspicions in Outher. Luckily, there were a couple of hara carrying barrels of ale through an open door in the wall. I followed them into the yard. It had been cleared of snow and strewn with ashes. I stood stamping and shivering for what seemed an eternity before a light touch on my shoulder made me spin round, half-afraid it would be Outher. It wasn’t. In daylight, the lean face of the Garridan seemed even crueller, more snakelike, but seeringly attractive. I could see easily the mark of his Uigenna history in his eyes. Perhaps we had even met before. It was possible.
Inspired, I held out my hand and said, ‘In meetings hearts beat closer,’ which was an old, clichéd, but authentically-Uigenna catch-phrase.
Liss-am-Caar raised his brow fastidiously. ‘In blood, brother,’ he responded. ‘You’re a long way from home, friend.’
‘As are many,’ I replied. Now, I hoped he would not try to cheat me. He asked my business. ‘Should you ask?’ I replied.
He smiled thinly. ‘Only the result, my friend, only the result.’
‘Not death,’ I said.
Liss-am-Caar registered no expression. ‘Then I can only offer Bloodshade, Diamanda and Rauspic.’ Only two of those names were familiar to me, and I was also familiar with their side-effects. Death may even be preferable.
‘I need sleepers not shriekers,’ I said mildly. ‘What is this Diamanda?’
‘Perhaps what you require, although the sleep is deep. The dosage is crucial, for heavy-handedness whilst dosing could initiate a sleep deeper than might be required.’
‘That should suffice. How much?’
‘That depends upon how much you want.’
‘Enough for ten, I think.’
The Garridan did not flicker. ‘A hundred spinners then.’
‘What!’
He shrugged. ‘Sleepers are more expensive. I could sell you Acridil for a mere three spinners and you could administer maybe a hundred doses.’
I reflected for a few moments. Should I? No. I remembered the shadow that had been on my tail through Thaine. Chances were, once out of Fallsend and in the open country, vigilance on the part of my pursuers would be stepped up. I could not risk causing another death. I’d already been through enough for the ones I’d initiated in the past. Arno Demell was more than enough for one town. ‘Diamanda for three, a light dose; how much?’
‘A light dose? Should be thirty, but I’ll give it to you for twenty-five.’
Sighing, I handed over the better part of my savings.
The Garridan counted it thoughtfully. He opened his bag and gave me three twists of paper. ‘This is a child’s dose,’ he said, holding up one twist.
‘And how will that affect a fully grown Mojag?’ I asked.
The Garridan whistled through his teeth. ‘Ah, you’re cutting close to the bone there! A light doze for half an hour, maybe.’
I sighed again. It would just have to be enough.
‘The advantage is, of course,’ the Garridan continued, ‘that should anyhar wake up from a Diamanda sleep, they’ll be groggy for ten minutes or so, no matter how light the dose.’
‘Thanks!’ I said, glumly.
‘Pleased to do business with you!’ Liss-am-Caar touched his brow politely and turned away.
‘Oh, one more thing, tiahaar,’ I said.
He turned. ‘Yes.’
‘Who is the Lion of Oomadrah?’
There was an electric silence. The Garridan’s face was stony. He glanced briefly around the yard. ‘A changed har, my friend,’ he said. ‘In view of your history, you would do well to stay out of Maudrah. The Lion has sharpened his claws, but he never laughs nowadays. If you’re looking for old friends, come to Garridan. Here, have my card.’
I took it. ‘Thanks again,’ I said.
‘Any time, my friend. Goodbye.’ He went back indoors.
I hurried back into the street and recklessly spent a further three spinners at the food stalls. Outher was looking very harried when I went
back into The Stone Inn, perhaps afraid I’d ditched him. ‘A long five minutes,’ he said,
‘I’m sorry,’ I purred. ‘Listen, I have the whole day free. Do you want to go back to Piristil now?’ That brought the smile back to his face. He didn’t know I was thinking how much more preferable it would have been making that offer to the Garridan Liss-am-Caar.
Back in Piristil, we sat and talked beside my fire, mostly about what I was going to prepare for our meal; an engrossing topic, as you can imagine. I was still indulging in casual fantasies about the Garridan, even as I discussed with Outher the superiority of Fallsend chicken-meat to Fallsend pork. After what I considered to be a suitable time, I went to sit on Outher’s lap to share breath with him. He cupped my face with his hand. ‘You’re too good for this place,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ I agreed and slipped my hand inside his leather shirt.
‘No, don’t do that now,’ he said gently. ‘Calanthe, I have something to say to you. In the spring, I’m going back to Mojag, Somehar else will take my place here. I’d like you to come home with me.’
I laughed. ‘Outher, this session is for free, OK. You don’t have to say things like that!’
He flushed angrily. ‘I’m not joking, Calanthe! I want you, but not just for a sordid night. I want you forever. It’s terrible, thinking of what you have to do here. Tell me now, will you or won’t you? There won’t be many chances for you like this here.’
‘Oh, I know that! But this is unexpected, Outher. So quick. Have I made such an impression upon you this afternoon?’
‘You are laughing at me.’
‘Well, you must admit, it’s hard to take your suggestion seriously. After all, we’ve only just met really.’
He looked perplexed, wondering how to convince me. I resolved to let him suffer for a while. How could I be so lucky? I felt like leaping up and dancing round the room, but not for the reason Outher would want.
‘It sounds so corny,’ he said, ‘but I wanted you from the moment I first saw you.’ He was right; it did sound corny.
I smiled. ‘Do you think I’ll like life in Mojag?’
‘Anything’s better than this, surely?’
I lay back on the rug and stretched. I made him wait for as long as possible before saying, ‘All right, if you’re sure you mean it. This isn’t going to be retracted after tonight, is it?’
Outher stood up. ‘Now you’ve said yes, there won’t be a tonight,’ he said. ‘When we take aruna together, it will be when this place is far behind you.’
‘Fine,’ I said, thinking, you get away from that door, idiot; you don’t get away that easily. ‘Look, you don’t have to go just because we’re not going to leap in the bed or runkle the carpet! Let’s get to know each other a little, shall we? Tell me about Mojag. Come on, sit down. I’ve got all this wretched food now and there’s some wine chilling on the windowsill.’
I snuggled up against him again and let him bore me stiff rambling on about Mojag, a place that seemed tedious to the point of incredibility. I made a mental note never to go there. I’ve met many hara who are more masculine than they should be; sometimes they can carry it off pretty well. Mojags reminded me of the worst type of men who were probably (and thankfully) the first to be removed neatly from the face of the earth when Wraeththu rose up and splatted the humans. Mojags are a complete waste of harish time. Sorry Outher, you’ve been put together very nicely physically, but your brain would be more at home floating, chopped up, in soup.
After he’d exhausted himself talking, we sat quietly and watched the fire. He thought we were sharing a peaceful, silent moment together, but my mind was racing, planning, trying to take advantage of this incredibly fortuitous event. Outher was my key for Panthera’s locked room. ‘What do you do in the evenings?’ I asked.
‘Drink mostly!’ He laughed and I tittered impishly, flapping my eyelashes in what Kruin would have thought was a demented manner. ‘There’s little entertainment to be found here,’ he continued woefully. ‘Most nights we have to listen to what goes on in Panthera’s room. You have to get drunk to put up with that!’
‘Ah, but you have me now,’ I said, nuzzling his face. His rapture at this behaviour was laughable. Even an imbecile could see I was hamming it up so much you could virtually taste the salad too. ‘Do you have the same nights off as Panthera?’
He looked sour. ‘In a way. We take it in turns. Jafit won’t ever let Panthera stay unguarded.’
‘How many nights off a week does Panthera get?’
‘Only one, and he never knows which one that will be.’
‘Do you?’
‘Yes, of course. We have to organise our duties around it.’
‘And when’s the next one?’
‘Four days’ time. Why? What is it to you?’ He didn’t have an ounce of suspicion in him, however.
‘I just want to know, because that night, I’ll send you a present. I don’t want you having to be all alert and on duty while you’re enjoying it.’
‘You’re lovely,’ he said tenderly.
‘Deadly,’ I replied and he laughed
So, tonight is the night. No more waiting. Goodbye vulgar clients, hello freedom. When I write again, it will be to state whether our plans were successful or not. If they’re not, I may not be able to write again! A less than cheering thought. The Mojags are to be drugged with the Diamanda, which will be diluted in the large carafe of expensive wine that I’m sending to Outher for him to share with his companions. Once they’re asleep, Kruin will scale the wall outside and try to remove the bars. He has obtained a corrosive substance, which takes about fifteen minutes to work. Panthera and I will leave Piristil through the window, down into the yard, where Kruin will have the horses waiting, loaded with supplies. This venture has cost Kruin and me nearly all the money we have. Kruin, to get rid of his duty toward the merchants, even had to hire another guide to get them safely back to Natawni. The planning is all finished; we’ll just have to pray we’re successful. It all hangs on Outher’s trust in me and whether he’s generous enough to share the wine, as I’ll suggest. I’ve had to endure four days of his dull wooing, made more vile by the fact that it required convincing responses. Imagine, we’ve even been discussing names for children! Every moment he has, he swears undying love to me. I have to take it all in without laughing. The fool’s so easy to deceive it’s embarrassing to take advantage of it. I could almost serve him a dose of Acridil for being such a stupid bore. People have died for less, as they say.
Flight Toward Hadassah
Dampness, warmth, rising steam. The sound of moisture dripping from leaf to leaf. Birds are silenced; our horses pushing through greenery. Ahead of us the trees are thinning. Pell is in front of me. I am filled with feelings that I cannot describe. It is as if Fate himself is looming above the trees, filling the sky. At the time, I am not afraid nor even do I try to fight it. A town has appeared. It is quiet, no smoke rising, no movement. The trees have peeled back to reveal it. The town is red, the trees are green. We walk our horses upon the road.
‘Pell,’ I say, ‘let me go first. It might be dangerous. ‘
Pell shakes his head.
We are both powerless, but we know nothing, only that we love. We do not realise that all the time something has been following us, leading us, directing us. I should have known. God, I should have known. Love blinds me. Now the time for such teasing has come to an end. Pell can play at life no more, and my time of sanity is over. Back to the time of blood. The end. We are not aware of what controls us because, for a time, we were innocent and incapable of thinking about, let alone comprehending, a thing so lunge, so terrifying, so corrupt. We can only see each other and that is enough.
The bullet, when it comes, surprises me only by its sharp, exploding sound. Pell is killed instantly. I see him jerk, fall from the trembling horse. What’s happened? It takes a moment to sink in. My face is stinging. Why? Has a sharp twig snapped up and scratched me? What is it? Pell, what’s happened? He doesn’t answer. He can’t. Never again. Never. I watch my life explode in a spray of blood and a scream; a horse’s scream. Then madness takes me and everything is cold, cold, cold. I look at him lying there, his fingers twitching. Screaming horses. Death. The smell of burning. There is light above the trees, taking him from me. A cold light. I am crying out because I’m sure it is the end.
If only it had been.
Jaddayoth is near. We are high up in the hills and the sharp, chill air is free of the stink of Fallsend, which is now far behind us. A fox with silver fur was watching me some moments ago as I wrote in the light of our campfire. His eyes were disks of gold. He watched me. Was he really a fox? Kruin and Panthera are asleep, rolled uncomfortably in blankets under the canopy of rock behind me. I have to take my gloves off to write and it is bitterly cold, but if I don’t get it down on paper soon, I will begin to forget and the narrative will lose its edge.
We have been travelling for a week, with, as yet, no sign of pursuit. I should have begun this before.
I’d been worried that some of the others in Piristil were suspicious of me, perhaps anticipating my plans—Flounah especially. For days I’d had to try and behave normally, not let anything slip, no matter how trivial, endure Outher’s plodding and serious attempts at wooing me, prevent myself from packing away my belongings too soon. We weren’t as prepared as I’d hoped we could be. There were too many areas in our plans where things could go drastically wrong, that we had no control over. I was concerned that we had so little Diamanda. It would be so much safer (and would improve our chances of success) if most of Piristil’s occupants were slumbering peacefully as we made our getaway. On the actual night, obstacles arose like the fingers of a corpse who would not stay dead. It had taken careful machinations to nudge our time of escape onto a night when neither Panthera nor I would be working. Suddenly, after dinner, Jafit told me he wanted me to see a client; a last minute arrangement. Flummoxed for a moment, I had to pretend to be ill, which also meant that Jafit relieved me of my duty of taking Panthera his dinner that night. Panicking furiously, I imagined Panthera would think our plans had been discovered if anyhar else took my place of attending him. He might even do something rash. I thought it would be too risky and too suspicious to try and get a message to him. I’d just have to trust his faith in me and try to sneak into his room later. The drugged wine had already been delivered to Outher and his friends with a suitably simpering note. Timing was crucial. After the wine knocked them out, we had about half an hour to get out. I knew that Outher and the other Mojags usually ate their dinner about nine o’clock on nights when Panthera wasn’t working. They would drink the wine after that. That gave me about two hours to get in there. I shut myself in my room and paced it from end to end for half an hour. Then Flounah knocked on my door and asked if I was all right. He’d heard the floor creaking. Irritably, I answered that I’d just got a stomach ache. I’d be all right soon. He asked if I needed anything and I tried to calm myself by answering slowly. No, I didn’t need anything, thank you. I would go to bed very shortly. I could sense him waiting on the landing outside my door for several minutes before he padded off. Did he suspect anything? Then Jafit came up, knocked and demanded to be let in. Feverishly, I opened the door,
‘You look ghastly,’ he said, touching my face. ‘You should be lying down. Should I fetch a physician? Would you like one of the others to sit with you?’
I shook my head. ‘No, I’ll be fine, honestly. I get this complaint sometimes.’
Once, such things would have been utterly plausible. But that was when I’d been human. Physical illness is not as common in hara. Perhaps I’d been foolish expecting that they’d leave me alone. Jafit continued to fuss and I could barely restrain my temper. The thought, Look, will you just fuck off! was dangerously close to becoming a spoken reality.
Eventually, after I’d uttered more than enough reassurances that I would be fine in the morning, Jafit left.
I locked the door again and sat down on the bed. I turned off the light and stood up again, crept to the window, gazed over at Panthera’s dim lights. I tried to see if Kruin was lurking in the yard yet, but of course, it was too early for that. I fretted the time away, checking and rechecking the clock as its hands crawled lazily around the dial. I smoked seventeen cigarettes, but refrained from consuming either of the bottles of wine standing on the windowsill. I would need a clear head. My bags were packed and standing together on the carpet. I regretted having to leave the rugs behind.
Twenty minutes past nine o’clock, I put my ear to the door. All seemed silent outside. Working kanene would be busy in their rooms. Those who were off duty would either be in Fallsend or in one of the sitting rooms on the ground floor. Jafit, as far as I knew, was conveniently visiting a friend down town. I opened the door, looked out, and there was Flounah advancing down the corridor. (Quickly, throw bags, coat, behind me).
‘Oh, Calanthe,’ he said, ‘are you feeling better now?’
I hoped the stricken feeling of horror inside me had not manifested on my face. ‘A little,’ I said weakly. ‘I was just going to the bathroom.’
‘The bathroom’s that way,’ Flounah said, pointing behind me.
‘And to get a drink of milk from the kitchen,’ I added stonily.
Flounah smiled and walked past me.
Seething with annoyance, I had to walk past the corridor that led to Panthera’s wing and go downstairs. Now I would have to go back to my room to pick up my luggage. Nuisance, nuisance; damn these stupid whores! Lurking in the shadows of the hall, waiting to see if Flounah should come back again, I was surprised by Ezhno.
‘Calanthe, are you all right?’ he asked, as I physically jumped about two feet. Perhaps he thought I was delirious, standing there in the dark, peering up the stairs.
‘Oh fine!’ I said, ‘Much better.’
‘What are you doing here? Why have you got your outdoor clothes on?’
‘I was cold,’ I answered. ‘I just came down to get a drink of water.’
‘Why didn’t you get one from the bathroom?’ (Thank the Aghama my room didn’t have its own water tap; what excuse could I have given then?)
‘There was somehar in the bathroom,’ I said, through gritted teeth. I longed to turn and smack him in the jaw, but knew he’d make too much noise.
‘Why are you looking up the stairs?’ He joined me, peering.
‘That’s none of your business, Ezhno!’
‘What are you up to?’
I sighed, turned and looked at him for a few moments, sifting, discarding desires of murder. ‘Ezhno, come with me, I’ll tell you.’ Putting my arm around his shoulders, I led him up the stairs. He said nothing as I went back to my room, hoisted my bag, grabbed my coat and silently closed the door. Said nothing, but stared at me all the time. I think he’d realised that I wasn’t (nor had been) in the least bit ill, but had perhaps lost my sanity. Wise in the more cunning avenues of self-preservation, Ezhno, dumb little tart, kept his mouth shut.
Luckily, there was no further sign of Flounah. Panthera’s corridor was in darkness. There didn’t appear to be a Mojag in sight, but the shadows seemed alive with potential adversaries. With panicking heart and a desperate urge to flee struggling inside me like a startled, cornered horse, I knocked on Panthera’s door. Softly, briskly, Panthera called out, hissed out, ‘Who is it?’
‘Cal,’ I answered, forgetting the new form of my name in my urgency. I think that was the moment when Calanthe disappeared into oblivion for ever. Some disguise. To the hara I try to hide from, names mean nothing. I heard a key turn in the lock and the door opened, spilling yellow light into the corridor. I dragged a protesting, wide-eyed Ezhno into the room with me quickly and Panthera closed the door behind us, locking the door once more.
Panthera, thrumming with an energy that had bleached his face, turned his eyes to dark, animal disks, looked at Ezhno with distaste. ‘What’s this?’ he asked me.
‘What the hell is going on?’ Ezhno squeaked, trying to struggle away from me. Worry had broken through his sensible silence. His gaze darted round the room, seeking bolt-holes.
I gripped his shoulder painfully. ‘Keep your mouth shut!’ I advised, giving him a small, warning shake.
Ezhno glared at me, but complied. He wasn’t stupid.
‘Oh wonderful!’ Panthera spat. ‘What do we do with this? And keep your voice down; you’ll wake the Mojags.’
Behind him, I could see Outher and his companions around the table, all unconscious. One had slipped to the floor, while Outher and the other slept with their heads cradled in their arms on the table. They had suspected nothing.
‘What kept you?’ Panthera hissed. ‘I nearly died when Astarth came in tonight. I thought we’d been found out and the Mojags had already started to drink the wine. I wondered whether your friend Kruin and I would have to leave Piristil without you.’
‘Leave Piristil!’ Ezhno had found his voice again. I twisted his arm until he yelped.
‘He needs silencing,’ Panthera observed. Ezhno made some further noise of disgruntlement so Panthera spun lightly around and kicked him in the side of the neck. Quite a feat. Ezhno was still pretty close to me. All I felt was the wind of Panthera’s passing foot. Ezhno crumpled to the ground without a murmur. I had an idea that he might sleep a little longer than the Mojags. Panthera was dressed in black and still had the remains of the silver chains round his ankles. I could tell he felt completely confident about all this.
‘Any sign of Kruin yet?’ I asked and went to the window. With superb timing, Kruin’s face popped up and we both jumped, Kruin nearly to his death in the yard below. He waved a fist at me.
‘Hurry up!’ I mouthed. Panthera was pulling on a pair of boots behind me, which I supposed he must have stolen from the Mojags. They did look a little loose on him, but it was too cold outside for sandals or soft slippers; he had no heavy shoes of his own.
‘They keep moving,’ he said, cocking his head at the table.
‘Hmm, I’m not surprised. It was a light dose. (Too light? No, don’t think that.) I hope we have enough time. Come on, Kruin.’
Kruin could not hear me. He was busily applying a smoking liquid to the bars of the window, a scarf tied over his face.
‘Think we could take these three on?’ Panthera inquired.
I looked at him, then at the powerful, lightly slumbering forms of the Mojags. Sometimes, the willowy Panthera can look surprisingly menacing, a creature who could kill by stealth rather than strength.
‘Not three, no,’ I said. ‘Not even with your high kicks!’
I continued to gesture encouragement at Kruin. Panthera opened the window, the sash squealing dreadfully, and overpowering, foul fumes began to drift into the room. Kruin pulled a forlorn face above his scarf as both Panthera and I began to cough.
‘Shut the window!’ Kruin ordered. ‘If the smoke reaches the Mojags, they’ll probably wake up.’
The window was swiftly closed. We looked through it anxiously. Kruin kept trying to break the bars, but they appeared unmovable. Eventually, after what seemed at least an hour, one of them moved in his hand.
‘Thank the Aghama!’ Panthera murmured beside me. His fear and anxiety had released an enticing Panthera-type aroma from his pores; a delicious scent of cinnamon and smoke. Even under such conditions of stress, I couldn’t help noticing it, wanting to fill my lungs with it, wipe out the corrosion-stink. All hara have their own, bewitching perfume; passions of any kind can release it. Panthera became aware of my subliminal interest. He moved away from me and the moment was lost.
Just as Kruin was tugging and wrenching at the third bar, the removal of which would give Panthera and me enough room to squeeze through, there was a noise behind us. The door. I wheeled around and saw the key hanging from the lock, trembling, rattling. It fell, landing with a dull plop on the carpet. Whoever was on the other side of that door had the master key. Panthera and I exchanged an agonised glance. To both of us, a monster Jafit was waiting out there. Panthera swore and threw the window up on its sashes. More foul smoke billowed into the room. Behind us the door swung open. Not Jafit; Astarth. An Astarth with a key in his hand, looking right at me. His face was expressionless.
As air and fumes rushed into the room, Outher uttered a groan and began to lift his head, shake it, make further noises.
‘Come on!’ Kruin urged, panicking. He disappeared, dropping to the courtyard below. Outher was lurching toward us, looking about twenty feet tall, one hand over his eyes, unsure of what was happening. Astarth was feeling his way carefully into the room, one hand over his mouth and nose. It was getting very murky; smoke everywhere. Another Mojag began to stir and rise, the third still lay unconscious on the floor.
‘Get going, Cal!’ Panthera said. He was grinning from ear to ear, positively vibrating with force.
Suddenly movement seemed to erupt around us. The second Mojag scuttled forward, growling. Outher shook his head clearer, saw us properly and roared. Astarth ran forward, a bottle held purposefully in his raised hand. Panthera tried to push me out of the window, throwing our baggage down before me. Just as I jumped, I saw Astarth smash the bottle down onto the second Mojag’s head, then I landed with a sickening jolt in the yard. Looking up, I could see Panthera poised on the windowsill. Silhouetted behind him was the lumbering form of Outher. Kruin helped me up, staring anxiously at Panthera. It was bitterly cold out there, our hot, steaming breath almost clouding the scene on the window-ledge.
‘Jump!’ Kruin called, but not too loudly for fear of attracting further attention.
Pushing off, with an exuberant cry, Panthera effortlessly kicked Outher in the throat, kicked him senseless, back into the room, and soared backwards through the air, to land on all fours beside me.
Astarth ran to the window, put his hands on the sill, leaned down. We stared at each other. I could not understand his motives. I could not speak. ‘Get going,’ he said, ‘and good luck. Give my love to Jaddayoth.’
‘Astarth?’
‘Go on, quickly!’ He smiled. ‘Jafit will come after you, Calanthe. Don’t let him beat you. Don’t. Now go!’
‘But Jafit will know what you did in there! He’ll kill you!’ An impulsive idea followed. ‘Come with us, Astarth. Jump!’
He was still smiling at me, shaking his head. ‘Would Jafit kill me for protecting his prize pussy cat? It looked like the Mojags were attacking him, didn’t it? Difficult to tell with the room all full of smoke. No, I didn’t know what was going on, Calanthe. Don’t worry about me; I’m indispensable. Just get going will you! Now!’
Then light was spilling out into the yard as the kitchen door opened. I heard Jancis’s voice cry out. ‘What’s going on?’
I grabbed Panthera’s arm and we ran after Kruin, both of us laughing hysterically in our mad panic. Our bags bumped into our legs, the one containing my notebooks thumping painfully against my back.
‘Come on!’ Kruin shouted. He was in the gateway to the street, already on horseback. Two other horses were prancing in the snow beside him. I could see the rolling whites of their eyes. Panthera, unbelievably, jumped on the nearest horse by vaulting over the tail. I chose a more conventional method by using the stirrup, slinging my bags over the saddle. Behind us, activity in the yard became louder. We didn’t look back. We shrieked and kicked the animals’ flanks and skidded, slipped, half-galloped up the road, north out of Fallsend.
Kruin had bought Gimrah horses and had had to borrow money from the merchants for that purpose. Gimrah horses are fast, very fast. We were away before Jafit could follow us. Of course, we knew he would hire trackers to bring us back, or try to, as he had done when Panthera had escaped before, but we counted on him thinking we would opt for the quickest route, which was south. Obviously trained trackers wouldn’t take long to realise that was the wrong way, but it could give us a little more time, a little more lead. Filled with the exhilaration of our success, I felt that what we had achieved that night was more of a memorial to Lolotea than what I’d accomplished with Astarth the previous week. We galloped madly past the forlorn, funeral hill. I waved into the snow-lit darkness. ‘We did it, Teah!’
Panthera’s laugh echoed my cry. ‘May Jafit drown in his own blood!’ he said, and we all whooped and cheered as it began to snow once more.
If it snowed thickly and quickly enough, our trail would be covered. We estimated that it would take some time for Jafit to engage the trackers—if we were lucky, as much as a couple of hours. We headed toward the main road out of the town, so that our trail would be more difficult to follow. Few hara were travelling at this hour, but the main road had been strewn with ashes all the same. What hara we passed looked at us curiously for we were still travelling fast. Although this did attract attention, we felt that speed was more advisable than caution in this case. We rode all night, punishing the horses. By dawn, we were well into the hills north of Fallsend. All towns that we passed were deserted and overgrown.
Kruin was familiar with this territory. ‘We must keep north for a few more miles,’ he said, ‘and then head east toward Jaddayoth, following the River Scarm upstream. It should be more sheltered.’
As morning began to seep a red mist over the land, the cold crept back into our bones. Camp-fires would not be enough to keep us warm. It was going to be a long, uncomfortable journey.
A Tale By The Fire
Fereng will soon be behind us. We have had to cut across its corner to reach Jaddayoth. Here, the air is dry and bitterly cold, making our lungs ache and our eyelashes and nostrils frost over. There is no sign of pursuit from Fallsend yet, but we are not so complacent as to think they’re not behind us somewhere. Up here, in the spiky, clean air, it becomes impossible to remember the details of life in Piristil; such things should never be possible. But if I can forget it with ease, I do not think the same can be said for Panthera. After the first flush of excitement and triumph, he became very subdued. Initially, I thought the weather conditions were getting to him. Kruin complained aloud and dreamed of the warm hearths of Natawni. I could not envisage the future, and I am used to cold (cold of heart and cold of body). All I could think of was putting enough distance between Jafit and ourselves.
One night, Panthera and I sat huddled around a meagre fire and he began to talk. Kruin was asleep behind us. ‘I can’t believe I’m free,’ Panthera said.
‘We’re not yet!’ I told him. ‘We’re only free when we reach Jael and the protection of your family.’
‘Ah yes, my family,’ Panthera said in a soft, cold voice, staring at the fire. ‘They must think I’m dead.’
‘What happened?’ I asked. ‘How come you were up for sale in Emunah anyway? Do you want to talk about it?’
‘I’m not that sensitive about it, if that’s what you think,’ he said. ‘If you really want to know, I’ll tell you.’
‘The night is long,’ I replied, waving a hand toward the hard, starry sky. ‘We’re cold, without the support of alcohol or good food. Tell me your story, my pantherine. It may help to pass the time.’
Panthera shrugged. ‘You’re a ham,’ he said, settling his chin comfortably on his knees. ‘OK, here goes. First the background stuff. I was born to the family Jael in the land of Jaddayoth, among the forest hills of Ferike. My sire is the Ferike Castlethane, Ferminfex Jael, and my hostling an imported Kalamah named Lahela.’ He smiled wistfully at the fire. ‘Talk about myself? Very soon, maybe. Now I’ll speak of my family, which is a story in itself. Hara back home write poems about my parents’ courtship. I can’t remember them though. But I do remember my father telling me about it, how one day, he was invited to the Kalamah city of Zaltana, by the Fanchon, its lord, and there it all began...’
It was not just a sweet tale of romance as Panthera implied, but also a sneak preview of the Jaddayoth I intended to squeeze myself into; the world of the self-styled royal families. Around about the time Ferminfex received his missive from the Fanchon, Zaltana was nearing completion. Panthera said that the Kalamah work very slowly (lots of time for refreshments, etc.), but their architecture is splendid. Zaltana is a diamond of Wraeththu cities. The Fanchon wanted the history of its construction documented, his own accomplishments immortalised by written word—well-written word. The Ferike are the scholars and artists of Jaddayoth tribes. They are often called upon to undertake such work. Ferminfex set sail.
Zaltana is constructed of creamy, peachy marble and stands upon the coast. Ferminfex was immediately impressed by the wonderful, perfumed air of the place; hanging gardens of riotous, exotic blooms flavoured and coloured the city streets. He was in awe of the grand, lazy grace of the soaring buildings and the languid, feline beauty of its hara. Day after day, Ferminfex would sit in the great library of the Fanchon’s palace, working at his papers. He had been given a blond, pinewood desk still smelling of the forest, and as he sat there sunlight would fall on his hands through the open windows. Pausing from his work now and again to drink citrus cordial or smoke a musky, greenleaf cigarette, he would gaze out of the window at the languorous activities of the Kalamah.
In the late afternoons, before the early evening meal, the sons of the Fanchon would come to the tiled terrace beneath the library windows. They would sit on plump, tasselled cushions around their teacher who taught them to play bizarre, meowing music upon strangely clawed stringed instruments. Ferminfex would gaze down at them, as he took another drink, and be reminded of a pride of young lions from the land of Olathe. They always had their cats with them, purring and chirruping in cat voices to their small, feline companions. Delightful, artless creatures they were, with tawny, streaky hair like manes, and slim, supple bodies. Lahela was the eldest of them, past feybraiha but seemingly unattached, and of such loveliness that even the austere and normally unmovable Ferminfex could not help but fall desperately in love with him. Every day, while watching Lahela, he would put aside the dry, dusty business of praising the Fanchon’s achievements, to write long, passion-laden poems instead; hymns to the Fanchon’s eldest son. Occasionally, Lahela would glance up at the library window and smile at him. He was not a proud creature. Perhaps Ferminfex even let one or two of his desperate odes float down to the terrace below: who knows? Panthera didn’t say. I like to think he did.
The time came when the Fanchon asked Ferminfex to name his payment for the work he had completed. Without hesitation, the Ferike requested that he be given Lahela as his consort and be allowed to return with him to Jael. For a Ferike, this was not an unusual request; theirs is a tribe that often sells harlings to others who might want to improve their bloodlines. But it was not the custom in Zaltana. For a while, the Fanchon was quite taken aback, even affronted, by what he thought was Ferminfex’s audacity. Lahela himself solved the problem by telling his father he was wholly agreeable to the arrangement. They were bonded in blood without hardly ever having spoken a word to each other.
‘Romantic, isn’t it,’ Panthera said, at the end of his tale, ‘and quite removed from what happened to me! My parents adore each other. True, the Jaels were annoyed by Lahela’s Kalamah ways when he first came to Ferike, but I suppose they’ve got used to it now.’
‘Your home is a happy one, then?’ I asked.
‘Very.’ Panthera frowned. His violation and degradation might offend that happiness.
‘So, you’ve spoken mainly of Jael,’ I said, too heartily, ‘what about how you came to be in Emunah? I presume your family didn’t sell you to slavers.’
Panthera laughed. ‘No, but they were selling me in a way. That’s what made it happen.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yes. I was approaching my feybraiha, you see, and they were all concerned about who would be ‘the one’ for me then, and all mixed up with that was Lahela thinking I should spend some time in Kalamah, because I was half-Kalamah, after all, and being cooped up in Ferike was denying me half my heritage, if not half my family. They came up with a cosy arrangement between them. The Fanchon had a spare cousin of mine knocking about who was quite a lot older than me but in need of a suitable consort. He was due to take over some far-flung Kalamah settlement on the Emunah border. Guess who was picked for him.’
I pointed at him silently.
Panthera nodded. ‘Correct. Never mind the fact that I loved Ferike and didn’t want to leave; that was irrelevant. “Panthera, you will be more at home in Kalamah,” Lahela kept telling me. I knew he was wrong. I’m not that much like him; much more Ferike. I want cold and dark and trees all around me. I tried to protest, but it was useless. Ferminfex said that I’d be able to come home whenever I wanted to; a chesna-bond was not imprisonment. “Aghama willing, you may like each other,” he said, but I didn’t hold out much hope. Cousin Namir. How I hated the name! To me it sounded cunning and sneaky. The name of a thief!
‘I can remember the day we set out from Jael so well. It was autumntide and very misty and dank, Ferike looking its best to see me off and make me feel worse. I was being accompanied by a guard of ten hara, all armed with Maudrah weapons, all capable of being competent and deadly, should the need arise. First we were going to Gimrah to pick up a present for the Fanchon, a group of racing-steeds. Then we’d take a ship from the coast of Gimrah, straight to Kalamah. The guards barely spoke to me. I was full of anger. Even more so when I discovered they weren’t nearly as efficient as my parents had thought. Crossing the plains of Gimrah, we were overpowered by a large gang of Emunah slavers. It was over in a trice. I and three others were carted off to Meris; the rest of my escort was dead.
‘For weeks, I existed in a kind of stunned trance. Things like this just don’t happen to sons of castlethanes, surely? But they do. No rescue. No respite. Dignity stripped away until all that’s left is self-loathing. And there were no feybraiha garlands for me either, oh no! By sheer luck, I think, I remained untouched until Jafit got me back to Thaine. Then I lost my virginity to a half-formed har who paid Jafit a lot of money for the privilege.’ He shook his head. ‘Vileness! Never again. Never. If my family searched for me, they found no clue to my whereabouts. Nohar to tell them. Nohar to care. The last three years have been more than hell for me, Cal. Much more. I’m not going back there. Ever. I’ll die first. I mean that.’
‘It’s OK,’ I soothed, reaching to touch his hand.
He pulled away from me. ‘No, it isn’t OK!’ he said angrily. ‘You know how aruna is so important for us. All that is just a dim, dark memory of a possibility for me. Anyway, you’re so keen to interrogate me, what about yourself? What secrets are you hiding, Cal?’
I don’t think he expected me to answer truthfully. I shrugged. ‘I may not be safe anymore. Not out in the open.’
‘Is that all you’re going to say?’
‘It’s all I can say. I don’t feel anything yet, but I’m sure it will come. Fallsend was just a refuge. I could hide there, but not forever. There’s no way I can hide out here; too big, too wide.’
Panthera appeared puzzled by that answer. ‘Who’s after you?’ he asked.
‘I’m not sure. It could be one of several hara. It could be many. I don’t know.’
Panthera leaned toward me, searching my eyes, which he would find empty of clues. ‘What have you done, Cal? Why are you being followed?’
I smiled. ‘Now, now, my pantherine, don’t pry,’ I said lightly. ‘Have you considered that it might be because, not of what I’ve done in the past, but what they’d have me do in the future?’
Panthera narrowed his eyes. ‘You speak in riddles. Why?’
‘To protect you. I don’t want to involve anyhar else.’
‘That’s an excuse!’
‘No, it’s not.’
‘You don’t trust me. I told you everything.’
‘It’s not a question of trust, Panthera. Really it isn’t. I can’t explain. Please leave it be.’
He fell silent, moody because he had been denied something he wanted. We were sitting by an inadequate fire, both wary of pursuit. That night, we did not sleep.
In Hadassah
Of course, Seel is being very civilized about all this. There can’t be many times he’s had a houseguest go for the throat of his best friend, but Seel is, after all, a diplomat. Orien has gone home, nursing a bruised throat. Flick is hiding in the kitchens, very silently.
‘What do you know?’ I say to Seel.
Seel shrugs, lighting a cigarette. ‘Nothing, Cal, nothing. Have I ever lied to you?’ He is testing our friendship. I would like to believe him. I would like to believe them all; they that claim to know nothing about Pell’s death. Do they really think I’ve forgotten Thiede came to Saltrock for Pell’s inception? How did Thiede know - unless he was told?
‘You’re not well, Cal,’ Seel says to me. ‘You haven’t been well for a long time, have you?’
‘Always so goddamn wise aren’t you. Seel!’
He smiles, tolerant. ‘Who knows you better than I, Cal?’
Oh, he can look right through me to the black and rotten core, I’m sure. Now I will avoid his eyes.
‘Bed!’ I say, standing up. It is late. There are wine bottles on the floor; I knock one over. Seel stoops to put it on the table; as he stands he lays his hand on my arm. ‘Alone,’ I say.
‘You sure?’
I’m sure. There’s no way I could sleep next to those eyes.
He kisses me on the lips. ‘Sleep well, Cal.’
Sleep? What’s sleep? I grab two opened bottles of wine off the dresser on my way out of the room.
It didn’t happen that way. Who am I kidding? Seel was angry. He didn’t wish me well. Why is it that in my memory both scenarios seem equally true?
My room is in darkness and I don’t want to change that. I sit on the bed, drinking wine from the bottle. What the hell am I doing here? Saltrock can never be home to me now; too many memories. I drink, fumbling for a cigarette in the dark. Matches spill over the floor, the bed. Damn! Damn, damn, damn. I’m on the floor, grovelling, snatching at nothing. Then I’m curled up weeping: no violence, no punching the ground, just weeping.
When somehar comes into the room, I am beyond objecting. It feels as if I have no bones as he lays me on the bed. God, how I hate to cry. It hurts, contorts, makes me so vulnerable.
Somehar says, ‘There was nothing I could say, Cal. Truly, there was nothing.’
It is Orien. He’s come back. He’s come back because he cares. I look up, uncurl at the sound of his voice.
‘God, how I want to believe you,’ I say. I am aware how I must look to him. Red eyes; childlike, helpless.
He sits down on the bed, strokes my wet face. ‘Then do believe it.’
‘Oh, you knew, Orien; I’m convinced you did. Why didn’t you warn us?’
He never stops looking at me, yet there is no guilt, no furtiveness in his eyes. ‘There was no need,’ he says. ‘There was nothing I could tell Pell that he didn’t know already.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Just what I said. If he said nothing to you, that’s not my fault. Or Seel’s or Flick’s or anyhar else’s... is it now?’
I want to say, don’t you patronize me, but I just bury my face in the bedspread. Orien stands up to leave. I look up. He’s standing there, lean and tawny and gentle; perfect Wraeththu. God, how I want to believe him. I can’t stop thinking that. ‘Don’t go,’ I say.
He hesitates, looks once at the door. It is a long moment. He smiles into my eyes and it’s a slow, sad smile. He pushes his hair back from his face. ‘If you need me, I’ll stay,’ he says.
‘I need you.’
Come to me, Orien, come to me. Let me feel your warmth. Penetrate my eternal cold. Please. Oh, I am so desperate; I want to melt.
Is he surprised by my desire? Yes, he is. Maybe, he thinks it’s irreverent because of my grief, but he complies all the same. Soothing, slow, languorous; that’s Orien. A skilled lover. Afterwards, I sit up in bed to watch him fall asleep. One arm is thrown above his head; blankets thrown off to below his waist. He looks like the son of a god. After a while, I get out of bed and squat down in the corner of the room, still watching him. He barely moves; just the rise and fall of his chest. Moonlight is falling through the window to burn me, my knees hunched up nearly to my ears. I don’t feel well. My insides are aching. The room is black and white; no colour at all. How come I’m dressed like this, dressed to leave? I don’t remember. How come my bag is packed and standing by the door? Have I been awake for a long time? Have I blocked out? How come there’s a long-bladed knife in my hand?
My hands are trembling; the sharpness catches the moonlight and shivers between my fingers. Slowly, I run the back of my left hand over the blade. So sharp. Hand to mouth; blood upon my tongue. Salt. Salt. I am not afraid of death. Are you, Orien? Are you afraid of death?
He looks perfect. I stand up. The room tumbles, bars of black and white across my face, my hands. Adepts fear nothing. If he wakes up he’ll take the knife away from me, won’t he? His eyes will command me. There’s nothing to fear, but I must go on. I can’t stop myself, you know, I really can’t. It’s the moonlight; must be. It’s hypnotised me. All these black and white lines; they’re driving right through me. Won’t go away until I’ve made things balance. That moon out there, it looks like an eye. (Why did he have to come back? Why?) I’m thinking of eyes even as I stand over him with the knife raised, but it’s straight for the belly that I strike.
Twisting, tearing; quick ruin. Up, beneath the ribs, through flesh and muscle, scraping bone. I feel it. I feel it. He gasps and his eyes flick open. He grabs my wrist; my hands are still around the knife-hilt protruding from his flesh, but his hold just slips away. I am already greasy with his blood. The blade has gone all the way in. I rip it out. He says nothing, just looks at me, his face bleached white, his hair, eyes and mouth deepest black. Maybe I should have obliterated his face; I couldn’t. I just keep on stabbing, ripping into his belly until there is nothing left to stab. He never even tries to defend himself. Why? No, I don’t care why. He could have warned us; he didn’t. If we’d known, maybe Pell would be alive now. With me. A life for a life. That is the law. Nothing unfair about that, is there?
I am warm with his blood and drag him from the house. Take him home. The temple, the Nayati. A fine surprise for the next blind worshippers. I hang him from the rafters by his own guts. My mind is blank; no feeling. It doesn’t hurt me to do this, doesn’t sicken me; nothing. There is a red film of blood over his dead eyes; he will watch the moonlight through the long windows forever. Let him remember. Let him rue the day he kept silent.
That’s it. Nothing else. I steal a horse and leave, galloping north. By daylight, the lunatic remembers nothing.
It is surprising how quickly you get to know hara, travelling together on the road. I found Kruin mostly easygoing, although he does like to take control, which Panthera doesn’t like at times. Panthera himself is an enigma to me. In Piristil, I’d categorized him to be somehar very much like Cobweb; proud, vain and veering sharply toward the feminine. Out here in the wilds, he seems completely different; competent, sharp and helpful. He has also shown, in sometimes hair-raising circumstances, that he has no fear whatsoever. He is frightened of nothing. Sometimes, this kind of thing can prove to be a disadvantage, like not being able to feel pain. It’s convenient most of the time, but just occasionally it is extremely useful to feel the burn as you walk across hot coals; it preserves the flesh and bone of the feet! Sometimes, it is best to feel afraid. I’ve never been ashamed to admit when I’ve been frightened gutless.
We often wonder whether Jafit has worked out which way we’ve come yet. None of us has dared to think he’s given up the chase. It is deathly quiet in this landscape of snow; all the land is sleeping. We are following the river canyon east, climbing all the time. Our supplies are running low. Kruin urged the need for haste. We rest the horses as little as possible.
Yesterday, we passed a small, snow-covered shrine nestling in a shallow hole in the rock face. There was a spring there, a wide, stone bowl, but the water was frozen. Kruin and I broke the ice and melted some of it in a saucepan over the fire. Our horses nosed dispiritedly through the snow, looking for something to eat. We’d had to be mean with their rations for some days now. One of them chewed bark off a tree.
Panthera said, ‘Well, well, this is a shrine dedicated to the Aghama. I wonder what it’s doing here, in the middle of nowhere.’
An icy shudder, which was not caused by the weather, passed right through me.
‘Gelaming use this road sometimes,’ Kruin said.
I couldn’t help glancing nervously behind me, down river.
Panthera must have noticed my instinctive move. ‘I doubt if they pass this way in winter,’ he said. ‘I expect they’ll all stay comfortably in the sublime land of Almagabra, and I don’t blame them!’
‘Not if somehar is due for relief in one of the stations they occupy along the Natawni/Maudrah border,’ Kruin argued mildly.
‘They don’t travel overland very often,’ I said.
‘This must be a stopping point then,’ Panthera decided, stroking the stone of the shrine.
I shuddered again, not being able to imagine anything worse than a troupe of Gelaming materialising out of thin air at any time. Even Jafit and a horde of Mojags would be preferable. I was anxious to move on. Kruin and Panthera wanted to camp there for the night, as it was so sheltered. The rock wall on this side of the river was quite high and overhung with trees. I tried to argue with them but could give no good reason for my aversion. The rock protected us from the wind and it was doubtful anyhar could sneak up on us unseen. It was eerily silent in that place; the river was frozen, its life hidden deep beneath the ice.
As darkness fell, I wrapped myself in a blanket and climbed up the rock to survey the countryside. It was difficult to see anything.
Presently, Panthera joined me. ‘You’re afraid of the Gelaming, aren’t you,’ he said.
‘Hmm. To them I carry the mark of Cain,’ I answered.
‘And what’s that?’
‘It’s something that tells me to keep away from them at all cost, if I value my sanity and my freedom.’
‘Oh.’ He thought about this, not sure if he was supposed to have understood my answer. Panthera was much younger than I, of course. He was born of another world, born har.
‘There are stories, other legends, from a long time ago,’ I said, but then could not continue. The tale was too bleak. Wind sliced my skin; cold to the heart.
‘The past is interesting,’ Panthera agreed, knowing he’d get no more out of me. He clambered back down the rock, leaving me to stare out at the endless landscape of grey and white and snow-covered pines, poking rock.
Several mornings later, we passed through the gateway into Jaddayoth. Totems along the path proclaimed that this was Hadassah territory. Kruin told me that the Hadassah are perhaps the most gregarious tribe of Jaddayoth, and never discourage travellers.
‘Smell the air!’ Panthera cried joyfully, filling his lungs with it.
Only seconds before, we had been in Fereng. The air smelled no different to me. I must admit that having Jaddayoth soil beneath our feet did make us feel safer. Slightly. Would Jafit risk pursuing us this far? Was Panthera worth that much to him? How mad was Jafit, how deep his thirst for revenge?
‘I think we should head south immediately,’ Kruin said. ‘We can pass through Gimrah. The land is flatter there and we’ll be able to travel faster.’
‘Elhmen might be safer,’ Panthera said.
‘Hmm, perhaps, but I still don’t feel happy about the Fallsend trackers,’ Kruin confessed. ‘We got away too easily. Only reaching Jael by the quickest possible route will make me feel safe!’
We didn’t argue with him.
After a while, Panthera said, ‘In a way, I hope they do find us.’
Neither Kruin nor I deigned to comment. It was clear from Panthera’s tone that he still thought Jafit had a debt to pay.
The following day, about mid-morning, we rode into a Hadassah town, Caraway. It was quite a busy place, though not large, and had been constructed recently (during the last twenty years or so). Many—too many— harish towns are those claimed from humans. There was something curiously fresh about this little place that was har-made. Hara looked at us with interest as we rode by, but none stopped us and asked our business. I commented on the number of inns. Kruin laughed and pointed out that he’d already told me the Hadassah welcome travellers.
Because of our severe lack of funds, it was decided, rather glumly, that we couldn’t really afford the luxury of a decent meal at an inn, which was a shame because we were all starving. Our meals along the road had necessarily to be frugal, but we did agree to partake in one small measure of ale each, which was cheap.
The inn we chose was warm and cosy inside and, because of the early hour, nearly empty. We stood around the roaring fire and put our drinks on the mantelpiece, holding our stiff, unmittened hands to the blaze. ‘We’re going to have to find more funds,’ Panthera said.
Kruin agreed with him without argument for once. ‘We might have to sell one of the horses,’ he said.
‘Won’t that slow us down too much?’ I asked, still the nervous one.
‘Not as much as slowly starving to death,’ Panthera said wearily. ‘Why the hell does it have to be winter?’
Presently, the pot-har came out from behind the bar to talk with us. He was dressed in brightly coloured clothes and wore heavy brass jewellery. He commiserated with us over the bitter cold and told us that he, personally, would hate to have to travel at this time of year.
We agreed earnestly.
‘Will you be ordering a meal?’ he asked. ‘We serve lunches from mid-day, but I could get you something from the kitchen if you’re hungry now.’
‘No, thank you,’ Kruin said politely. ‘I’m afraid we are travelling with light purses. One glass of ale each is as far as we can stretch, and a free warming in front of your splendid fire, of course.’
The Hadassah smiled, and gestured toward the highly polished tables beneath the back windows of the inn. ‘Please, sit down,’ he said.
I glanced in puzzlement at Kruin, who ushered me to the nearest table. Panthera followed. We sat, and the Hadassah disappeared through the door behind the bar.
‘Ah, Hadassah hospitality!’ Kruin beamed.
I asked him to explain.
‘We’ll be given a free meal, that’s all,’ Panthera said. ‘The Hadassah are famed for their generosity. The pot-har pities us.’
‘I get the feeling that you anticipated something like this when you mentioned we had no money,’ I said, wagging an uncontrollably contented finger at Kruin.
He smiled and made a non-committal gesture. ‘A small gamble,’ he said. ‘We had nothing to lose.’
I was quite impressed.
Hadassah fare was offered to us in the form of thick, vegetable soup, hunks of warm bread and sour winter fruit, softened with sugar and cream. The pot-har watched us devour the food with satisfaction. He refilled our glasses and sat down with us. ‘You’ve come down from Fereng?’ he asked.
Kruin nodded, assuming leadership, as usual.
‘Hmm. We hardly get any travellers from out of country passing through at this time of year,’ the pot-har said casually. ‘Strange we should entertain two parties within two days.’
Panthera, Kruin and I swapped uneasy glances.
‘Another party from Thaine?’ I asked.
‘Well, to be honest, they were a little uncommunicative, in fact, quite rude. Because of that, I took the liberty of charging them more than usual for their meals. They were asking if we’d seen any other strangers recently.’
‘Which road did they arrive on?’ Kruin asked, with enviable calm.
‘The south road, I believe. Don’t envy whoever it is they’re after; they had killer eyes.’
‘They intimated they were after somehar then?’ I enquired.
The Hadassah shrugged. ‘It was reasonable to assume so. Certain questions were asked. Had I seen any other outlanders recently? I hadn’t. They seemed satisfied with my answers.’
‘And where are they now, this other party?’ I asked, as carelessly as I could.
‘I’m afraid I’m not sure. They weren’t staying here. They may have left Caraway.’
‘Thank you,’ Kruin said, and the pot-har inclined his head and left us. We resumed our meal in silence.
‘Jafit’s trackers?’ Panthera asked after a while. An obvious remark, which we’d all been contemplating, I’m sure.
‘Seems likely,’ I said, convinced of the fact. ‘But from the south? How could they have followed our trail?’
‘Maybe they didn’t!’ Panthera said. ‘There are few clear roads into Jaddayoth at this time of year. It wouldn’t take a genius to work out which way we’d have to come.’
‘They probably went south into Elhmen from Fallsend,’ Kruin continued,’ and when they realised we hadn’t gone that way, simply circled around, knowing full well they’d have a good chance of intercepting us once we turned south. That Jael is our destination is unfortunately obvious, As Panthera said, clear roads are few and far between.’
‘It was luck, just luck, on their side!’ Panthera interrupted bitterly.
‘Well, they don’t know we’re here yet, hopefully,’ I said. ‘Perhaps we’d better move on as soon as possible.’
Outside the inn, the friendly town of Caraway suddenly seemed threatening and hostile. Perhaps there were unseen eyes watching us, spies reporting back, even a Sensitive poised somewhere with probing mind. We set off at a brisk pace and were cantering down the south road out of the town within minutes. Our silence was only breath steaming on the air, panting breath. We did not look back. It is an ill-omen to look back.
At noon, we entered a dense forest, veering off from the main road. The snow was packed and hard: it was a desolate place of wind-sculpted drifts and stark pines. Kruin was vaguely familiar with the path, but it was difficult to follow under these conditions. ‘This track should come out of the forest near the town of Jasminia,’ he said, shaking his compass.
We slowed to a walk and the only sounds were the muffled tread of our horses’ hooves in the snow and the occasional, startled rattle of a bird spiralling up through the trees. There was no outward sign of anyhar following us, but we were all plagued by the horrible feeling of being observed. As the sun began to sink and the trees cast gloomy shadows over the snow, we were still deep in the forest. There were no clouds; it was bitterly cold. Kruin annoyed Panthera and me by continually muttering, ‘We should be out of the trees, we should be.’ We weren’t: a painfully definite fact that was not going to change in a short time. And we didn’t need reminding of that.
Panthera said that the way things were going, we would just have to try and find work in Jasminia—if we ever got there. ‘There’s no way we’ll reach Jael on the supplies we have, and the horses are beginning to lose condition.’
‘Want to risk hanging around then?’ Kruin asked tetchily.
‘We have no choice! Anyway, we have no proof that it was Jafit’s hara who were seen in Caraway.’
‘Don’t be stupid!’
‘I’m not. Why don’t you stop being paranoid! We have to face this problem. There’s no way it’s going to just vanish. I haven’t broken out of Piristil just to freeze to death in Hadassah!’
They continued to snipe at each other, but not with any great feeling. Their eyes and their minds were kept mainly on the gaps in the trees. I rode along behind in a kind of idiot daze. Perhaps it was just the cold, but I’d felt strange ever since leaving the road, picking up memories like bad visualisations. Pictures kept surfacing in my mind like murder victims in a mud patch. Unfortunate simile. Feelings, smells, tastes, a snatch of words. It all just drifted over me. I should have known it was a warning that power was near. Before Fallsend, I’d have put spur to flank and ridden the horse to death to escape that feeling.
At sundown, we crawled beneath a fallen pine and curled up together among the roots, in our blankets. We did not light a fire and I, for one, was thankful for the hot meal the Hadassah had given us that morning. I could not sleep, discomforted by Kruin’s elbow in my chest, the sound of breathing all around me, which distanced any sounds beyond the branches. I stared up through the black, root fingers hanging over us, which were dripping with frozen soil. After several cheerless hours, I must have drifted off to sleep, only to awake soon after with an excruciating urge to urinate. I was reluctant to leave our bony nest of shared body warmth, but the need was too pressing to ignore. Fumbling through the branches, I stretched into the icy air.
All around me the forest lay white and black and silent, the snow sparkling in the light of a white, round moon that sailed above the treetops. My nerves were still raw and itching, but I roughly tried to suppress such sensations. ‘Paranoia, Cal!’ I chastised myself, which was foolish. I deserved what happened.
There I was, in mid-stream, for want of a better term, when somehar said softly, ‘Calanthe.’
It was not the best time to be surprised by an unwelcome visitor. I looked, squinted, into the trees and a figure materialised out of the gloom. My first thought was ‘Gelaming!’ and I froze, helpless in blind panic. If I’d realised who it really was I might have reacted differently.
A knife blade kissed my throat with its sharpest point. I could not turn my head without risking injury, but I knew it was Jafit standing beside me. He grabbed my hair as I modestly rearranged my clothing, his thickly-gloved hand yanking my face close to his own. He shook his head as if in sadness. ‘I’m disappointed in you, my dear,’ he said.
‘Then you were a fool to trust me,’ I replied, finding my voice. ‘Get your hands off me, Jafit. You have the position of advantage here, I think.’
‘Haven’t I just!’ he agreed affably. ‘Where’s my Panthera?’
‘Not yours, Jafit.’
‘Be quiet. You are surrounded. You have no chance. Just hand him over, Calanthe, and I might, just might, let you off with a thorough beating.’
‘What, and then let me go free?’ I laughed in his face. ‘You can drop dead, pimp! Both Panthera and myself will die before you take him back to Piristil!’
‘Oh, how touching,’ Jafit said, nastily.
I realised that, by this time, Panthera and Kruin must be awake, but were obviously lying low, waiting to see what would happen. I was not entirely sure how I felt about that. Support would have been most welcome at that point.
Jafit, barely able to suppress his nauseating, triumphant leer, clicked his fingers and five hara emerged fully from the cover of the trees, to stand menacingly beside him and around me. Three of them were Mojags, one of these was Outher. Outher stared at me blankly, obviously still raw from my betrayal. I had hoped never to see him again, mainly because he was not a bad sort, and I knew I must have hurt him. ‘Search the area!’ Jafit ordered, with a tasty mouthful of satisfaction.
‘That won’t be necessary, Jafit.’ The voice was cool, and there was Panthera with his back to the fallen pine, looking as mean and deadly as a she-cat about to defend her young. He held a slim-barrelled gun in his hands, which was pointed directly at Jafit’s head. Jafit looked thunderstruck with surprise. Was he really so stupid that he thought Panthera couldn’t defend himself away from his chains? The Mojags scorned firearms, but the other two (who were deducably trackers) quivered to draw their own. ‘Tell them to be sensible,’ Panthera said, still clear, still calm. He must have felt wonderful in those moments.
Jafit didn’t respond, but the trackers lowered their hands anyway.
‘Kruin!’ Panthera called. ‘Get the weapons.’
Like the shadow, forest-creature that he is, Kruin slipped past us. Jafit’s hara made several disgruntled protests as he took their knives and guns. The Mojags also had axes and slim, whip-like swords, which must look rather incongruous in their large paws. Kruin looked up at me and smiled.
Too late, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the quick gesture that Jafit made, and that was when Outher, obeying some subtle command, decided to become a hero. With a roar, he jumped Kruin from behind, his large, lithe body covering several yards in one leap. Panthera should have shot him immediately. He didn’t. I don’t know why. He’d kept his head until that moment. Outher was much taller than Kruin; an easy target. Instead, incensed by whatever inner rages were motivating him, Panthera decided to empty the contents of the gun into Jafit’s brain. Jafit fell to the ground, grunting in surprise. One shot would have been enough at that range.
‘What the fuck are you doing?’ I screamed. ‘Stop it! There are five of them!’
Panthera remained staring at the twitching body of Jafit. The gun smoked in the chill air. Behind us, Outher and Kruin grappled noisily, though Kruin’s cries were from pain and frustration, Outher’s from glee. The others were advancing warily, perhaps unsure whether Panthera, in his new role of mad, indiscriminate killer, had any more weapons on him.
‘Panthera!’ I cried again. He seemed to shake himself, wake up. ‘The others!’ I said, gesturing wildly.
‘Oh, the others,’ he said and raised the gun, but of course, the barrel was empty and all the spare ammunition was beneath the tree.
Outher threw Kruin, coughing, to the ground, where he lay groaning, knees to stomach. Outher appeared to have assumed leadership of his fellows. ‘Bring Calanthe to me,’ he said and stood back grimly, with folded arms, to let the others take us.
We fought as best we could but, in our defence, I can only say that three super-fit hara of any tribe are no match for a single Mojag. They really are a mutated strain of the Wraeththu type. Panthera kicked up and out viciously, and was nearly always on target, but free from the influence of Diamanda, they could shrug off his assault as if it was merely the brush of an insect’s wing. I can remember clearly a pretty array of stars exploding inside my head as a Mojag fist (it felt three feet wide) smacked me heartily in the face. After that, things get a bit muzzy for a while.
Jafit’s party must have made camp farther away from the road. When I came to my senses again, I found myself lying in a heap on the floor of a large, leather tent. It was quite warm and pungent in there. For a moment or two, I couldn’t remember what had happened to me, then I became aware of the lumbering presence of Outher as he squatted beside me. The light inside the tent was dim and brownish, but I knew it was him. He was indistinct, but there was no mistaking the hostility of his manner. I pulled my aching bones into a sitting position. ‘Any chance of a drink?’ It was difficult to speak. My face felt several sizes too large for my head.
Outher did not answer me. It was clear that, as far as he was concerned, I was merely a wayward whore who had stepped above his station, fit only for the dubious practices of pelcia and chaitra. I could see he was regretting ever having offered me a way out. He’d misjudged me and that had made him angry with himself and me. He’d treated me with honour, which had been wasted. I was only a thing to be used. Never speaking, he lunged toward me, throwing me backwards, ripping at my bruised body with steel, wounding paws. I struggled gamely, calling on every forgotten god I could think of and screaming out withering curses, but it was all to no avail. Tense against his brutality, I felt my flesh tear. I don’t know whether he intended to kill me or not, but it was one of the vilest experiences I have ever lived through. In the back of my mind lurked the horrid, saintly thought that this was something I’d deserved for a long time. As a Uigenna warrior, I’d thought nothing of violating those weaker than myself. Self-loathing, pain, and fear of death do not make a palatable cocktail.
When Outher threw me away from him like a used rag, I was weeping uncontrollably, blood and snot and tears hanging from my face in strings. It was the absolute depths of the abyss. He threw a cupful of water over my head, which brought me to my senses a little. It was too painful to wipe my face. I sat up, knees to chest, dazed, yet aware that something terrible was over. Outher was fastidiously rearranging his clothing.
‘Where are the others?’ I croaked. He did not answer. ‘Outher?’
He turned and looked at me, perhaps surprised to see that I was not as beautiful as he’d once thought. He had no words for me though.
‘Can you really blame me for what I did?’ I said. ‘If you’d had any sense you’d have done the same thing, years ago. Panthera’s family will pay highly for his return.’
Outher stared at me stonily. ‘Panthera will be returned to Piristil now,’ he said.
I made an exasperated noise, which had me wincing in agony. It was becoming more and more difficult to speak as my face swelled with every second. ‘What for?’ I asked, in a muffled voice. ‘Jafit’s dead. Surely, in most hara’s eyes Piristil is no more.’
‘In most hara’s eyes, Piristil is now Astarth’s,’ Outher said, ‘and I have no doubt that he will continue to pay my wages just as Jafit did. Panthera earns a damn sight more for Piristil than his family will ever pay for his return, I can assure you.’
‘What about moral obligation?’ I managed to gobble out.
It was surprising Outher understood me, but he did. ‘Oh, and what can you tell me about that, Calanthe?’ he asked meaningfully.
The silence was tense.
‘What’re you going to do with me?’ I mumbled at last. ‘What about Kruin?’
Outher finished lacing his shirt. He paused to consider before answering. ‘You will be bled to death. Both of you.’
‘What!’ Despite the pain, I couldn’t help bubbling out an uncontrollable laugh. ‘Bled to death? You serious?’ I couldn’t believe it.
‘You want reasons, Calanthe? Shall I jog your memory? First,’ he held up one finger, ‘you have abducted a slave. Two,’ another finger, ‘you have murdered your employer...’
‘No, Thea did that,’ I interrupted.
‘Two, conspired to murder your employer.’
‘Bullshit Outher!’ I exclaimed, with remarkable clarity, but still emitting a spray of red-mottled saliva. ‘You’re going to kill me in your own colourful way because I, because... you... hurt!’ My garbled speech, (which was less coherent than I have related) dissolved completely. Before I could utter further painful truths (in both senses), Outher knocked me backwards with his foot.
‘Quiet, Calanthe. If you annoy me again, I’ll just have you tied to a tree and leave you to starve to death, if the cold doesn’t finish you off first, of course.’
‘Kruin,’ I said. ‘Why? What’s he...?’
‘I just don’t like him,’ Outher said, as if that was a grand and flamboyant thing to say. He put his booted foot on my chest. ‘The Aghama has given you a fine body, Calanthe,’ he said. ‘It is almost a pity to take its life, but then it will serve as a splendid sacrifice!’ He snarled and walked out of the tent.
I longed to throw some smart remark out behind him like, ‘You’re lousy in bed, Outher!’ but it was too much effort. I heard him laughing as he ducked beneath the door-flap. Obviously, his friends were waiting outside. I lay on the floor for a long time, until I started to feel really cold. All the adrenaline had gone. I tried to sit up and my head protested with a furious swipe of pain. Squinting, I looked for my clothes. They were nowhere to be seen. The tent was virtually empty. I wrapped myself in the rough blanket of Outher’s bed and staggered, nearly bent double, to the door-flap. All I did was lift the leather curtain a little before some over conscientious guard outside slammed a gun butt down on my wrist. Cursing unintelligibly, I retreated like a beaten animal to the bed and eased myself down. Where were the others? Had they suffered similar abuses to my own? I desperately needed a drink and there was no more water. Outher had made sure of that. I needed to rest but my mind was too hectic. When was our execution scheduled to take place? How much time had we got? What, in God’s name, could I do about it?
I fretted alone for what seemed hours, but which was probably just minutes, before the door-flap was lifted again and Outher’s statuesque frame was silhouetted against the light. ‘Right you, outside!’ he ordered.
‘Don’t you mean ‘outside please’?’ I managed to inquire with quite a steady voice, whilst lurching to a swaying stand. ‘Where are your manners, Outher?’
In reply, he grabbed hold of my arm and hauled me out of the tent behind him, blanket trailing. He took me a short way to a small clearing in the trees, where the snow beneath our feet was muddied. My legs could not work. I let him drag me. In the clearing, looking embarrassed, and blue with cold, a defiant Kruin stood naked facing the Mojags and the trackers. One of the Mojags was restraining a bound Panthera by holding onto his luxuriant hair. Outher threw me into the clearing and Kruin broke my fall. He bent to help me up. ‘My God, Cal, you’re...’ He waved a fist at Outher. ‘Bastard!’ he screamed, following that with a colourful string of profanity.
The Mojags laughed.
Outher sauntered over to Panthera and grabbed his gagged chin in his huge hand. ‘Now, little cat,’ he said, ‘we’re going to have an entertainment. Hope you’re not squeamish; it’s especially for you. In your honour. Now make sure you watch it.’
Panthera moaned and writhed, helpless.
A tracker and a Mojag hauled Kruin and me over to a large tree. Our hands were tied and the rope nailed to the trunk, so our arms were above our heads. As they secured the nails, Kruin said, ‘I’ve heard of this; it’s a popular method of execution in Mojag.’
‘Does knowing that help us?’ I burbled weakly,
‘No.’ Kruin’s voice was tight. I think he was afraid, although, strange as it sounds, I was not. Perhaps I was numbed by pain and wanted only to be released from it, or perhaps it was because I have never been afraid of Death. There are far worse things in this world to fear. I was prepared for unpleasantness, the sensation of slipping away, even more pain, and wished we were being dispatched by a quicker method, but my mind was uncommonly calm. My life did not flash before my mind’s eye, but I did think of Pell. I wondered if he was still watching me, whether he was writhing in anxiety because we were so far apart. Could he have done anything to help us? Perhaps these thoughts were what saved us; I don’t know. A shining thought of Pell. But of course, I’d had intimations of Gelaming proximity in the forest the day before, which I’d ignored.
Outher came toward us, showing us the razor-sharp knife with which he hoped to take our lives. It was all very solemn. No more laughter. I could see Panthera, dimly, struggling against his bonds. From far away, I could hear his muffled cries.
‘Well, here we go then,’ Kruin said in a shaking voice. ‘See you on the other side, Cal. Better luck next time.’
‘Not till I’ve haunted these fuckers to death,’ I murmured. The blade touched my throat, forcing my head up. I closed my eyes. ‘Now,’ I thought. ‘This is it. Now. Everything for nothing. I’ve been such a fool. Oh God.’
But the incisive kiss never got deeper. It was as if everything around me seemed suddenly to stop; no, not suddenly, it was more like a winding down, a film slowing down. I couldn’t open my eyes. I couldn’t even breathe. I couldn’t move anything, but it did not matter. There was no discomfort. It was not like being frozen, but like being utterly incorporeal and numb. My soul should be roaming free, but it was trapped within my flesh. Astral travelling within my own body? An odd sensation. Is this death? I wondered. Was it that quick? And then I became aware of hara around me; movement and voices. I became aware of the cold blade still pressed against my skin and then it was taken away. Breath shuddered painfully through my lungs, sucked in powerfully as if into a vacuum. A few seconds later and I could move again. I opened my eyes and then shut them again quickly. There was a raw shout that cried, ‘No!’ Mine.
‘Oh, yes,’ another voice answered softly. ‘We meet again, Calanthe. Please, look at me.’
It would have been petty and futile to resist, even ungrateful; I presumed I’d just been rescued. I opened my eyes and looked at him. ‘In the nick of time, Arahal,’ I mumbled. ‘I suppose I should thank you.’
He inclined his head, an outlandish vision of silver and waving black feathers. Tall as a Mojag, twice as handsome, three times as intelligent. I knew him as the Gelaming Arahal, a commanding officer in one of Pell’s armies, and one of the most highly respected members of Immanion society. Through fate or chance or purpose, he had materialised here, in order to save my miserable skin. Gelaming do that sort of thing. It is not unusual. It is the kind of display of power that appeals to their naturally—aggressively—peaceful natures. Had they been watching me again? How long?
Arahal took a dainty, ornate knife from his belt and cut my bonds. I fell into his arms and he breathed healing, anaesthetic Gelaming breath all over my face. I could not help but welcome it, no matter how much I wanted to deny it. Effortlessly, almost without thinking, he drew the pain from my body, and fed me with his limitless strength. ‘Made a mess of your face, haven’t they,’ he said conversationally.
‘Why are you here?’ I asked.
He sat me on the floor, with my back to the tree and continued to explore my injuries with the light from his slender fingers. ‘Hmm? Oh, we had a message.’ He threw this remark out lightly, hardly concerned with what he was saying. ‘Cal, you’ll have to rest.’
‘Watching me...? Have you…?’
He smiled and stroked my cheek. ‘Now then, don’t worry yourself about such things.’ He wrapped me in the fallen blanket. ‘Now, I’d better see about sorting out your friends, hadn’t I?’ He stood up and gestured toward the edge of the clearing. About half a dozen Gelaming were shimmering there, all mounted on the fabulous, white horses of their tribe, that do not just gallop over land, but through space and time and dreams. At Arahal’s beckoning, the Gelaming dismounted and spread out through the clearing. Arahal twisted his fingers high in the air, cried out, and there were the Mojags, who had been immobilized, lurching to life again, just as I had. I smiled inside at their bewilderment. They staggered a little. Then Outher saw Arahal and pulled himself up straight, clenching his fists at his sides. Gelaming are unmistakable. Anyhar recognizes a Gelaming when they see one, even a Mojag.
‘Before you say anything,’ Arahal said to him mildly, ‘I must point out that under the ruling of the Confederation of Tribes, the cold-blooded taking of life is a gross offence.’
Outher spluttered for a moment, before crying indignantly, ‘They are the murderers!’ pointing a rigid finger at me. I could not turn my head to look at Kruin, but I could hear him gasping heavily, obviously still disorientated.
Arahal made an irritated gesture. ‘It is not for you to take justice into your own hands, tiahaar, no matter how aggrieved you might feel.’
‘But... I... we...’ Outher was lost for words.
‘Be quiet. Now, you have a fire; bring hot water. Learn humility. See to these hara’s wounds.’ Arahal shivered. ‘By the Aghama, it’s cold out here! Zaniel, free the other two.’
Once unbound, Kruin huddled up against me. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked. ‘What’s happening? God, I ache!’
I shook my head. Presently, Panthera joined us, bringing a blanket for Kruin. Neither of them seemed to have been knocked about too badly; I felt crippled.
‘They’re Gelaming, aren’t they,’ Panthera said to me, staring curiously at my battered, multi-hued face. ‘Why did they come? How did they know? They did know, didn’t they?’
‘No questions,’ I said. ‘Not yet.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Panthera said, lightly touching my blanketed arm. ‘Here, I’ll help you to one of the tents. Come on, lean on me.’ Clutching each other, Panthera, Kruin and I shuffled past the dumbfounded group of Fallsend trackers and Mojags. They eyed us stonily. I could hear Arahal lightly issuing orders.
Arahal let me sleep for nearly a day. Early the next morning, he came into our tent and politely asked Panthera and Kruin if he could speak with me alone. He had brought me some hot coffee liberally spiced with fragrant shrake, a Gelaming liqueur. Gelaming always carry such luxuries with them.
He watched me drink, shaking his head. ‘You are a puzzle to me, Cal,’ he said. ‘When are you going to learn?’
‘Learn what?’
He stood up, sighed. ‘Do you really need me to tell you? Are your senses that dull? I remember that, at one time, Calanthe would have had no trouble outwitting Jafit and his kind.’
‘I’ve been through hell, Arahal,’ I said. ‘When you’re living from day to day like a sewer rat, it’s hard to remember you were anything but a low form of life.’
‘Rats have instincts, surely!’
I lay down and put my arms over my face. ‘I don’t want to argue about this. You know as well as I do that I can either live like this or as the Tigron’s little pet. I can’t say either of those choices are good ones, but what else can I do?’
‘Are you going to keep on running forever, then? Let me remind you, Cal, that nohar has estimated a harish life-span; you might be running for a lot longer than you’d like.’
‘Did he send you?’ I asked bitterly.
Arahal didn’t answer.
‘How do you think I feel, knowing he watches me all the time?’
‘You don’t know that.’
I laughed without mirth. ‘Don’t I? How come you arrived so quickly then? Why wasn’t I left to die? If Pell hasn’t enough guts to face me, he should let me die! He won’t come himself; he sends you! The Pell I loved is dead. Maybe I should be too!’ I didn’t mean that.
‘Lord Tigron, to you,’ Arahal said, out of habit.
‘When we thought we were about to die, Kruin said, “Better luck next time”. He’s right, Arahal. Maybe it would have been the best thing. This life of mine is a mess. I’m involved in things I don’t want to be involved in. I have a conscience that watches me do the wrong things just so it can make my life a misery afterwards. Why are you smiling? I’m desperately unhappy!’
‘I don’t think so!’ he said, offering me another measure of shrake from a silver bottle he untucked from his belt. ‘Enjoy Jaddayoth, Cal. It is a colourful country.’
‘You mean I’m free to go?’
‘Of course! We are not jailers. I, as much as anyhar in Immanion, want to see you well again.’
Meaning what precisely? I wondered. ‘This is a blood sport. You’ll hunt me again!’
‘We’ve never hunted you. Don’t be absurd!’
‘After Megalithica...’
‘After Megalithica, what?’ he snapped brusquely. ‘You were given a choice, Cal, but we bear no malice against your decision, just regret.’
‘You’ve always hunted me,’ I continued self-pityingly. ‘I’ve always been followed.’
‘You’re deceiving yourself, Cal. We never have.’
I turned my face away from him. I did not believe it. ‘You’re lying.’
Arahal sighed and rubbed his face. ‘There is a limit to what I can say to you.’
‘Oh, run out of the lines he fed you, have you?’
He smiled sadly. ‘I will not comment on that, because I can understand your pain. As soon as you’re strong enough, we shall escort you and your companions to the next Hadassah town. The Mojags too. You can all take penance there for your crimes. You would do well to remember a certain unfortunate har who now lies poisoned in the mud of the Fallsend canal, I think.’
I snorted. ‘Oh, you know me, Arahal. Life means nothing to me!’
‘Certainly not your own, it seems!’ He ducked out of the tent and left me alone with a sour taste in my mouth.
Kruin and Panthera respected my desire to remain silent over the subject of the Gelaming, although I know that they discussed it thoroughly together when they weren’t with me. Perhaps they even asked the Gelaming questions, but I doubt that they were answered. Only a privileged few know of the peculiar set of circumstances that link me to the Tigron and Immanion, and it’s not something that the Gelaming would want to make public. They buried Jafit in the forest and brought our horses back to us. In two days, I felt well enough to leave.
The Huyana and The Vision
Jasminia is a much larger town than Caraway, and only a few miles away from where we were camped in the forest. So close to safety, yet so far! The Gelaming escorted us so that, as they tactfully put it, the Mojags would not be tempted to explore further transgressions along the way.
It was evening by the time we rode through the carved, wooden gates of Jasminia, but the town appeared to be as busy and full of hara as it would have been at mid-day. Snow had been cleared from the narrow streets, crackling torches threw sulphurous light across the rooftops. Most of the buildings in Jasminia are single-storied, but sprawling.
Arahal had already mentioned that we would all have to pay a penance here and, along the road, Kruin had enlightened me as to what he meant. The Hadassah have a strict custom concerning the penalty for violence and murder. If anyhar should commit either offence, it is required by law that he present himself at the nearest temple of the Aghama, to confess to the priests (or huyana as they are known in Hadassah), and be given absolution. The soul is cleansed of negative impulses by partaking in ritual aruna with the huyana. All Hadassah abhor the taking of life, but they are a boisterous tribe, fond of their alcohol and not unknown to be consumed by fits of temper when drunk. The huyana must always receive gifts for their services, whether money, food or other goods. A good impression of the nature of Hadassah may be gained by examining the fact that the temples (and their huyana) are incredibly rich. I thought that the temples must be rather like musendas, but whose kanene have divine administrative powers and higher status.
The temple of Jasminia was concealed behind a high, wooden fence in the middle of the town. Arahal handed me a fat purse of money. ‘Now, don’t think about sloping off to the nearest inn until you come out of the temple,’ he said, grinning.
As if I would! The Mojags had been firmly instructed to return to Fallsend without us. Outher could do nothing but agree to this. He was sensibly wary of the Gelaming and had realised we fell under their protection. This did not stop him hating us though; we would all feel more comfortable once Outher and his party were far away from us.
‘So, it’s goodbye again is it?’ I said.
Arahal would not be coming inside the temple with us. He smiled down at me from his horse. ‘For now, Calanthe, although I feel sure we shall meet again, don’t you? Perhaps when you finally come to us in Immanion.’
‘You think I want a home there?’
Arahal shrugged. ‘Only you can answer that, of course. Do you ever tell yourself the truth, I wonder?’
‘It’s my life,’ I said. ‘Tell the Tigron that!’
‘Any other message?’ he inquired bleakly.
‘No, no other message.’
‘Until next time then.’
‘Sorry, but I don’t want there to be a next time.’
Arahal merely smiled. He raised his arm and the Gelaming trotted behind him, down the road away from us, increasing their speed as they went, until, in a blinding yet invisible flash, they were gone from this earth, and the road was empty. Everyhar stared at the place where they had vanished. I pushed past them and knocked on the temple gate.
‘Who seeks ingress?’ The voice was polite and business-like, anonymous behind the thick, wooden panels of the door.
I was tempted to answer, ‘Miserable sinners, of course. Open up!’ But before I could speak, Kruin had shouldered up to me and said, ‘Travellers, tiahaar, seeking penance.’
There was no further word from beyond the door, only the sound of wood sliding back as bars were removed. The door opened easily, without creaking, to reveal a veiled figure standing just inside. I was instantly reminded of the holy dancers of the Froia, the marsh hara of Megalithica. The dancers (or theruna) always appear veiled, and they too are adept in the art of aruna magic. The har before us wore a thick, fur cloak around his shoulders and the veil over his face was so diaphanous and sheer, we could see the kohl around his eyes. He bid us all enter and stood aside. Before us, stretched a wide yard, snow-covered except for a pathway through the middle, which had been swept clear to reveal coloured tiles beneath. Two Hara muffled in woollen cloaks came to lead our horses away. Kruin made plaintive noises about the baggage to which the huyana raised his hand.
‘No need to worry,’ he said. ‘Thievery is unknown within the temple walls. Come, I will escort you all to the fane.’
I kept my bag of notes well tucked under my arm. I had come to hate being parted from them. The huyana glided ahead of us up the cleared path. In spite of what Arahal had impressed upon Outher, I was still not happy about being so close to the Mojags. They wanted our blood and here in Jasminia would only have to pay a further penance if they spilt it. Now that the Gelaming had left us, I had no doubt that Outher would soon forget his fear of their word. Behind me, I could feel Outher’s eyes boring into my back, causing the flesh between my shoulder-blades to itch.
Moonlight cast long shadows across the yard. It was getting colder as the dusk became deeper; another cloudless night. Two immense statues of stone guarded the door to the fane itself. One held out the silken cloth of forgiveness, the other a broken sword. I was not sure of the symbolism implied in that; it could be taken many ways. The emblems of the Aghama were scored into the door-lintel; the double-headed axe, the winged beetle, the prescient eye of our god. Beyond the doorway, all was in smoky darkness. None of us made a sound. Intoxicating perfumes—chypre, mimosa, green sandalwood—floated and merged in the icy air; twisted grey fumes that writhed like spirits. After passing along a high-ceilinged, columned passage, we were shown into a small chamber, where several other hara were clustered around a cheerful fire, murmuring softly together.
‘Please wait here,’ instructed our veiled guide. ‘The hour approaches, but you are free to refresh yourselves now.’ He gestured toward flagons of wine standing on a broad shelf near the fire; already well explored by the other hara in the room, I suspected.
Outher and his cronies went directly to help themselves and our guide left the room, closing the door behind him. Kruin, Panthera and myself sat down on a bench by the wall.
‘Well Kruin, you’re the expert on Hadassah customs; what’s going to happen next?’ I asked, hoping it was not going to be some dull, spiritual flaying. I’d had more than enough of that kind of thing.
Kruin smiled, showing nearly all his teeth. ‘Ah, you’ll have to wait and see,’ he said smugly. ‘I won’t spoil the surprise by telling you!’ He slapped his thighs, smacked his lips together and went to fetch us some of the wine, which was red and tart, but warming.
Panthera grimaced and put his cup down on the floor, where it remained untouched.
Across the room, Outher kept on delivering hostile glances. It is not pleasant to look into the eyes of somehar who wants to take your life. All your instincts cry, ‘Flee! For fuck’s sake, flee!’ I sat there uncomfortably and tried to ignore him.
In a short while, the chime of a bell echoed through the room. What light there was began to dim; unnerving because the lamps were powered by burning oil, not electricity. Everyhar stopped whispering and stood up, put down their wine-cups, straightened their clothes and their spines. I could almost sense every har in that room holding his breath; the atmosphere was full of suspense. The bell sounded again and I turned toward the direction it came from. The wall on that side of the room was curtained from ceiling to floor, and now that curtain was wrinkling back and upwards, revealing another room beyond suffused by an orange glow. Veiled figures stood in the gloom.
‘What now?’ I hissed at Kruin.
He laughed softly, put a finger to his lips and pushed me forward.
One by one, as if bewitched, the hara in our side of the room began to walk slowly forward, toward the vacillating forms of the huyana. Slim arms emerged from floating robes to draw them further into the chambers beyond. I couldn’t remember moving, but suddenly I found myself across the room and face to face with a creature, whose face was unseen, but whose overpowering scent of wood-musk made me feel light-headed. He put his hand on my arm to draw me away. I glanced behind me, looking for Kruin and Panthera, but they had disappeared. I did not like the idea of us being split up.
‘Have no fear,’ my chosen huyana murmured. ‘Within these walls, you are safe. You are all safe.’
That sent a little shiver through my skin. The huyana seemed to speak with more than casual knowledge. I narrowed my eyes at him, but I could not see through the veil. I could not see whether he was smiling. We drifted away from the other hara and he took me into a simple chamber, deep in the heart of the temple. Glowing glass globes on the floor provided light. A large wall painting of the Aghama’s axe symbol was the only decoration. There was no bed, but a number of animal skins were scattered around the floor, some stuffed to form cushions. Against the far wall was a low, wooden stool. The huyana sat me down on it and kneeled before me with lowered head. ‘I am Lucastril,’ he said.
Totally ignorant of what was required of me, I answered, ‘Hello Lucastril. I’m Calanthe.’
‘You are Cal,’ he said and put up his hands to remove his veil. I was half afraid there’d be a face I recognised beneath. His cheekbones and eyelids were painted with gold, the forehead tattooed, his hair drawn up into a coil. Only the strength of his throat and jaw betrayed his harness. It could have been a human female kneeling there. In some hara, the female is very strong. My heart was hammering in my chest. It wasn’t fear exactly, just a kind of presentiment. I had an awful feeling that the reins of control had just been snatched from my hands again. It is the sort of feeling that makes you want to look up at the sky and shudder; deeply.
Lucastril took my hands in his own. ‘We were told of your coming,’ he said earnestly, leaning forward.
I snatched my hands away, roughly. ‘Gelaming!’ I hissed and it was in me to reach for his throat. I didn’t. ‘You know nothing about me!’ Both outbursts (as my inner desires, no doubt) were met with amused patience.
‘It is beyond my powers to absolve you, Cal,’ Lucastril said, with some regret.
I stood up and went for the door. ‘It’s my life!’ I shouted. ‘Mine! You can all keep your meddling, psionic hands off me! Good-day to you, Lucastril!’
He stood up and pulled me back, with strength that shouldn’t have surprised me at all, but which did. ‘Don’t go,’ he said. ‘You are here for a purpose. This is just the beginning and, because of that, important. Important, do you hear?’ This slim, little creature shook me by the shoulders.
‘What do you mean?’ I asked.
He would not let go of me, perhaps afraid I’d make another run for it and succeed. ‘Listen. Listen and learn. We’ve been told you record everything, all that happens to you. Learn from that.’
Another icy shudder, suppressed. Who gave these hara their information? Arahal? The Tigron? ‘And what am I here to learn, Lucastril? Who told you I was coming? What do you know?’
He shut his eyes, lowered his head, shook it. ‘I can’t tell you.’
‘Can’t? Surely that should be “won’t”, tiahaar!’
He shook his head again. ‘No. Just let me do what I’m instructed to do. It is for your benefit.’
‘I doubt that.’ I let him take me to the cushions however. I let him push me down. ‘What am I to learn then?’
‘The first thing,’ he said. ‘The first of many.’
‘Will it take long?’
‘That is up to you.’
‘Well?’
‘My art,’ he said. ‘Allow me to demonstrate.’ He stood away from me and sinuously cast off his robes. Then he kneeled at my feet and began to unlace my boots.
‘One moment,’ I said.
He glanced up at me. ‘You will not leave here until we have taken aruna together; that is the law.’
I shrugged. ‘Very well. I don’t know what results you’re expecting though.’
He smiled, kneeled against me and took my face in his hands. We shared breath until he broke away. ‘You have taught yourself well how to guard your mind,’ he said.
‘Even from interfering little mystics like yourself,’ I agreed.
‘There is much darkness.’
‘Not really. I don’t think so.’
‘You are lying or you are wrong; no matter. This is the first step on a great and golden staircase. Who knows what lies at the top? Let me lead you a little of the way up.’
I thought that Lucastril’s job was simply to needle my mind during the ecstasy of aruna, either to extract information or implant feelings there. Now I’m not so sure. I knew he was doing something, but I was helpless to resist, physically, thinking that knowledge was resistance enough. For a moment, I remembered Terzian, and what Gelaming mercy had done to him, how his body and mind had been shattered by the strength of their will alone. Was that to be my fate too if I did not comply with them? Terzian had resisted them with all his might, and he had died for it. Not a warrior’s death, as he deserved, but a slow, lingering, quenching of the flame, terminal illness. I couldn’t stand that. I’d rather die... or comply? So, I let Lucastril happily invade my mind under the cover of invading my body. I could feel a strange sensation of stretching, flickering currents scraping my spine. I’m convinced that Lucastril was the first link in a chain of events destined to change my life. I also believe he was truly unaware of what part his small service would perform in the whole. My mind was a rusty, neglected machine. It had to be cleaned and oiled. Soon it would be reachable in every way. There was only one possible end to all this preparation. Only one. My life is not my own. Am I strengthening his power by repeating that?
After our bodies had parted and Lucastril was curled up against my side, I lay awake in the darkness. There was a high-pitched whistle in my head. My whole being was thrumming; an instrument plucked by an invisible, yet potent, hand. I could trust nohar. How was I to know that Panthera, or even Kruin, was not part of some huge, elaborate Gelaming scheme? Lying there in the musky, hairy darkness, it seemed like the whole world was closing in on me. I was floundering in a shoreless sea, trying to find ground beneath my feet, searching the horizon for land, finding none. My friends could not help me; I was alone. Even if Panthera and Kruin were not part of some immense Gelaming scheme, I could not risk involving them. I did not want to involve them; I could not speak of my past to anyhar. It hurt too much. It made me feel ashamed. Was I afraid, that if I opened up, my confessions would be met with revulsion? Then a hot, sour tide turned my uncomfortable shame to anger. Yes, I had done all those things, but hadn’t it really been Pell’s fault? It had! Surely, he had made me what I was now. You see, in the depths of my self-indulgent wallowing, I had managed conveniently to blot out the entire time I’d lived with the Uigenna. Why do I still love him? I thought. Why? There’s nothing left to even like anymore. He is Thiede’s lapdog; arrogant, egotistical, condescending. It was because of knowing Pell that I’d risen from being just an average kind of har to being a huge kind of scapegoat villain. Just from knowing him. It all seemed so long ago. I could see his face before me, as I’d first known him, laughing, shining with innocence, utterly enchanting. Not a king; just Pell. How I wished that he’d stayed dead to me. Why had I ever had to find out? Now there is a monster clothed in Pell’s flesh that follows me like a curse. Does some remnant of the old Pell still exist, yearning for the past? Is that it? Pell has the vast power of the Gelaming empire behind him now. He can have anything he wants, yet he still cannot face me in the flesh. Perhaps, like me, he is afraid of being consumed. I feel that should I ever let the gates of Immanion close behind me, I will be as good as dead. Pellaz would wither me. He could not be the same, yet too similar not to affect me. We would be unable to speak. It would be hell. It is something that, deep inside, in spite of everything, I still want more than anything.
In the morning, Lucastril woke me up from a disturbing dream of caves and ghost-lights. He stroked my face as I twisted and whimpered like a child, half-asleep in his arms.
‘The first message will come soon,’ he said. ‘I have cleared the way as best I can. Wait for it.’
‘I don’t want to hear it,’ I said. ‘Can’t you understand that? I’m a prisoner. The world is vast and I wander in it like a gypsy, yet I’m a prisoner. Of the past.’ Tears spilled from my eyes; I couldn’t stop them. They were hot with anger, not sadness; the culmination of my confused agonising in the night. Soon I must go out there again, scurry haphazardly around, go where they pushed me. Perhaps I would have been wiser to stay in Piristil. At least there I’d owned a spurious kind of safety.
Lucastril helped me dress. I felt dizzy and weak, yet at the same time full of untapped strength. My head was whirling.
‘You may eat here with your friends before you leave,’ Lucastril said.
I took some of the money Arahal had given me and threw it on the floor.
Lucastril picked it up and handed it back to me. ‘There’s no need for this,’ he said. ‘We have already been paid.’
‘Keep it!’ I said that more savagely than was necessary.
Lucastril took the purse from my hand and put the money back inside. ‘Don’t be stupid. You may need it.’
I stuffed the purse into my trouser pocket and followed him to the dining-hall. Some of the previous night’s sinners, cheerfully cleansed, were still there, eating and talking, but I was relieved to see that Outher’s party appeared to have gone. Panthera and Kruin were sitting alone at a table in the corner. I stood in the doorway watching them, not quite sure if I wanted to go over. Perhaps I should just leave Jasminia on my own. After all, I was in Jaddayoth now. I had Arahal’s money and could find work for myself in somewhere like Gimrah for a while. Perhaps I should just go where Fate led me. It looked to me as if Kruin and Panthera would not welcome my presence anyway. Their heads were close together; they were talking earnestly. I could guess the subject of their conversation. Hesitating, I was just about to turn and leave the place, when Panthera looked up and saw me. He smiled and waved and all my plans disappeared in a puff of weakness. I went over to them.
‘Are you OK?’ Panthera asked. ‘Your face is still a bit of a mess.’
I sat down. ‘I’m fine, just fine!’
There was a pot of coffee on the table, nearly empty. I took Kruin’s drained cup and half-filled it.
Kruin handed me a roll of bread and some cured meat, inspecting me silently.
‘So, where to now, then?’ I asked. It hurt to eat, but my stomach was aching from hunger.
‘You sure you’re up to travelling?’ Kruin inquired. ‘You look terrible. It should be safe now to stay here in Jasminia for a day or two if you like.’
I looked quickly at Panthera who appeared to be carrying no external signs of our struggle with Mojags. ‘I told you. I’m fine! For God’s sake, let’s get moving. I’m sure Panthera is anxious to get home.’
Panthera smiled wanly. ‘Anxious yes, but a couple of days won’t make much difference. It’ll only slow us down if you’re not up to it.’
‘Oh, please! It’s just a few bruises. It’s nothing!’
Kruin shrugged. ‘Very well, if you’re sure.’ He brightened up, his responsibilities absolved. ‘Anyway, how did you two get on last night? Civilised method of punishment, isn’t it? No wonder the Hadassah are so fond of fighting!’
Panthera’s face had gone a deep crimson colour. He fidgeted uncomfortably. ‘Personally, I prefer to answer to nobody for any crimes I might commit,’ he said.
‘And I’m naturally suspicious of mystics,’ I said.
Kruin rolled his eyes ‘Oh, I see! Well, I enjoyed myself thoroughly!’
Panthera and I did not comment. I had no intention of revealing what was happening to me, and Panthera obviously still harboured deep misgivings concerning aruna. We let Kruin ramble on, lewdly and happily. We let it wash over our heads. Panthera smiled at me.
‘Let’s get you home,’ I said.
The Message
We left Jasminia around mid-day, taking the south road into Gimrah. The sun was shining, making the snow on both the ground and the trees sparkle like crystal. There were quite a few other travellers on the road; mostly Hadassah. There was a great sense of camaraderie. We joined a group of a dozen or so hara who were travelling to a town on the border. They shared their liquor and biscuits with us. We sang songs to pass the time. I can remember clearly that I was filled with happiness. On such a beautiful afternoon, it was impossible to believe that the world was anything but the way it seemed at that moment; untainted. I felt free. Surely my fears about Pellaz were just the product of a paranoiac mind. That still didn’t explain Arahal’s timely appearance of course, or Lucastril’s meaning-laden words, but that day I was desperate to convince myself I was leading a simple, ordinary life; no part of anything great. Panthera was a joy to watch. I found myself thinking that over the past couple of weeks, I really hadn’t noticed him properly, or maybe it was just that the air of his home country made him bloom and had blown away the cobwebs of his confinement in Fallsend. If, I thought, just if I could act utterly independently, I could think about wooing Panthera. Then we could live together forever in a high castle in Ferike. I would write stories to pass the time; he would paint exquisite masterpieces. We would exist together sublimely, riding nervous, pale horses through the mountain forests every morning. In the evenings, if we should want company, we could invite lofty hara of neighbouring castles to dine with us, drink wine from long-stemmed glasses and converse intellectually about the outside world, which we would never see. Ah, such would be a life! Who could yearn for more?
I have travelled too long. Perhaps my ghosts have worn themselves out. Living with Panthera, perhaps my dreams could only be those of the sweetest kind.
‘You look pensive, Cal,’ Panthera said, breaking my reverie.
‘Mmm,’ I agreed. ‘I was just thinking about the sort of life I would like to have.’
‘Then live it!’
‘Too many factors are beyond my control, I’m afraid.’
‘It is never impossible to take control of one’s own life, I believe,’ he answered. ‘That’s what my father says and he never speaks unless he’s sure of the facts.’
‘I wish I could agree.’
Panthera brought his horse more closely up against mine. I could see Kruin watching us, perhaps straining to hear what we were saying. ‘Is it... it is power?’ Panthera asked tentatively.
I looked at him steadily. Could I? Could I? ‘Some hara are very powerful, yes,’ I replied carefully. ‘Some seek to control the lives of others.’
‘Cal, the Gelaming... What is it you’re mixed up in with them?’
This was the first question of the many that I’d been expecting from my companions. So far they’d had the discretion to remain silent, keeping their observations to themselves, between themselves. It must be driving Kruin mad, because he’s naturally a gossip. ‘Don’t probe too deeply,’ I said. ‘I’m not being close out of stubbornness, Panthera. It may be dangerous for you. If I tell you, I automatically involve you, and then whatever is out there may decide to organise your life for you as well. I don’t want that on my conscience.’
‘Cal, I’m not afraid of that! If you tell us, or even just me, I can add my strength to yours. You’d have an ally. Surely that would make things easier.’
‘For me perhaps, but what about you? You have a life waiting for you, Thea. What about cousin Namir? I don’t want you to ask me again. Is that clear?’
Panthera’s eyes went cold. He does not like being spoken to sharply and is also convinced that his wishes should be granted at every turn. ‘I think you’re being very foolish,’ he said stiffly. ‘And your excuses are pathetic. What I do with my life is my choice. I’m insulted that you won’t accept my assistance! Anyway, cousin Namir has probably taken another consort by now. Can’t you see, that life you talk about, the one that was waiting for me, has gone? It went the minute I set foot in Piristil. You’re not the only one with problems, Cal.’
‘Maybe not, but I’m the only one with my problems!’
This argument could have continued in similar vein for some time, but at that point, Kruin’s curiosity overwhelmed him and he trotted over to join us, only to encounter a tight-lipped silence. I had no doubt that later Panthera would tell him everything I’d said.
It would take us at least two days to reach Gimrah, and then a further couple of weeks to get to Ferike. Now that we had money, we would be able to stay in inns rather than camp out in the open, which was a definite improvement. Whenever he had the opportunity, Kruin kept on praising our good fortune over the incident with Arahal. Perhaps he hoped that I’d say something enlightening about it, which I wouldn’t.
‘Gelaming have lots of money,’ I said. ‘This is nothing to them. Now, if they’d really wanted to be generous, they’d have given us three of their horses. We’d have reached Ferike in a matter of hours, then.’
‘Is that Arahal a friend of yours?’ Kruin asked bravely.
‘No.’
‘Is...’ Kruin began again, but Panthera interrupted him.
‘Don’t bother, Kruin. He won’t tell you.’ They exchanged a meaningful glance, which meant they thought I was enjoying needling their curiosity.
That evening, we decided to spend the night in a roadside inn; all that was left of an old human town. We were all in dire need of a good night’s sleep. Our Hadassah travelling companions were all set for a serious evening’s drinking first and Kruin elected to join them. Panthera and I went up to separate rooms. I locked my door and went to bed with a bottle of betica, which was locally brewed and a much finer concoction than that experienced in Fallsend. I lay staring into the darkness of the room, trying to get so drunk my sleep would be free of dreams. I must have drifted off, for suddenly I was wide awake as if I’d been shaken. I was bitterly cold, lying face down, and my bed was unbelievably uncomfortable, as if strewn with broken glass. I opened my eyes and for a second thought, ‘Oh, I am dreaming,’ yet the sensations were incredibly real.
I was lying face-down on the road outside the inn, half-clothed, an icy wind ripping at my exposed flesh with serrated fingers. I pulled myself up on my knees, looked around. To my right the inn was in darkness, the only light coming from the sky, where a round moon bobbed on breakers of cloud. To my left, a pine forest steadfastly worked its way across a landscape of concrete and fallen buildings. The waving shadows might conceal anything. Through the wind, I could hear an insistent sound; rhythmic, pounding, getting closer. ‘Why, it is horses’ hooves,’ I thought sagely. ‘I’d better move off the road.’
Whoever was travelling at that late hour was travelling very fast indeed. Sluggishly, numbed by cold, slow as the urgency of nightmare, I tried to stagger toward the inn, but my limbs refused to cooperate. Sleep-walking was not a thing I could remember having done before. I fell to my knees again with the image of the inn receding as if being drawn away. Perspective became acute. The moon cast stark shadows; everything looked two dimensional. I was aware of time passing and it was a speed I was unfamiliar with. Squinting, I tried to peer down the road, toward the south, where the sound of hooves seemed to be coming from. A vague blackness was moving there, rolling like a ball of smoke, but approaching at speed. I told myself, ‘This is not real... surely,’ and out of the distance, between a tall, shadowy avenue of snow-stippled pines and humped rubble, a pair of horses pounded along the road, their powerful limbs surging with unnatural slowness, the ripple of muscle, the swing of silken hair, all slowed down, shards of ice flying with the grace of birds off the hard surface of the road. I did not move. I did not try to. Mesmerized, I could only watch. The riders of those horses were swathed in black, their faces covered. They sat straight, not bending with the animals’ pace at all. From their shoulders black spikes rose up behind their heads. I could see shining black gems upon their gauntleted hands. Riding close together as they were, I did not notice their burden until they were really close. Whatever they carried was slung into a white sheet, lolling with horrible suggestiveness, between them. I knew they carried a harish body. It was as if I could see it. They came to a halt some feet away from me. I could still see nothing of their faces. The horses blew plumes of steam into the cold air, tossing their heads. Their bridles jangled, their feet stamped. I looked up and the riders hurled their burden down before me. It landed on the road with a dull thump and rolled slightly before lying still.
The sheet had fallen partly away. I could see the face of what it had concealed; eyes staring wide, the flesh white as bone and bleached even further by the light of the moon. I realised with an odd, analytical calm, I was afraid, no, more than afraid—stricken with terror. The body lying at my feet, the face so familiar, of course I knew it. It was mine! Me lying there as dead and cold as the landscape.
I looked up helplessly at the riders. They must be Gelaming; they could be no other. Covering their faces could not deceive me; no. Then, a movement from the road attracted my attention. I didn’t want to look, but a sick fascination swivelled my eyes downwards. Even as I looked, the dead lips cracked and worked. Oh God, it’s trying to speak! I must have made a noise of horror, must have. The eyes rolled. The thing that looked like me wriggled foully from its confinement of cloth. I could see the body was not marked by injury at all. It rolled onto its stomach and lifted the upper half of its body like a rearing snake, not using its arms for support. The face was inches from my own. I could smell nothing. It spoke; a ghastly, rasping sound. It said, ‘Beneath... beneath the mountains of Jaddayoth,’ followed by a gulping sigh.
That was when I screamed. I can remember that sound shattering the stillness of the night air. The wind had dropped, completely. There was no answering movement from the inn, no lights switched on, no windows thrown wide. The thing that was myself lurched forward as if to touch me. I covered my face with my hands, powerless to move and fell...
When I opened my eyes, I was lying face down on my bed in the inn. Wholly awake, I threw myself over the edge and hurried to the window, throwing it wide, wide. I leaned out, feeling the ice press against my naked stomach. The road beneath was empty, the new snow unmarked, gentle flakes still falling. The road toward the south stretched unblemished as virgin skin. Stunned, I sank to the floor and leaned with my back against the wall, my head resting on the wet sill. My mind seemed empty. I looked at my bed, which was rumpled, disordered. I made a sound, small, not frightened, not amused, but something of both. My blankets, my pillow, the floor around the bed, were sprinkled with snow and it was melting fast.
I slept for the rest of the night on the floor, covering myself with a blanket. Beneath the mountains of Jaddayoth... Had I dreamed it? Was that vision merely a sick manifestation spewed forth by my own sicker mind? But if it was true...? What, beneath Jaddayoth? What? Was death waiting for me there, or merely submission? My room was cold.
In the morning, Panthera came in and eyed my position with suspicion. Snow had blown in through the window and there was a thin covering of it on my blanket.
‘Drunk again were you?’ Panthera inquired with derision. He snorted when I didn’t answer and went downstairs.
My limbs were stiff. I dressed myself slowly. Clearly Panthera considered me a drunkard. I looked at myself in the mirror. It was a far from pleasant experience, for my face still bore the yellowing marks of Outher’s attentions, accompanied by bleary, bloodshot eyes. I looked, in a word, terrible. For a moment, I leaned on stiff arms, my forehead against the glass. ‘Pellaz,’ I thought, and then aloud, ‘Pellaz.’
His name is a curse, a prayer.
In Gimrah
I did not mention my nightmare (experience?) to my companions, but the feeling of it lingered in my mouth like a sour taste. I had locked my door before going to bed, yet Panthera had walked right in unhindered in the morning. It didn’t bear thinking about. I could deceive myself no longer; whatever I thought I’d escaped in Fallsend had found me again. Even so, nothing like last night had ever happened to me before. Goodbye castle in Ferike. Goodbye pleasant dreams. I felt I had no future, only the past, which stretched behind me raw and bleeding for examination.
That day I could barely speak. Kruin and Panthera thought I’d got a hangover; I got no pity from them.
The road became quieter. There were fewer travellers. Townships we passed were prevalently areas reclaimed from nature that humans had abandoned to rot. As the silence of the White—as Hadassah call it—became more intense, Kruin told us we were now near the border.
One grey, overcast afternoon, our horses waded thigh-deep through a drift of snow, from which reared the black, horse-hair-fringed totem of the Gimrah. Two more steps and Hadassah was behind us. A valley swept down before us; a carpet of pristine white.
Kruin was worried. He said that this could be treacherous. The snow had drifted. We had no idea how deep it was down there. A slight, cold wind worried the edge of our furs, our horses’ manes, carrying small, dancing motes of snow. Night creeps up on you quickly in the winter glow.
Slightly behind the others, I experienced a sudden, sharp, bitter-sweet pang of deja vu. If I narrowed my eyes, could it not be Saltrock down there: not snow-plains but caustic shores of soda? Just a hint of its bitter scent. Now I am back there, riding in. Drunk and wretched. I am thinking: how can I tell them? What can I tell them? My water bottles are empty. My knees and arms are scabbed, my lips cracked by desert scour. I am alone. Alone. Alone. How much it echoed then. How much it echoes now through the overgrown cavities of my heart. I can remember being in love, remember happiness, but it was short-lived. (A scream; a horse’s scream.) No!
Kruin urged his horse down the slope. It skidded, bunching its hind-quarters, head up, ears back. He becomes a moving thought through the vacuosity of a dead mind. He turns round. ‘Come on!’ he shouts and Panthera and myself follow him down.
By the time we saw lights shining in the distance, the sky was black. Kruin said he’d known there was a settlement near here. Lemarath, it was called. All Gimrah settlements are a combination of large farm and small town, proudly independent of each other, savagely competitive concerning their live-stock. As we rode through the snow toward the light, Kruin and Panthera told me about the Gimrah, to keep our minds off the numbing cold attacking all extremities. Originally of Gelaming stock, they had split off from the main tribe to pursue their own breeding programs for their horses. The founding hara had all been employed in Gelaming livery establishments and had constructed for themselves a whole way of life about the animals they nurtured; a whole religion in fact. Almost unique amongst harish kind, who generally worship aspects of the Aghama under various guises and aliases, the Gimrah worship a goddess. This is unusual in that while rejecting all human trappings of sexual division most hara can only countenance revering a super-being of dual sexuality like themselves, or the life-force of the Earth itself, which is predominantly female, but mated to the male aspect of the sun. The Goddess of the Gimrah is naturally equine in form. In worship, all Gimrah hara subvert their masculinity. To the Goddess, they are soume; all procreation must take place by sunlight. On top of this rather eccentric custom, the Gimrah are the only tribe in Jaddayoth who share their territory, even their homes, with humans. When staking their claim on the land, they offered the ailing human population aid, employment and support against less tolerant hara. As conservationists, the Gimrah have decreed that all human males must conceive a child or two with females of their own kind at an early age, whereafter they are incepted to Wraeththu. A strangely civilized arrangement, but they must be doing something right, because in most areas I know of human females are becoming increasingly infertile. All adult humans in Gimrah are female. The two races exist together in perfect harmony, with the humans content to let Wraeththu take the upper hand. To the women of Gimrah, hara are not hermaphroditic, but merely other women who have absorbed the male; thus negating the need for men. It was unsettling to live with at first. There are no walls around Gimrah estembles, as their farms are called.
Frozen nearly to death, we threw caution to the winds and knocked on the first door we could find in Lemarath: a medium-sized wooden and stone house that had several larger outbuildings at the back; a barn, possibly stables. Over the door swung a lantern that creaked in the wind. All the windows were curtained tight, but we could see light beyond them.
The door was opened to us by a human girl-child, wrapped herself in a thick, woollen shawl. She squinted against the nipping snow-flakes. ‘Yes, what is it?’ she asked, quite impertinently I thought. I was used to surviving humans being subservient. Warmth swirled out into the night from behind her, a tantalizing hint of the comfort to be found within.
‘We are travellers from Hadassah,’ Kruin explained. ‘We need lodgings for the night. We were hoping you could suggest where we could find some.’
The girl looked up the road behind us, wrinkled her nose, pulled her shawl closer around her body and stepped toward us. She extended a thin hand to the nearest horse. ‘Have you any money, tiahaara? It is a cold, fierce night is it not!’
‘We have money,’ Kruin answered carefully.
‘One moment then. You may be able to stay here. I’d better check.’ She went back into the house and shut the door in our faces.
We all exchanged a glance of surprise but Kruin waved his hand briefly and shook his head. ‘It is a strange land and we are strangers,’ he said.
It was explanation enough.
After only a few moments, the door opened once more. The girl came out to us, taking all our horses’ reins in one hand. ‘You can go in,’ she said. ‘I’ll see to your animals. My mother charges three spinners for a night’s lodging and a hot meal—each.’
Kruin sucked air through his teeth. ‘Expensive for country fare, isn’t it?’
The girl shrugged, leading our horses behind the house. ‘It is a hard season, tiahaar!’
We went inside the house and found ourselves in a spacious, low-ceilinged kitchen, typical of any well-to-do farmhouse. Kruin went straight over to the roaring fire. Several cats and dogs raised their heads from sleep to stare at us suspiciously.
Panthera, carrying most of our luggage, threw it onto the floor and slumped in a chair. ‘God, this is so welcome!’ he said, in a dazed, chilled-from-the-cold voice.
‘No more welcome than your money’ll be at this cruel time of year.’
We all turned quickly.
A woman had come into the room through a door at the farthest end of it. She was drying her hands on her apron; a tall, bony creature, with rather a sour face. She wore thick, woollen trousers and shirt, her hair concealed by a patterned scarf. She took off the apron and hung it over the back of a chair, stretching, rubbing her neck and grimacing. ‘Not the weather for travelling, tiahaara! Please, sit down. All of you.’ She gestured toward the table. ‘Excuse me—we had an emergency down the road. An untimely birth you might say. I’m just about done for, but I think Jasca should have got my meal ready. You’re welcome to share it with me.’ She sauntered over to a huge cooking range and lifted lids off pots. Tempting smells wafted toward our straining noses. ‘Ah, beef stew is all it is! Travellers are few at this time of year, tiahaara. I’ve nothing fancier.’ She continued to chatter as she set plates and food down before us. ‘More snow they say, up at the House. More! We spent the last two days digging a road to the south pasture where my neighbour Lizzieman nearly lost her yearlings. Then Clariez has to drop a child on us. By the Goddess she’ll give us no rest till spring, I’ll wager! Still, new faces are welcome, tiahaara, most welcome.’
We learned that, during the summer, the woman (whose name was Cora) earned a substantial part of her living providing lodgings for travellers. Many hara travel south from Hadassah and Natawni for the horse fairs.
The stew was excellent. Cora offered us wine, which she boasted that she had fermented herself from rose petals and tree-sap. It was sparkling and delightfully delicate. I found my eyelids drooping. Cora must have noticed. ‘How many rooms will you want?’ she asked, in a straightforward manner.
There was a moment’s silence.
‘Can we get back to you on that?’ Kruin inquired smoothly.
Cora shrugged, finished her wine and stood up. ‘Of course. Shout if you need me. I won’t be far.’ She disappeared into another room, shutting the door behind her. A tactful, perceptive creature.
After she’d been gone a few moments, Kruin cleared his throat and said, ‘Are we all comfortable?’ I shrugged and Panthera didn’t answer. ‘I think,’ Kruin began again, hesitantly, ‘I think that tonight... we should be together.’
‘I think not!’ Panthera protested with rather too much venom and volume.
Kruin winced. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said dryly. ‘Two rooms then, Cal?’
I sighed. ‘If you like. I’m afraid of dreams when I sleep indoors anyway.’
Kruin reached for my hand. ‘Since Fallsend, I have longed to suggest this many times,’ he said.
Panthera made a derisive sound and rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, please!’ he cried sarcastically. He is a rigorously unromantic creature.
I must admit it was a pleasure, almost a relief, to experience once more the languorous delights of aruna. Kruin’s body had always pleased me, even when he’d been paying Jafit through the nose for the privilege of enjoying mine. Recently my libido had become subdued, which was an alien condition for me. Unlike Kruin, thoughts of closeness had not really crossed my mind since leaving Fallsend; the cold hadn’t helped much, of course. Though perhaps the disgusting, debasing humiliations I’d had to endure (and initiate) in Piristil were more to blame, coupled with the violation by Outher. Such things do not exactly quicken the sexual appetite. The time with Lucastril in Jasmina had not been exactly inspiring either. Maybe it also had something to do with the fact that I feared Pell was watching me all the time, but in Cora’s house, I felt safe, and curled into Kruin’s arms, I felt even safer. Now that we were nearer his home country, Kruin was adamant about sticking to his tribal code, which suited me utterly because I was feeling too pathetic and drained to be ouana. Even though we were dog-tired and further exhausted by aruna, neither Kruin nor I felt much like sleeping. We spent some time gossiping about Panthera, which I felt was a timely change from them talking about me. I was surprised to learn that Kruin was really quite offended that Panthera didn’t want to be with us. Knowing harish nature not to be as straightforward as it’s believed to be, I hadn’t been offended at all, even quite understanding. I tried to explain to Kruin that Panthera would have to put Piristil a long way behind him before he could think about forming relationships with other hara.
Kruin, naturally, did not agree. ‘Such wounds should be healed, and healed quickly,’ he said earnestly. ‘You know that any har’s life is incomplete without aruna; it’s our lifeblood.’
‘Not all the time, Kruin,’ I replied. ‘In a perfect world, maybe, but occasionally circumstances intrude upon the well-being of our juices, so to speak. Panthera’s young. He only needs time. Once he gets home, I’m sure he’ll be all right. Somehar will fall in love with him and coax him out of his shell.’
Kruin was in the mood for debate, but I was too tired to argue further. Tired of the subject probably. Kruin rabbited on happily about the necessity of aruna (warm to the subject because he’d just had a good time) and then realised I wasn’t really listening. ‘Cal, what is wrong with you?’ he asked, stroking my face in such a way that it was impossible for me to turn away. ‘I know you try to hide it, but there is something wrong isn’t there. It’s to do with the Gelaming, isn’t it?’
‘You’re too inquisitive,’ I said lightly, closing my eyes.
‘It’s not just that! I’m concerned for you. You’re difficult to like at times, Cal. I don’t know why, but I do care, no matter how much you might, wish I didn’t. Why don’t you trust me?’
I looked at him. ‘It’s not a question of that, Kruin. I think I’d trust you and Thea with my life now; we’ve helped each other. We’re friends, aren’t we? That’s why I can’t open up to either of you. You’re my friends.’
‘Can’t we help you, then? Maybe you’re wrong about whatever it is. Maybe we can help you.’
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. He might well have been right, but it was as if there was a valve on my throat that wouldn’t let the words out.
Kruin sighed. ‘All right, all right, I’ll be quiet. But please remember, it’s not that I’m being nosy, OK? If you ever want to talk, well, you know...’
I smiled at him and touched his sharp, elegant jaw. ‘Yes, I know, Kruin. Thanks.’
He took my hand and kissed it gently. A small gesture of affection that reached my heart. There was a lump in my throat. Kruin gathered me close and I held onto him tightly. ‘Oh Cal, Cal, don’t be scared, don’t be miserable,’ he said, helplessly, not knowing what I needed reassuring about.
For a moment, I felt as if I could tell him everything, but the moment was brief. Kruin was not destined to be part of it.
I woke up lying in hay, crying out. Threshing, hysterical, for a second or two, I thought: this is a dream. I’m dreaming again. I was in a high barn and, this time, my movements were unrestricted. I clambered down from the loose bales beneath me, across the dusty hay-strewn floor, to the tall, slightly open door. A heavy wooden bar lay across the threshold. Outside, across a snow blanketed yard, I could see the back of Cora’s house. To the left and right of me were shuttered sheds and loose-boxes. It didn’t feel like a dream; not at all. I was freezing, my clothes unfastened as if donned quickly, my feet bare. No lights showed from the house. Glancing behind me into the darkness of the barn, which was empty of everything except shadows and hay, I eased through the door. I must be sleep walking, I decided; an uncomfortable thought, but not as distressing as another hallucination.
Above me, the sky was brilliant with stars, the air crystal hard. Snow had drifted up against the back door of the house. It must have started falling again in the night, although the yard was thickly covered; too thickly. Surely Cora and her household must clear it every day? I began to run, but the house did not come any closer. I felt sick. Panic spumed through me on a crest of nausea. I was straining against an invisible wall. Choking on dry breath, I fell onto hands and knees, shaking my head, willing myself to wake up, but it was real.
‘Cal!’
My head jerked up. The silence was stunning. What had I heard? My name? Where had it come from? ‘No,’ I answered sensibly and then quietly pleading, ‘no, no, no.’
Only stillness all around. I curled my arms around my head, kneeling in the snow, waiting, waiting. A faint, icy breeze lifted my hair. The stillness was pressing in, full of energy. ‘Show yourself!’ My cry was oddly muffled; no echo.
Still nothing.
I scrambled to my feet, which were now burning with the cold. I must cope with this rationally. I must focus my will. I must walk toward the house. I took one step and then another and then a hand grabbed my hair from behind, a strong arm was around my neck, pulling me backwards. There was a body, clad in leather and musty fur.
‘Always useless in times of crisis, Cal, always!’ This voice against my ear, which I recognized at once. I could feel his clouded breath, warm and damp upon my skin. This could not be a dream.
‘No, you’re not here,’ I said empathically. And then, to convince myself further, ‘You can’t be!’
He laughed gently, politely. ‘Oh, forgive me, but I am, Cal. Aren’t I always with you? I feel I should be, if only for the sake of memory.’ He turned me around to face him. His head was covered by a thick, tasselled scarf, only the eyes showing. His eyes haven’t changed, but I remember that once he’d never had a deep, pale scar through the left brow, a permanent frown. He unwound the cloth from his face with one hand. ‘My faithful one,’ he said. ‘Aren’t you going to greet me? It’s been so long. In meetings hearts beat closer... don’t they?’
Of course, he looked older, leaner and his natural wildness was somehow contained. I had once known him, intimately, as Zackala; now I had no idea who or what he was.
He examined my thoughts. ‘I am not an illusion,’ he said. ‘Don’t ever think that. You must not deceive yourself, not even in daylight, my Cal. Admire my restraint. I could have made myself known to you a long time ago.’
He was the hound on my trail. I should have known this. Perhaps, deep inside, I had. Perhaps that was why I’d been nervous of leaving Piristil, coming out into the open. My finer senses have become as dulled as the ones of those who I had mocked in the musenda. It was my own fault. Arahal had been right, but it was too late to do anything about it now. ‘Pellaz brought you back, didn’t he,’ I said.
Zack laughed in my face. ‘Brought me back? From where? For God’s sake, Cal! Did you really think I was dead? Did you see me die? No, as I recall, you didn’t hang around long enough to see what happened. No, my dear, Pellaz didn’t bring me back; I found him.’ An expression convulsed his face, which I suppose was disgust. He pushed me away from him.
‘What do you want with me?’ I asked, still not convinced he was really there.
‘Don’t you know? Oh Cal!’ He laughed and pulled the scarf away from his neck. ‘See my scars? Thankfully not fatal, but nearly, very nearly.’ He is dark-skinned; the scars glowed very pale. ‘Somehar dumped me on a good healer. Lucky, eh? It took a long, long time to get well though. The world’s changed, hasn’t it?’
‘Are you with them?’’ I asked.
‘I’m with you, Cal,’ he answered silkily. There was an eerie glitter in his eyes; red fire. He reached for me. I backed away. ‘Oh come on, my dear, share breath with me, if just for old times’ sake. Come on, let’s remember...’
I put my arms up in defence, but too late. His breath was a roar, his lips peeled back, pouring himself into my silently screaming mouth. There was an immediate darkness in my head, a pounding, the slice of a knife, a silver scream. I was lost, losing ground, in a hurricane of feeling; hatred, bitterness, frustration, pain. I could feel his hands on my back, claws scoring flesh, his teeth grinding against mine, but such physical things were not reality. What was real was the poison of betrayal, the yellow, sweet perfume of the guilty. We were clashing, not like swords, but like oily liquids; colours blending and repelling. I could feel myself sinking, too weak, vitality atrophied, strengths withered. He was ink in my soul; I was drowning in it, Slipping, sinking, I fell...
And awoke with a start, sitting upright, next to Kruin, a cry in my mouth and a taste of sourness.
Kruin was alert in an instant, frightened to wakefulness. He leaned over me and pushed me back down to the bed, saying in a scared, quick voice. ‘What, Cal, what?’
I wanted to scream. I needed that release, but could make no sound. My body was cold.
We have been in Lemarath for over a week now, because the south road is blocked. Cora is confident that it will be cleared soon, but everyone, both hara and human, is very busy at the moment coping with other emergencies caused by the weather. The amount of snow falling is frightening, too fast for it to be cleared away. I can feel myself slipping into a comfortable decline. Lethargy caused by the cold, I tell myself, but I have been writing almost non-stop for two days now. I’m alone quite a lot of the time. Kruin and Panthera are helping the Gimrah. The kitchen is very quiet. Because of the thickly clouded sky, it seems to be dusk all day. I quite like this place; the hara are cheerful and strong. Cora shares her house with three others; her daughter, Jasca, her six-year-old son, Natty, and a young woman named Elveny. They all work together every day, shoulder to shoulder, shovelling snow, humping bales of straw and hay, mixing feeds, with never a cross word between them.
Last night, after dinner, Elveny read my palm and told me seriously, that I must “let the woman in me bleed”.
‘And just what do you mean by that?’ I asked her sweetly.
She dropped my hand and gazed into my eyes. ‘Beauty alone is not enough,’ she said.
Perhaps she thought I understood her, which of course I did, but I pretended not to. I picked up a kitchen knife. ‘See this?’ I said, waving it. ‘This is the moon.’ I cut my wrist (on the back naturally).
Elveny pulled a face. ‘Oh don’t!’ she said.
I let the blood run down my arm, but the scratch congealed before it could drip on the table. There is probably a moral in that.
Jubilee Hafener was here yesterday. The Hafeners are the Gimrah family who own Lemarath, who run it and sustain it. Jubilee is the son of Gasteau and Lanareeve who rule the roost. Natty told me the Hafener’s house is called Heartstone, but we can’t see it from here because of the snow. I was sitting at the kitchen table as usual, paper and pens before me, wine to the left, scrounged cigarettes to the right, when I heard a commotion in the yard. I went to take a look. The Hafener rode a tall and stocky horse, which was draped in fleeces. He was accompanied by two armed women and a young har who appeared to me to be newly incepted. Cora came hurrying out of the barn, pulling the scarf off her hair, which is thick and attractively streaked with grey over the left ear. Jubilee Hafener wore a heavy coat. His straight black hair was plaited to his waist and his skin was very white. I took a good look and went back indoors. More snow talk. The Hafener’s women and the young har came into the kitchen. I thought I’d better be polite and said hello.
‘How about a hot drink?’ one of the females asked. She looked as if she could skin an adult lion with her teeth.
Smiling, I went to the range and poured the coffee.
‘Travellers, Cora says,’ the woman said.
I presumed she meant my companions and myself. ‘Yes,’ I answered. ‘Dreadful weather, isn’t it.’
She sat down with a grunt, in my seat, and took one of my cigarettes, offering the packet to her companions. This is, of course, normal behaviour in Gimrah where everyone shares everything. They have no petty rules of etiquette. I sat down with the others and we ended up talking about Fallsend. Ghoulish curiosity on their part, but they were neither censorious nor shocked. I liked them. After a while, Cora brought the Hafener in. I half expected his bodyguards, or whatever they were, to stand up, but they didn’t. Jubilee Hafener is not tall, but appears to be, which is the mark of true nobility.
‘Are you ill?’ he asked me. ‘You’re not working with the others.’
Because of that, I found myself offering to help with the feeds that evening, but my heart wasn’t in it. I’m working on half-power. Half of my brain is trying to sleep because it’s too afraid to be awake. On the morning after my dream about Zack (I won’t admit it was anything but a dream), I looked out of the bedroom window and found the yard utterly cleared of snow. I was the first up too. Explain that. Kruin is worried about me, as if he’s afraid I’ll damage myself. Panthera is aloof. I think he’s decided I must be some kind of criminal, and a drunken one at that. I know I do drink too much, but who cares! Anyway, I need it and I deserve it. Yes, I know I’m letting myself go. This is a defiance. Perhaps Pell will leave me alone if I’m no longer desirable. As Elveny said, beauty alone is not enough. If that’s all I’ve got, let’s see what happens without it. It’s frightening that I’m thinking like this. I always used to be so strong, so impermeable. Have they done something to me? I can’t help thinking of Terzian again. Am I suffering the same fate? Time for another drink.
Cora has been feeding me all kinds of concoctions in a desperate attempt to improve my health. She thinks I picked up some kind of infection on the road. She has also started watering the wine, I notice. If I look out of the window now, I can see Panthera playing with Cora’s children in the snow. He has been created to torment me, I’m sure. He is dressed in furs and his mane of dark hair is laced with snow. Now I am aching to hold him close, because he reminds me of Pell, the real Pell. When these thoughts come to me, I must write them down, because it is cleansing. Today I am confused. How much longer can I continue in this way? What is going to happen next? Oh dear, stop it, Cal, you’re becoming a dreadful bore!
Out of curiosity, I think, the Hafeners invited us up to Heartstone. We all went, Cora’s family as well. The women treated it like a real occasion, dressing up in long, soft woollen skirts and painting their faces. Panthera borrowed some of Elveny’s clothes and brushed his hair for half an hour. I watched them get ready with cynicism for a while, until my vanity got the better of me and I joined in. I dressed in white, washed my hair and painted my lips bright red. ‘That bloody enough for you?’ I asked Elveny, grimacing at her.
She smiled weakly. ‘Made to kiss, I think,’ she said. ‘There’s little power in that.’
‘You’re wrong,’ I answered. ‘Continents can rise and fall on the strength of a kiss.’
‘Kiss me, then,’ she said.
Elveny is truly lovely. I’ve never kissed a woman in my whole life, not even when I was human. ‘Aren’t I poisonous to you?’ I asked.
‘No, of course not. Your semen is deadly of course, but I’m only talking about a kiss.’
We were not alone, but no one else was listening. I took her in my arms and kissed her. Her female body was naturally softer than a har’s. It was interesting. I’ve never felt like that about a woman before, but then, the women here are virtually har anyway. Inside, they are just as male as we should be. Male and female. Kissing Elveny made me think about what it used to be like being a half creature. As soon as I’d recovered from my inception, I’d realised what a dull, unexplored existence it had been. Gimrah humans seem to have overcome that. ‘I’ve always hated women,’ I said to Elveny.
She smiled. ‘Of course. When you were male you used to love men, didn’t you?’
That floored me. I’d got too used to Wraeththu superiority. ‘You’ve found the Way here, haven’t you,’ I said.
‘We surely have,’ she answered.
‘I’m glad that men have gone.’
‘Me too.’ She poured us wine and we drank to it. I was in a comfortable daze by the time we got to Heartstone.
The house was not as big as I imagined. Two-storied, roofed with tile, its windows quite small because of the bad winters they have in Gimrah. Gasteau Hafener is Tirtha of Lemarath; a tribe leader. A servant met us at the door to Heartstone and took away our wet furs and boots. Soft felt slippers were provided for the comfort of the Tirtha’s guests. The house was warm, the ceilings low and beamed. We were shown into a dark, fire-lit salon, where the Hafeners were gathered together, drinking mulled wine and conversing politely with their other guests. We were introduced. One of the hara was a Natawni; he and Kruin began to gossip. I sat down with Panthera and Elveny and glasses of warm liquor were thrust into our hands.
Panthera had been eyeing me very suspiciously since he had seen me embracing the woman. That he thought me rather strange already was a foregone conclusion, but now I felt he considered my strangeness to be a sort of madness; best not to be discussed. I didn’t really care. Whatever motives my companions might want to read into it, both Elveny and myself understood the reasons for our brief contact and were not deluding ourselves in any way. Panthera lacked confidence in my judgment. As I said; I did not care. I drank my wine and looked around.
‘Oh look!’ Elveny hissed. ‘Here is Jubilee.’
I would have known without looking across the room; first because I became aware of being watched, and second because Cora, standing near to us suddenly straightened up and became alert, like a hound desperate to show us how capable, trustworthy and handsome it is. I glanced at Elveny, raised a brow.
‘Mmm,’ she said meaningfully. ‘Jubilee Hafener is as yet unbonded to another. As far as I know, Lanareeve has more or less promised Cora that Natty shall be taken as Jubilee’s consort once he has been incepted.’
‘Is that politics or choice?’
Elveny pulled a wry face. ‘A little of both, I think. Cora is a pillar of the human community. Her words carry great weight. She is also a good friend of Gasteau and Lanareeve and it is no secret that she is very fond of Jubilee.’
‘Ah, I see. She will live out her desires through her son.’
‘You are cruel, Cal,’ Elveny scolded, shaking her head, although her smile did not waver. ‘And too critical. In actual fact, she has known Jubilee since he was a harling. Don’t misinterpret her feelings.’
I laughed, unconvinced.
We were shown into another room to dine. The Hafeners are a handsome family. Both Gasteau and Lanareeve are tall, pale-skinned and dark-haired, a trait that has been passed onto their sons. As well as Jubilee, there was Danyelle, his consort Onaly Doontree and an older har, who though unrelated in blood, had taken the Hafener name; this was Wilder. As we sat down to eat, Jubilee Hafener asked if he could sit beside me. This was not unexpected. ‘How long are you staying in Lemarth?’ he asked me.
‘Oh, as soon as the south road’s clear, we’ll leave,’ I answered.
‘Where are you heading?’
‘Jael, in Ferike.’
He smiled. ‘Well, I doubt if you’ll be here much longer, then. This snow fall will have stopped by the end of the week. The road can be cleared after that. What a shame. I had hoped to spend the rest of this bitter season wooing you into a wild affair.’
‘How direct of you!’
‘Brief affairs are always the most poignant, don’t you think?’
I shrugged. ‘If you say so. I’ve had more pressing matters on my mind recently.’
‘Are you chesna with the Natawni?’
‘No. Don’t flirt with me, Jubilee Hafener. You are distressing the mother of your future consort.’
He ignored this. ‘You don’t have to go back to Cora’s house tonight.’
‘I don’t have to do anything, do I!’ I replied awkwardly.
He left it at that.
The meal was excellent, the company sparkling. Across the table, Panthera watched me blandly, constantly. The robe he wore left his shoulders bare, where he made the bones glide and slide beneath his pale skin. He was sultry in the lamplight, as lovely as a white lily wreathed in vines. The most beautiful thing in the room, and so unattainable. The Hafeners flattered him. Only Jubilee had the sense to realise his barriers were unassailable, which was presumably why he decided to have a go at me. Hara in these rural communities must get so bored being cut off nearly all winter.
We left the house late, singing in the snow as we tramped back to Cora’s.
Panthera walked beside me. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘now we have fine new horses to ride back to Jael on. What did you get?’
I was surprised. ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Who gave you the horses?’
‘Gasteau,’ he replied with a charmingly wicked grin. ‘You think I’m such a prig, don’t you. I think I should be insulted that you’re shocked.’
‘I’m not shocked. What did you have to do to get them?’
‘Don’t be coarse, Calanthe! All I had to do was smile.’ He laughed. ‘You do things the wrong way, obviously.’
‘And left Jubilee Hafener’s side empty-handed. Clearly you are right, my pantherine!’
On the last night in Lemarath, I stood in my bedroom window and stared into the snow, in the direction of Heartstone.
Kruin came into the room. He said, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, why don’t you go over, Cal? We’re leaving tomorrow. More days of comfortless travel! Why don’t you go?’
We had discussed the Hafener heir’s interest in me. I had a bottle of strong wine on the table. That was enough. ‘What’s the point, Kruin?’ I asked. ‘Why settle for something less than I want?’
‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said angrily.
He didn’t. I couldn’t really explain myself. I sat at the table and drank the wine. Tomorrow we leave. Another long, dull, painfully cold journey.
Panthera came and put his head around my door. ‘Can you possibly remain sober tonight?’ he requested wearily. ‘We want to make an early start tomorrow.’
‘Panthera,’ I said, ‘don’t judge me.’
He twisted his mouth a little and raised one eyebrow. ‘I don’t judge you, Cal. How can I? I don’t know anything about you. You wanted your privacy. Do you want me to beg for confidences?’
I could not answer. This conversation was not going in the direction I’d intended.
‘Wait until we get to Jael,’ Panthera said, in a softer tone.
I looked up at him then, unsure of what I wanted to see in his face ‘Why?’ I asked sharply.
He leaned against the door and folded his arms. He smiled, and the room lit up. ‘It is a safe place,’ he said. ‘You will be able to rest properly.’
I laughed grimly and reached for the wine bottle.
‘You’ve changed so much,’ Panthera observed pensively. ‘Do you have to do this to yourself, Cal? I get the feeling you’re falling apart inside. Whatever’s bothering you, don’t let it beat you like this.’
‘You have such clear sight, my pantherine,’ I said.
He shook his head. ‘All right, I know what you’re thinking. I’m much younger than you. I know that, but I’m not completely ignorant. You are in trouble, obviously, and I can see that you are making things worse for yourself. Don’t say anything, Cal. I know I’m right.’ He turned away, began to close the door behind him. ‘Please think about what I’ve said.’
After he’d gone, I stared at the door. Panthera can be such a pompous little beast at times.
The House of Jael
We left Lemarath early in the morning, as Panthera had desired. We had three new horses from the Tirtha, plus a mule for carriage, which would speed things up a little. Cora and her family bid us farewell, exacting promises from us that one day, in the summer, we would return. I would really like to. My promise, at least, was heartfelt.
New furs, new supplies, new horses. We began at a fast pace, our animals clad in fleeces because the Gimrah keep their best stock shorn of winter coats. We travelled across the country much quicker than we’d expected. The roads were not as bad as we’d feared. Each settlement we visited was hospitable and friendly, but none as welcoming as Lemarath. Every estemble has a governing harish family, although several families may be under their control. Each estemble also has a Tirtha, who in turn is just one delegate of the Gimrah council of estembles. This council meets six times a year to discuss the problems and policies of the tribe as a whole, and to show off their prize stock, of course. In fact, these meetings are generally nothing other than glorified horse fairs.
Now we are in Ferike, although the country has been changing for quite some time; more hilly, more forests. I’ve not written anything down for a long time, mainly because I haven’t felt the need to quite so much. My sleep has been mercifully free of dreams. Perhaps I am being allowed to ‘recover.’ Maybe they knew they were driving me too far. I do feel slightly better; less harried. Looking back over all that has happened recently, I find myself wondering if Zack is really still alive. Of course, I had once thought Pell was dead, and I’d seen him die with my own eyes, so anything in this world is possible. I should be prepared for anything.
At the moment, we are staying at an inn in the town of Clereness, which is about twenty miles north west of Jael. Tomorrow, there is no foreseeable reason why Panthera will not see his home once more. Kruin, in his head, has already started spending his reward money. His plans are becoming rather tiresome. Me, I have no idea what I’m going to do with the money. Perhaps I could return to Lemarath. Ah, thereby hangs the tail. I have asked myself a hundred times; why didn’t I? It would not have been beyond me to wheedle myself into Jubilee Hafener’s affections to the extent that he would have taken me as his consort. I’m an old hand at that sort of thing, as Terzian’s family will be able to tell you. Why didn’t I? It would have effectively ruined whatever plans the Gelaming have in mind, wouldn’t it? I don’t know what I want. I can’t even think about it properly. Places to go, to run, to hide in; just excuses really. If I don’t go to Lemarath, I could go back to Megalithica perhaps. Forever’s the nearest I’ve ever had to a home, after all. But then, Terzian’s son is now the consort of Seel Griselming, and Seel, I know, would prefer never to set eyes on me again. He has seen me kill. This is sad, because Forever is very close to my heart.
Sitting here now, I am thinking, if it is winter in Galhea now, all the long gardens of the house will be covered in snow, the lake frozen, the summerhouse dark within because of snow on the windows. I can see Cobweb, walking through the white gardens, wearing a long, flowing coat, his hair loose around him like smoke. There will be dogs bounding in front of him, probably harlings behind... harlings. Yes. Have I forgotten that so completely? I feel uncomfortable thinking about it, because I know it is just another example of my skill at betrayal. Forever holds more than just the secrets of my past. It holds a secret that flowered within myself; not thought, but flesh. My son. Terzian’s son. His name is Tyson, and he would have become an adult a long, long time ago. I did not abandon him because I did not care (which I still do when I remember to), but because of what I am. I do not want my badness to taint him more than is necessary. One day, perhaps... Oh, useless sentiment, but I would like to go back there. If I thought that Seel could find it within his heart to forgive or forget all that has happened, I would go tomorrow. Terzian went back there too, at the end. Oh God, I must get off this downward, melancholy spiral! Panthera is right. I must start fighting. If I concentrate hard enough, I can draw my scattered strength back into myself. The past is done. I spend too much time wallowing about in it. I have a future, even if it is destined only to be a short one. I must seek my destiny. What pompous crap! I sound like Pell. It seems more than likely I shall spend my reward money seeking the answer to those riddles that have been set me. Trying to see beneath the mountains of Jaddayoth.
Ferike is an exhausting place; so many steep hills. Your neck is forever craned backwards, trying to see over trees. There are long avenues of pines, where the roads are in darkness, for no sunlight could ever reach them. There are many tiny villages, many abandoned, larger towns, almost unrecognisable under their winter, white blankets. Wild dogs haunt the ruins of humanity’s dwellings, but they are cowardly and would never attack unless they came upon somehar alone and unawares. Some of the villages are built deep into the rock face. Clereness itself stands on the edge of a vast, still lake. Across it, rising directly from the water, are gaunt, grey cliffs, which Panthera tells me are named Fortress Shield. Birds have built their nests there. In the morning, I can throw open the window and see them swooping down, to glide above the surface of the lake. I don’t want to be unhappy here because, even in the depth of the season, I can smell the promise of spring. The Ferike are a contained breed of hara, quite unlike the gregarious folk of Hadassah and Gimrah, but they are not uncivil. This is a land of peace and healing. There is quiet here. I am no longer afraid of visitations, hallucinations and nightmares. A respite; probably brief, but I must enjoy it while it lasts.
Last night, I sat in Panthera’s room, here at the inn, and watched him comb out his hair. We were feeling tranquil and relaxed. Panthera laughed and said that Kruin’s hair was still full of the moss and leaves of Natawni; he would never get a brush through it. ‘But then, I suppose you know that,’ he added in rather a sharp tone.
‘Thea, you were not excluded at any time. You know that.’
He put his comb down quickly on the table, staring at his hands. ‘Cal, do you really think I can bear to let anyhar touch me now?’
I gave a non-committal shrug.
‘In Jasminia, I paid the huyana to let me off the penance,’ he continued. His face was flushed. He was ashamed of admitting that, even to me, who he looked upon as a friend.
‘In time, you might come to feel differently,’ I said, which I knew was not much help.
‘No feybraiha garlands for me,’ Panthera said wistfully, looking at himself in the mirror, as if trying to see the virgin thing he had once been. ‘No, you are not the only one with problems, Cal.’
I sat on his bed, knowing that once I would have tried desperately hard to seduce him. I would have relished this ideal opportunity. Perhaps he was hoping I would. But I could only watch him and remember that.
Panthera gave himself a shake, sniffed, and picked up the brush once more, raking his hair vigorously. He looked at me in the mirror. ‘You are tired, Cal,’ he said. ‘You are always tired. It shows. Once we get to Jael, you must rest properly. Stay with us until the spring.’
I smiled at him, unwilling to commit myself. I didn’t want to appear ungrateful, but I was nervous of the Jaels being unwittingly drawn into something they might not want. I was not so stupid as to believe it was all over. This was just a lull, a freeze, like the season. Come spring, I felt sure the whips would be out, attempting to drive me in the direction of Immanion once more.
As if reading my mind, Panthera said, ‘Are they watching you now?’
The evening light was red when we started upon the upward road that led to Jael; a road that hugs the side of a tree-covered hill. Jael is at the top. It is a beautiful place, and very old. Panthera started to get nervous as soon as we could see the turrets of the castle above the trees.
‘Cal, shall I have to tell them everything?’ he asked me, and his voice sounded very young. The child who had grown up here was not far away, I thought.
‘What do you think their reaction will be?’
He shrugged. ‘I’m not... I’m not sure.’ He did not want to put his fears into words, those fears that his parents would be ashamed of him, angry, would wish him dead rather than an ex-kanene.
Kruin had to say his piece. ‘They will naturally be surprised and pleased to have you home again,’ he said. ‘I should save any explicit details until you are settled.’
‘I’m not sure I’ll be able to hide it,’ Panthera said dismally. ‘I feel as if it’s written all over me.’
‘It’s not,’ I said.
The castle has a thick outer wall, with a drawbridge over a dry moat. Panthera said that the bridge is never raised. We rode over it and Panthera pulled the bell-chain attached to the huge, wooden gates. I could almost smell his fear. After only a moment, the gates were opened and a servant came out to ask our business.
‘Tell the Castlethane that his son is here,’ Panthera said with a shade of the old, familiar arrogance.
The servant looked at us all suspiciously and then told us to wait. Panthera explained that this was a har he’d never seen before, obviously somehar employed since his disappearance. ‘Time waits for nohar,’ he said. ‘I wonder how many other new faces there’ll be inside?’ His hands were shaking, his face white.
I reached out to touch his arm, but then we could hear a great commotion beyond the gates. Panthera’s father had obviously lost no time in answering this summons. Dogs came barking under the stone arch and the gates were thrown wide. We all looked within, at the har striding toward us, several yards in front of those who followed him. We all looked into the face of a har who dared not believe that his wildest hope had become truth.
‘Ferminfex, my father,’ Panthera told us weakly and dismounted from his horse.
Ferminfex, like many hara, was very tall. Looking at him, it was not difficult to see how Panthera had been born so lovely. I reached this opinion even before I’d met Lahela, who is something of a legend himself. Ferminfex came to a stop a few feet away from us. He said, ‘Panthera,’ and Panthera walked toward him. They embraced each other in silence and then Ferminfex led his son into the yard. Hara respectfully backed away from them, staring. Neither Kruin nor myself had been acknowledged and we shared bewildered glances, unsure of what to do.
‘Oh come on,’ I said, ‘we might as well follow.’
A stable-har had come and taken hold of Panthera’s horse. Kruin and I handed him the reins to ours and went after Panthera into the main house.
We stood in the hall and gawped around us. The sight was most impressive; marble, tapestry, stone and dark, polished wood. It was also surprisingly warm. A servant came to intercept us as we made to investigate one of the passages that led into the heart of Jael. ‘The Castlethane would like you to refresh yourselves,’ he said politely. ‘Please come with me.’
We followed him up a red-carpeted corridor and were shown into a parlour, quite a large room, though probably small by Jael standards. Long, pointed arch windows curtained with floor-length, heavy velvet, offered a view of the gardens. The servant, an imperious creature, told us to make ourselves at home, refreshment would be brought to us shortly. He backed softly from the room and closed the door.
Kruin, as he always does, went straight for the fire. ‘Wonder when we get to talk business,’ he said, in rather a mercenary manner.
‘Just look at this place!’ I exclaimed, throwing myself down in a plump, well-cushioned chair. ‘The Jaels are clearly more than just comfortably off, by anyhar’s standards.’
‘If that’s the case, then they’ll probably skimp on the reward money. Being stingy is how most rich hara become rich.’
I thought Kruin was being a little too hard. The walls of that room were virtually covered with oil paintings of various sizes and styles, although most of them were portraits. From all around us the sultry, yet austere, arrogance of the Jaels stared down straight and imperious painted noses into the room. I recognised one picture as being of Panthera as a harling. He hadn’t changed all that much. In the picture, he was leaning against the knees of a seated har who could only be his hostling. They shared the same deep, green eyes and haughty beauty.
Kruin broke my reverie. ‘Do you think we’ll be given rooms in the servants’ quarters?’ he said.
Presently, our refreshment was brought to us. It took two hara laden with trays to bring it in. My appetite hadn’t been that good for a while now, so despite the tempting smells, I only took a bowl of soup and a tankard of ale. Kruin fell upon the meal with gusto. One of the hara told us that the Castlethane would be along to see us very shortly.
When Ferminfex came into that room, Kruin and I stood up immediately. It was done without thinking, although I must admit I felt rather foolish when I realised I’d done it. Ferminfex has a regal air that commands that sort of behaviour. He waved us back into our seats. Many Wraeththu hara take to autocracy like a swan takes to water. I was reminded of Terzian yet again. Once, long ago, I’d been in a very similar situation to this in Galhea. It was not Terzian’s son that Pell and I had returned to him, but his very sick consort. Unlike Terzian, however, Ferminfex is not a person to be feared. I could see that straightaway. With Terzian you could see the steel inside him that lifted him above (or below) morality; Ferminfex has a similar steel but its blade is tempered—there’s no savagery in it. He thanked us warmly for helping Panthera to get home and then mentioned that, in the morning, his secretary would speak to us about our ‘expenses.’ It was all very civilized. The word ‘reward’ was not mentioned once.
‘You are welcome to stay here in Jael for as long as you wish,’ he said, and then to Kruin. ‘You are Natawni? In view of the season and the exceptionally heavy snowfall in the north, I think you’d be wise to remain here until the spring. I also think it would help Panthera considerably if you, his friends, stayed with him for a while. He’ll need some time to readjust.’ He sighed and rubbed his hands together. ‘Now, you must be tired. I think we should all meet again at breakfast tomorrow and discuss your plans. I’ll have somehar show you to your rooms. Excuse me.’ He inclined his head and left us.
‘Rooms!’ Kruin exploded once the door had closed behind him. ‘The cheek of it! No question of us being together, was there!’
‘Oh, stop being so pernickety,’ I answered, irritated. ‘This isn’t Cora’s, Kruin. That was politeness, he was avoiding being indelicate.’
‘You love this sort of thing, don’t you,’ Kruin said accusingly. ‘Hara with airs and graces. Wealth.’
I could only shrug. ‘Yes I do. It reminds me of home.’ It was the truth.
I would have welcomed the chance to be alone that night, but Kruin insisted on sharing my room with me, which he claimed was more comfortable than his anyway. My bones were aching, which was always a bad sign, but I hoped that it was simple exhaustion in this case and not a presentiment of something worse.
Panthera came to see us before we went to sleep. He looked very different; clean and well-dressed, his hair pinned up. Obviously he’d just attended a family reunion. He looked tired. ‘How’s it going?’ I asked him.
‘Oh, OK.’ he answered wearily. ‘I think Ferminfex has decided that I’ve picked up some dreadful habits in the outside world. If only they knew!’
‘What have you told them?’ Kruin asked.
‘I haven’t lied,’ Panthera answered. ‘I told them nearly everything. I told them I was a slave, but not what kind. So far, I’ve been asked no awkward questions, but that’ll just come later. Once they start thinking about how I came of age away from home. Lahela will start worrying about my sex education, and that’s when it’ll all start getting unpleasant. I won’t be able to lie about that. I know I won’t.’ He looked so down-hearted.
‘Perhaps you should tell them before then,’ I said.
He stared at the floor and shook his head. Rather him than me.
In the morning, Kruin and I were woken up by a servant bringing us cups of hot, herbal tea. The har flung wide the curtains to let pale, winter sunlight into the room. He informed us that breakfast would be served in half an hour. An explanation was given on how to find the breakfast-room and would we care to have our bath run for us? We said we would.
Kruin, despite his reservations about the Jaels, was enjoying this immensely. ‘Some servants’ quarters, eh?’ I teased him. Our room was round, on the third floor of a turret. I went to open one of the arched windows and leaned out to gaze down the smooth, stone walls. Kruin complained of the cold. It was a lovely morning; crisp and hard and bright. There was a smell of cooking, sounds of activity in the yard below. I felt warm and secure. If I closed my eyes, it could be Forever around me. Panthera had sent us some clean clothes, plain and dark, in the Ferike style, but eminently flattering and stylish.
In spite of the directions we’d been given, it still took Kruin and myself several tries to find the breakfast room. By the time we found it, the rest of the family were already seated. There were over a dozen of them, and that wasn’t counting the harlings. The room was airy and light, carpeted in a pale colour with matching drapes. The table was of highly polished black wood with all the Jaels sitting around it, poised in the act of politely inviting us to join them. Spaces had been left on either side of Panthera. We sat down. Panthera forked slivers of ham onto my plate. He looked very serious, his hair still pinned up, revealing the longest neck I’d ever seen.
‘You smell wonderful,’ I said.
He smiled without looking up. ‘It’s only the food,’ he answered.
‘No, it’s not. Don’t you think I’d recognise the perfume of your soul if I smelled it?’
He looked at me then, right at me, light off the cutlery high-lighting his skin. His eyes were luminous. He was thinking. I felt the breath catch in my throat. I smiled and he smiled back at me. It was our first shared moment.
When we were all half-way through our meal, Lahela made a splendid entrance. He was dressed only in a bathrobe, his hair knotted untidily on top of his head, though most of it was dangling down his back. The art of stylish scruffiness. He looked marvellous. Ferminfex lit up when Lahela walked in the room and I don’t blame him. Lahela yawned and slumped down in a chair at the opposite end of the table to Ferminfex. A servant skidded to his side and offered to heap his plate with food. Lahela groaned. ‘Coffee please!’ he said, ‘And a lightly grilled piece of toast.’ Like Ferminfex, he thanked us for bringing Panthera home, except his gratitude was delivered in a far warmer manner. He drank his coffee without using the delicate handle of his cup, and smoked three cigarettes. I could see the other Jaels exchanging long-suffering glances. Lahela seemed oblivious, but because of what Panthera had told me, I knew that this was a staged ritual of Jael irritation that Lahela must perform fairly regularly. ‘Has ‘Fex has his little talk with you yet?’ Lahela asked me.
‘No, he hasn’t!’ Ferminfex answered stonily before I could speak.
Lahela smiled. ‘Don’t look like that, Cal. He won’t bite you, will you my dear?’
Ferminfex rolled his eyes, shaking his head, smiling.
Reliving the Past
After the meal, Ferminfex took me to his study. ‘I would have left this until later, but as Lahela mentioned it, I thought we might as well get it over with.’
‘That sounds ominous,’ I said lightly.
He didn’t answer that. ‘Please, sit down,’ he said.
It was a pleasant, dark and cosy room. A fire roared in the grate and there was a heady smell of pine. The desk was enormous. We faced each other across it.
‘I want to come straight to the point,’ Ferminfex said, and then watched me carefully for a second or two. ‘We knew, were informed, of your coming here.’ He offered me a cigarette, which I took automatically.
My body had gone numb with the familiar cold. The room was closing in. I wanted to get out. I couldn’t breathe. Panic. They’d been here before me, then. Nowhere was safe. Everyhar was in on it. ‘Gelaming,’ I said. ‘They contacted you.’
Ferminfex frowned. ‘I don’t know. The individual who made contact did not specify their tribe.’
‘It’ll be them! What did they say to you?’
Ferminfex sat down and gestured I should do likewise. ‘Now listen, Cal,’ he said. ‘I can imagine what you’re thinking. When I was told you’d be coming to us, and why, I was simply concerned about Panthera. You can’t imagine what a relief it was to discover that he was still alive and coming back to us. But somehar is concerned for you too, whether Gelaming or not.’
Don’t I know it! ‘No,’ I said eventually. ‘No, look I’m sorry, Castlethane. I don’t want to involve you or your family in - whatever. I’m sorry they’ve… contacted you. I...’
‘Shut up,’ Ferminfex interrupted mildly. ‘There is nothing to apologise for. All that happened was that I was requested - enjoined perhaps - to offer my assistance to you if I thought it was needed. Is that so sinister?’
I laughed coldly. ‘You don’t know how much.’
‘I didn’t have to tell you this, Cal. You do see that, don’t you?’
I nodded, carefully.
He smiled. ‘Good. Now that’s understood, perhaps we can go on. I am supposed to talk to you, impartially, but I don’t like deception. I thought it only fair to tell you the score. If you don’t want my help, then fine, we’ll leave it at that. Panthera is concerned about you, though. He spoke a little last night about what has happened.’
‘Did he?’ Fine to reveal my secrets then, if not his own.
‘Yes, he did, and with the best possible motive. Now, I don’t know what you’re mixed up in with the Gleaming, and I don’t particularly care. Whatever it is can’t offend me. We all owe you a lot, Cal. I want to help you. What do you say?’
‘You’ve been honest with me?’ I asked.
‘I have. I cannot ask you to trust me, because I can see you don’t trust hara easily, but I’m sure you’d be able to tell if I was deceiving you.’
‘You flatter me,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure of my own senses any more. I don’t understand what this is about. They just want you to talk to me? Why? Is there some information I have that they don’t.’
Ferminfex raised his hands. ‘I’ve no idea.’
‘Tell me exactly what was said to you. Then I’ll consider talking.’
‘Very well. Because we trade with the Gelaming on a regular basis, we have access to experimental Almagabran technology that few hara in Jaddayoth could aspire to, or even believe exists. We possess a psycaller, which is a device that enables our agents in Immanion to contact us quickly about clients, and so on. A couple of days ago, I received a message to tell me Panthera was on his way back, and that a har named Calanthe was responsible for his rescue. All I was told was that you might need my help. Naturally, I would be more than happy to help you, regardless of instructions from anyhar else. You saved Thea, after all. But the unknown messenger said that you had suffered and been damaged. I was told I should encourage you to talk, to remember. Obviously, I was curious as to whom I was speaking, and why they didn’t simply talk to you themselves, but the connection was severed before I could ask more. A mystery. Lahela and I have been most intrigued about it. The most strange thing was…’
‘Remember,’ I said, cutting Ferminfex off short. ‘They said I must remember. Remember…. what?’
Ferminfex shrugged. ‘Perhaps we should just talk and see.’
I sighed deeply. ‘To be honest, I really don’t know how, or where, to begin.’
Ferminfex nodded in understanding, chewing his cheek thoughtfully. He took a long draw off his cigarette and spoke through a plume of smoke. ‘You could try starting with why the Gelaming have such an interest in you.’
‘I could, yes. I’m not sure if I want to.’
‘Hmm, of course, it’s not really my business, but I feel you gain nothing from bottling all this up. How can it possibly affect me, or even you, if you let it all out?’
‘I don’t know. I’ve always felt it should be something I keep to myself. If I tell you, you’re implicated, Ferminfex. Remember, you don’t know what it is yet.’
‘If you’re afraid you may cause suffering by telling me, forget it. The Jaels have a very secure standing, excellent positions in the esteem of both Almagabra and Maudrah. That is unassailable. If even half of what I’m guessing about you is true, do you really think you’d have been allowed to come here if they didn’t want me to know?’
‘What are you guessing about me?’
Ferminfex leaned forward across his desk, resting his chin on his crossed hands. ‘Cal, I live in Jaddayoth. Most of the tribes here were formed by hara fleeing east, much as the humans did years ago. The majority of those hara have something to hide. It’s why they came here.’
‘Do you?’ I couldn’t help interrupting.
‘Let’s just say I like the solitude and the landscape,’ he replied, apparently unoffended. ‘Anyway, if you are here, and the Gelaming have an interest in you, to the extent of advising me of your arrival, the implication is that they cannot speak to you themselves. But they could do, easily. They could simply have come here on their sedim.’
‘Their what?’
‘They have creatures that look like horses…’
‘Oh, the horses,’ I said, interrupting again. ‘I know about them. They have a name. Fine. Carry on…’
‘You must be valuable to the Gelaming, so valuable they are treating you very delicately. They want something from you.’
‘Yes. That is my thought also.’
‘Therefore, it hardly seems dangerous to help you. So please don’t worry about that.’
I hesitated for a moment. ‘Hmm, you argument seems sound,’ I said, although I was still reluctant to open up to him.
‘Well?’
I rubbed my hands through my hair. I’d told nohar about this for… well, for a very long time. ‘Well. OK. It’s not the Gelaming exactly who have the interest in me.’
Ferminfex gestured with both hands for me to continue.
‘It is their Tigron,’ I said. The relief of saying that made me dizzy.
‘Ah, Pellaz-har-Aralis,’ Ferminfex said softly, gazing beyond me. It was strange to hear that name quoted with such respect.
‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘it is he.’ I wished I didn’t have to go on. It was like ripping out my own heart, to put it on the desk before us, and watch it bleed. Why, after all this time? Why should it still hurt? Am I just crazy? Is that it? I’d always sort of known that one day I’d have to tell somehar, but it was still hard.
‘So,’ Ferminfex prompted, ‘and what interest does the Tigron have in you?’
‘It’s hard to explain.’
‘Is it? Then try.’
I took a deep breath. I closed my eyes. ‘A long time ago, long before Pellaz became Tigron, he and I travelled together. We were... close. Of course, it had been mapped out for him from the moment of his inception what he was to become, but we didn’t know, you see. We were aware of the fact that Thiede had his eye on Pell, and for that reason, Pell tried to progress in caste as quickly as possible. Looking back, I can see we were so stupid—blind. I think that, to Thiede, I started off being an admirable bodyguard, somehar who could teach Pell how to survive, but eventually, I became rather an inconvenience. There was no place for me in Pell’s grand future, as far as Thiede was concerned. He hadn’t counted on our feelings for each other. It was because of my heritage, you see, which I’m sorry to admit is Uigenna.’
Ferminfex sucked in his breath at that. ‘Ah, I do see! Now there’s something Phaonica would rather keep quiet. I’d bet! The Tigron was once chesna with a har of the Uigenna; hardly a savoury background. How embarrassing!’ He laughed out loud.
‘I’m glad you understand,’ I said dryly.
Ferminfex waved his hand at me. ‘Sorry, it’s just that the Gelaming are such a pompous lot, so sanctimonious. I find your relationship with the Tigron is simply poetic justice, which they well deserve. The Gelaming would do well to remember their own origins at times.’
‘I agree.’
Looking back, it becomes obvious that Thiede had planned to get rid of me from the start. He bided his time and then: smack, it came. I couldn’t look at Ferminfex’s face as I told him about it. Oh no, I didn’t want to watch any pain mirrored there. I stared out of the window, speaking to the sky. I still feel that Thiede’s plans were far too ornate and fanciful. Why kill Pell at all? Was it just to fool me, having him murdered under my nose? Did Thiede think I’d just forget about him then? Probably. Uigenna are not famed for the depth of their passions. It was only later that Thiede understood the extent of my grief, the madness that it inflicted on me. I’m still not sure if I’ve recovered my sanity. For years, I believed Pell to be dead. I’d burned his body myself. I knew I had to try and forget, but deep inside, something must have told me. I don’t know. It was as if I knew, because whatever I did, whoever I was with, I couldn’t stop thinking about that hare-brained, idiot, lovely child; my Pellaz. It was totally uncharacteristic of me, and still is. As far as Thiede was concerned, as soon as he’d grabbed Pell from my clutches, I was simply past history. But there was something he hadn’t accounted for; Pell had a heart and a mind of his own. True, he was still Thiede’s creature, through and through, but as long as I lived, Pell would look for me, and if I was dead, Thiede was afraid Pell might still look for me. Dangerous. An unhinged and bizarre state of mind. A messy wound that Thiede just could not suture. What a dilemma. Eventually, I meandered my way back to Galhea; not intentionally. Terzian’s hara took me in and when Terzian’s son Swift went in search of the Gelaming looking for his father, I went with him. Oh, I was petrified of meeting them, sure enough, but at the same time... An exciting, but terrifying, thrill. I wanted it. Why?
When I reached the Gelaming, I still knew nothing about what Pell had become; nothing. I went to them unarmed, in every sense. Perhaps that was a big mistake, perhaps it wasn’t. It was certainly inevitable. Seel was there with them, utterly Gelaming by then. He ignored me.
I stopped speaking; clouds had covered the sun outside.
Ferminfex shifted in his seat, leaning forward. ‘Did they tell you then about the Tigron?’ he asked.
This story was delighting him. I put my head in my hands, the taste of Imbrilim in my throat, the memory of so many faces filled with contempt. I had dredged these thoughts up from a deep, dark dungeon of my mind. Difficult. It had taken years to suppress them. Now I felt dazed, swamped unsafe.
‘Tell me? I don’t... It’s...’ The room was electric around me, Ferminfex’s fire crackling, popping like a pyre. Outside, black birds were lamenting, voices echoing.
‘Please try, Cal.’ Now my host was blatantly eager. It was foul. When I looked up from the darkness, the day was bleached and stretched. ‘You must let it out, Cal. Relax. Come on, it can’t hurt you now.’
It can! It can!
I gulped air through a throat that was squeezing itself shut.
I was on the floor. I’d literally collapsed. Ferminfex squatted beside me. He put his hand on the back of my neck, hauled me into a sitting position, pushed my head between my knees. ‘Are you alright?’ Now his eyes were filled with concern rather than morbid hunger. Had they ever been otherwise? I don’t remember. I nodded weakly at him. He stood up to fetch me a glass of wine, which I had to hold with both hands.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said, clambering back onto the chair. ‘I don’t know what happened to...’
And then the glass fell from my fingers to shatter on the floor. My body arched, all the muscles flexed to agony. The sound of my mindless, almost divine, grief was the cry of a huge, tortured beast. The room was full of it, more noise than my frame would allow. Ferminfex’s face was white: he was clearly unsure of what to do. I hurt so much, every fibre of my being vibrating with a real yet imagined pain. After a while, like a spirit wind dying down, the feeling began to recede, back into me. I sobbed, sucking air into my lungs, wiping tears from my nose and finding that it was blood.
A subdued Ferminfex offered me a soft cloth to wipe my face. I don’t think he knew what to say. We’d touched on something forbidden. We both knew that, without even mentioning it. But it had to be faced; that was another shared certainty. I felt raw, opened up, ready to be examined. That was an accurate analogy, but we’d have to work fast before the wounds healed.
‘Can you continue now?’ Ferminfex asked me.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I want to.’
‘Can you remember everything?’
‘Not yet. But I will. I have to begin.’
‘Then take your time.’ He gave me another glass and sat down.
I remembered that day in Imbrilim so clearly. Strange that before now I hadn’t really been aware of forgetting it. Habit, must be. We’d just been waiting around, Swift and I, waiting for something to happen. Swift was quite ill with it all. Me, I felt as if there was one hell of a big stone hanging over my head by one fragile thread. It was vile. Why couldn’t they just get on with whatever they wanted to do with us?
One day, when Swift was out of the way, they sent a guard to take me to Arahal. One of Thiede’s top dogs is Arahal. Then they made me wait in his pavilion; more agony. When he came in, he was very brusque with me. I remember saying, ‘OK, do your worst,’ having no idea just how bad that could be. He handed me a small picture. It was of a splendid har, obviously Gelaming, robed in feathers, crowned in feathers and silver filigree.
‘Do you know this har?’ Arahal asked. ‘Do you remember him?’
I must have looked at him stupidly. ‘Why?’ I looked at the picture again.
‘Just answer. Do you?’ He took it off me, leaving my hand in the air, holding nothing.
‘Well, it looks a bit like somehar I knew once, yes, but he’s dead now. It looks like somehar called Pellaz.’
‘Yes, it is,’ Arahal said coldly. ‘I was afraid you’d say that.’
It was then that the cold dread started creeping in from the diaphanous walls of the pavilion, invading my flesh, penetrating deep. With it came a vivid recollection. A scream. A horse’s scream. Flying blood and bone. The rain. Cold. Cold. Cold. I thought I’d learned to control it. My heart was going mad. Panic. It hadn’t happened for a long time. With that memory came the feeling of death, my death. My brain exploding, my soul being sucked away. I was frozen; an imbecile.
‘Calanthe!’ Arahal said.
After a moment, I’d mustered enough self-control to look at him.
He smiled then and the smile was almost gentle. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to go to Immanion,’ he said.
‘Why?’ A husky little question.
‘Because Thiede is anxious to talk with you.’ He waved the picture at me. ‘You’ve caused no end of trouble in Pell’s name, haven’t you. Cal, that’s bad for us. Very bad. For the simple reason that the har you thought was dead lives on. He is Pellaz-har-Aralis, Tigron of Immanion.’
It was a shock. It was a great shock. What more can I say? All I could think of was everything that had happened since Pell’s supposed death. I had murdered a har because of it. It was so wrong. It was as if my brain cracked in half.
Another slice of the past removed from my heart. There was silence in Ferminfex’s room. He lit another cigarette. Outside, it had begun to rain; the day was dismal.
‘There’s more isn’t there?’ he asked.
‘Oh yes, there’s more. But I don’t think I’m supposed to remember it. I’ve got vague memories of many things, not least hearing the story about the Tigron somewhere else, in a different way, as if I’d never heard it before. Something about Seel…?’ I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. What’s happened? How come I can speak of it now?’
Ferminfex shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Have you really tried to tell somehar before?’
‘I think so. I can’t remember. This is scary, isn’t it?’
Ferminfex nodded. ‘I’m afraid I must agree with you.’
‘It’s not just my sick mind is it?’
He smiled. ‘No, it’s not just your sick mind. I’d like to flatter myself that I was the key needed to turn those locks in your head, but if I am then somehar else is turning it, not me. Are you ready to go on?’
I shivered. ‘I’m afraid. I don’t feel safe.’
‘We have all day, no need to rush. Come with me.’
He took my arm and helped me to rise. My legs were like jelly. Why did I feel like this? What happened had been years ago. I’m not a weak person. Memories, however harrowing, should not affect me like this. I thought I’d got over all that in Galhea.
There was a couch at the other end of the room, next to the fire. Ferminfex told me to lie down on it. He wrapped me in the woollen, fringed blanket draped over the cushions. My fingers were freezing. He took my hand. ‘Let’s make this a little easier,’ he said. ‘Relax, Cal. Let me take you back.’
Simple hypnosis. His voice washed over me and talked me back. It was easier that way. Living the past, I could not experience the pain of the present.
I found myself sitting in a small room. I’d been there for some time. The building was the administration office in a town some miles north of Immanion. I hadn’t slept for several nights. Neither had I eaten anything. They kept bringing me food, which I wouldn’t touch, and talked in whispers behind my back. I was sitting on the edge of a narrow bed with my eyes closed, thinking of nothing. Then somehar came and touched me on the shoulder. They said, ‘Calanthe, Lord Thiede wishes to see you now.’
They had to help me walk. My mind was a blank. If I tried to think at all, I was flooded with images of Pell’s blood. I could feel the sting on my cheek where a shard of flying bone had cut me. I could smell the hot, sweet perfume of fresh blood. I could see his head: ruined. I could smell burning. They led me into another room. The rooms were all the same there. Tasteful, functional, soothing. Elegant plants and comfortable furniture. A har sat behind a desk, his feet crossed at the ankles on the glossy surface. A har with flaming red hair and an unmistakable aura of immense power: Thiede.
‘Ah Cal,’ he said sociably. ‘Oh dear, you don’t look at all well. Come on, come in, sit down. Here.’ He clicked his fingers and somehar swooped in with the inevitable hot coffee. Thiede heaped sugar into my cup and pushed it into my hands. He shook his head. ‘My, what a state you’re in!’ He laughed.
I couldn’t speak.
Leaning across the desk, he took my face in his hand. I spilled coffee over my lap. ‘Now, you’re really going to have to pull yourself together, aren’t you, my dear. We’ve got to have a little chat and I can’t speak to a gibbering idiot, can I now?’ He put his fingers over my eyes and blasted me with white, searing strength that nearly knocked me backwards.
When my vision had cleared, all feeling had come back to me. One of those feelings was rage. I remember swearing at him, which he listened to indulgently. When my invective had run out, he said, ‘Finished? Good. Now listen to me, Calanthe, you really are proving to be rather a thorn in my side.’
‘Good!’ I said. ‘I hope the pain kills you.’
He laughed. ‘Oh, no chance of that! Very sorry.’
‘Why did you do it?’ I asked. ‘Why? Just tell me that.’
‘Do what?’
I shook my head, unable to speak the words.
He sighed. ‘Oh Cal, it really is all a bit beyond you, I’m afraid. Just live out your little life and let hara like me deal with the important issues. Pell’s like you, you know. He won’t let go either.’
‘Of the past?’ I had visions of Pell flinging himself around, reliving his own death every day.
Thiede shook his head. ‘Oh, no, not exactly. He is everything I’d hoped he’d be. He rules for me, Cal, and one day, his authority shall be over the entire world. He was a good choice. No, what he won’t let go of is you. I’m afraid I’m finding it hard to see why, looking at you now, but I suppose you have been through a lot. Every creature in the world has an ideal partner, a soul mate. Only a few are lucky to find each other. You and Pellaz did, but then, that was unlucky because you had to be torn apart. It damaged you both more than I thought it would. You are nothing Cal. You don’t matter, but Pell can’t afford such scars.’
‘So, what are you going to do? Kill me?’
Thiede pulled a careful, disgusted face. ‘Oh, please! We are not barbarians. We are not Uigenna. No, there is a much more palatable solution. Of course, as you are now, you’re wholly unsuitable for Pellaz to be associated with. It would cause a terrible scandal. He holds a position higher than any other har in Wraeththudom. But he’s had to pay the price for that privilege. He’s had to learn to live without privacy, to be as spotless a creature as he can. He’s an example to our race, Cal. He has to be perfect. Do you understand this?’
Oh, I understood it all right. ‘So, what’s your solution, then?’ I asked bitterly, still thinking of death or banishment.
‘Well, in a perfect world, you would be taken to Immanion to undertake a course of ritual purification, so that, eventually, you would be fit to take your place at Pell’s side, and could be brought forth for this end as yet another example to hara of how even the most base creature can aspire to perfection.’
I made an explosive sound, which Thiede raised his hand to silence. ‘But,’ he continued, ‘this is not a perfect world—yet. Pellaz already has a consort, which I, admittedly, did rather bully him into taking. They are bonded in blood, which is insoluble. I’m afraid the liaison has not been a happy one, but there you are! Even I can make mistakes. So you see, whatever vows you and Pell made before cannot stand up against a bloodbonding. You cannot be his consort. There is no way around that, unless Caeru, the Tigrina, was to die. Unfortunately for you, he is young and healthy and, although not entirely popular with the Hegemony (which I regret is probably Pell’s doing), he is well-loved by the hara of Immanion. Although his relationship with Pell may be barren, Caeru has carved a niche for himself in Wraeththu’s heart. He does his job very well. Nohar outside of Phaonica would ever know they are not perfectly matched.’
I felt sick. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’ I asked.
‘Merely this. You must take a course of cleansing. There is a position in Immanion for you, Cal, in the royal household. I know I could use your talents, and what you and Pell decide to do between yourselves, behind closed doors, is nohar else’s business. Naturally, you’ll both have to be very careful. Can’t afford to let anyhar know what’s going on. I’m sure you understand that. It will help if I can find you a consort of your own. Arahal can employ you in his staff. You are untrained, so he won’t be able to offer you much at first. You’ll have to work your way up, but I’m sure you won’t find that difficult. Now, what do you say?’
What I said was, ‘How dare you! You think I can be brought to heel, trained like a dog, to wag my tail and fawn at your Tigron’s feet? You must be insane! You say that Pell still feels strongly about me? Well, let me tell you, Thiede, I may be the lowest of the low in your eyes, but there is no way, even now, that I’d ever be bonded in blood to anyhar else but Pell. I respect what we had before, even if he doesn’t. No, I’m not a toy, Thiede. Not like he is!’ At that moment, perhaps for the first time, I hated Pell.
‘Now just calm down!’ Thiede said, still grinning.
I wouldn’t. My anger got hotter and hotter. In the end, he had me taken away and locked in my room. ‘Obviously, we shall have to talk later,’ he said, and there wasn’t even a hint of irritation in. his voice. It was almost as if he was pleased with my reaction. As if it was a relief.
We did talk later. We talked many times. I was moved from place to place, probably (or so I thought) to prevent Pell finding out Thiede had me in confinement. Strange things happened to my sense of time. Sometimes I’d wake up from a winter night’s sleep and find that it was high summer outside my window. I began to lose time. This always happened after one of my intimate chats with Thiede. I tried to rationalise, thinking of it as an hallucination Thiede had created purposely to keep me disoriented. I was treated very well, given everything except my freedom. Gelaming are rarely physically cruel, of course. They have more subtle methods of torture. At the beginning, they even let me out to visit Terzian when he was dying. I was followed just to make sure I kept in line, but it was still a sweet touch. I suppose Thiede tried everything to get round me. I slept with a silver-haired har who never spoke, whose eyes were completely black, who loved me in a silent, distant way. I never even knew his name.
Thiede would sometimes come to see me three times a week, and then I wouldn’t hear from him for a couple of months. Every time we talked it got around to the same subject. My character was undesirable. I would have to change. I must publicly speak out against my own past and praise the way that Thiede had made me see the light. And no, there was no chance of my going free. I must recognise my duty to Wraeththu and to the Tigron in particular. Had I no sense of responsibility? In public, I would be allowed to be Pell’s colleague, albeit a low-ranking one. I would have to bow to him and call him Lord. In private, well, how could there ever be such a thing? I wouldn’t even let myself think about it, in case some small part of me said, ‘Yes, yes, this is what I want!’
No, no, it was against my nature; impossible!
Thiede enjoyed our wrangling. I know he did. Afterwards, my black-eyed companion would try to comfort me, ease the stress from the back of my neck. Maybe I did forget for a little while then. I could see no end to it. I’d wake up and it would seem like years had passed.
Eventually, I came to be confined within a tower. I’d had enough. I didn’t know how long I’d been locked up. One day, Thiede came to see me and he seemed different, just a little tense, watching me carefully. We drank iced wine on the high balcony and I said, ‘Just let me go, Thiede.’ I hadn’t said that for quite some time, knowing how fruitless it was to bother. I’d made up my mind to throw myself from the tower if things didn’t change soon. How long I’d have gone on promising myself that, I cannot guess.
Thiede tapped his fingers against his lips, looking down into his wine. ‘You really want to turn your back on Pell?’ he asked casually.
Hope leapt in my chest like a crazy bird. ‘Look, if you let me go, I’ll disappear, go away as far as you like,’ I babbled. ‘Tell Pell I’m dead; anything! I won’t be an embarrassment to you, I promise. No har will ever know about Pell and me, I swear it! I’ll never breathe a word to anyhar. You have my word. Take my life if I break it.’
Thiede just threw up his hands. ‘Impossible, I’m afraid. Pell won’t ever stop wanting you, looking for you. I have... er ... spoken to him, Cal. He does know I’m in contact with you. Naturally, he is distressed by some of the things you’ve done. The incident in Saltrock springs to mind. But it is beyond me to dissuade him from caring about you. The problem is, I do understand it. Though he and Caeru may be bonded in blood, I am convinced that you and Pell are bonded in soul. I must stress that your only course of action is to do as I suggest; take the cleansing. Come to Immanion.’
‘And be there for Pell to play with whenever he feels the need to?’ I butted in angrily. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, Thiede? The answer is no. It will always be no. I couldn’t live that life. I need my freedom. I need my self-respect. More than I need Pell. Anyway, I know we could never be happy living like that. It would be nothing like we had before. I’d hate it and so would he, I’m sure. It’s better for us to suffer being apart than learning to loathe each other together. I’m right, Thiede, we’ve both changed. The Pell and Cal that loved each other are both dead. And even the memory of it must die. You can’t argue with me. You know I’m right.’
He was silent for a moment. ‘Hmm. Now listen, Cal, I don’t think you’ve quite grasped the extent of Pell’s power here,’ he said wearily. ‘His word is law. He is your Tigron too. If he wants you, then I’m afraid he’s going to have you. It’s against my wishes. I’ve done all I can to prevent it, but there’s nothing I can do to change his mind. I’ve tried! All I can do now is nudge events along in the most civilised manner.’
‘Thiede, it’s disgusting and you know it!’
‘Oh, I agree, entirely. But Pell has more important things to worry about than this. Please realise how small you are in comparison and make things easier by doing what I suggest.’
‘Sacrifice my life for the good of Wraeththu? Forget it! Let me go, Thiede.’
‘You will merely delay the inevitable by that.’
‘I can go far away. I’ve told you.’
‘Nowhere will be far enough.’
‘I’ll hide!’
‘You can try—certainly.’ He smiled at me. ‘You’re a problem, Cal. A bull-headed wild child, if ever there was one. No wonder he loves you. Please think about what I’ve said though.’
‘Oh, I do. Every time you say it!’
‘I admire you. I really do.’
‘Yet you want to change me.’
He shook his head. ‘I can see your side too, you know. You have my sympathy.’
‘Oh, sure I do. Look what a help it’s been.’
He shrugged, stood up.
I remained seated, staring at my hands.
Thiede took a deep breath, stared out over the countryside. ‘You have a good view here, don’t you.’
I didn’t answer. I felt him staring at me.
‘It’s your choice,’ he said, in a silky voice.
‘I’ve had enough, Thiede.’
‘Yes. I know.’ And then he left me.
I sat there for a while, finished my drink and then went inside. Everywhere felt strange, deserted. I couldn’t find my companion anywhere. I ran down the winding steps to the door that was always locked from outside. The hall looked different that day. No wonder. I’d always seen it in gloom, now it was full of sunlight. The great door was wide open. The tower was empty.
Outside, a white horse lazily cropped grass, loaded with supplies. I sat down on the front step and stared at the outside world for several hours. I did a lot of thinking. Pell is my life, but I also knew that what I loved most about him was his innocence, his freedom, his simplicity. I couldn’t believe that had survived along with his soul. It was impossible. He was Tigron. It took some time, and even some guts, but in the end I just walked out of that tower and never looked back. I mounted the horse that Thiede had left for me and galloped it towards the north. Funny how the hara you most hate can surprise you with sensitive gestures occasionally. Oh, Thiede understood me, all right. I kept heading north. There was money in the saddlebags; plenty of it to start with. In a week, I was in Thaine, shying at shadows, numbing my sleep with alcohol. I’d been in confinement for many years. Now I was free. Nohar had won. There was no victory.
That was when Ferminfex brought me back. I was shaking as if terribly cold, yet my skin was hot. I drank wine and took the cigarette he offered me. ‘What can I do?’ I asked.
Ferminfex kneeled down beside me. ‘I want you to rest now,’ he said. ‘Panthera tells me you’ve been keeping a sort of diary of what’s happened since Fallsend. I’d like to read it while you’re resting. Tell me where it is.’
I hesitated, but then, hadn’t he witnessed my soul already? I told him where it was, and he left me alone, hurrying to fetch it. I lay there feeling like I’d come around after an incredibly serious operation, which could have killed me, but hadn’t.
Pages turning. I lay on the couch, watching Ferminfex reading my notes. I could almost tell which parts he was reading by the exclamations he made. A guilty thought stole through me. All of Panthera’s secrets were in there too. ‘Ferminfex,’ I said, worried, ‘about your son. He... well, I wouldn’t like him to know I’ve showed you that.’
‘Don’t think I haven’t realised some of what Thea’s been through, Cal,’ he replied. ‘I’m not stupid. This manuscript might be painful for both of us, but I do want to read it, as much to learn Panthera’s troubles as help you.’
‘That’s sneaky, Ferminfex!’
‘Don’t worry. Panthera will never know I’ve seen this, I promise you.’ He looked up. ‘I hope that one day he will want to tell me himself what happened. If he does, I’ll tell him how I feel about it, that I’m just glad he got out of there alive. Nothing else matters. I don’t think he realises that.’
‘He’s a proud creature,’ I said.
‘Yes, that’s Lahela’s blood for you,’ Ferminfex commented bleakly, although I thought that Ferike austerity was more to blame than Kalamah vanity.
No matter what Ferminfex said, I could tell that it still shocked him deeply to learn of his son’s humiliations in Piristil. At one point, he looked up at me and said, ‘I know the taking of life is the worst of crimes, and I wish Panthera hadn’t shot Jafit, but for simply one reason: I’d like to have done it myself!’ He rubbed his eyes with his hands. ‘Lahela must never see this,’ he said.
At the end of it, he put his head in his hands.
It was late afternoon. We sat together in silence, me on the sofa, he behind his desk. A knock came on the door. Lahela had sent one of the househara with a tray of food. I was hungry, and went to sit at the desk once more. Ferminfex stared at me for a moment and then tapped the sheaf of papers with his fingers, smiling wryly. ‘I must say your feelings for Panthera cause me some concern!’
I squirmed in mortification. ‘Oh, I wasn’t myself when I wrote that,’ I replied lightly.
‘Now don’t take that the wrong way! I don’t think your blood is tainted. Let’s face it, any one of us who was incepted to Wraeththu rather than born to it has shady areas in our past histories. It was just the time for it. You don’t strike me as evil, Cal, far from it. Tormented, maybe. What I should have said was: does Panthera return your feelings? I don’t want him to be hurt more than he already has been.’
‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘Panthera has no idea I was lusting after him on the journey south. Anyway, I’m sure you’ll agree, he’s in no condition to return anyhar’s feelings at present.’
‘Yes, he needs time, that’s true. But anyway, we’re here to talk about your situation, not Thea’s. Let’s just analyse what we know. Since leaving Thiede’s tower, you have been plagued by dreams, which lately have culminated in two very frightening experiences. You have been aware of being followed, perhaps by this shadow figure from your past.’
‘I don’t understand where Zack fits into all this,’ I said.
‘No, neither do I. Perhaps it is to make you all the more keen to recant your past, I don’t know. I think the main question you’ve got to ask yourself is, who is behind all this? And what is its purpose?’
‘Well, that’s obvious, isn’t it? Pell and Thiede. The purpose - to drag me to Immanion, make life unbearable for me anywhere else.’
Ferminfex shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that if I were you. There is something you aren’t aware of yet. The message that came over our psycaller was very carefully guarded; no visuals whatsoever. But there’s once thing I haven’t yet told you, because you interrupted me as I was trying to tell you. Whoever contacted me wasn’t Wraeththu.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Just this. I think it was a human female, but a terribly advanced human.’
‘Then it’s obvious!’ I cried, leaning forward, eager to explain. ‘Maybe I’m not being paranoid about feeling everyone I meet is in on this. The woman must have been Cora. She was the link in the chain before you. I’m being manipulated, nudged in the direction of Immanion.’
Ferminfex shook his head. ‘Oh think, Cal! It couldn’t have been Cora. From what you’ve told me, it’s obvious she, or even the girl who lives with her, isn’t that far advanced. I’m talking about an incredibly powerful human mind. No, you’re wrong about the Gimrah. They have no part in this.’
‘Then who has?’
He shrugged helplessly. ‘I can’t tell you that. What we’ve got to remember is that there are powers in this universe stronger than Wraeththu, stronger even than Thiede. Cal, there is more to this than meets the eye. You’ve got to learn the real reason why it’s so important for you and Pell to be reunited. I don’t think Thiede revealed more than he had to. I’m only acting on hunches, but...’
‘If I don’t black out and lose all this information again!’
‘That won’t happen.’
‘Don’t be so sure. It’s happened before, in Galhea. My mind blotted out crimes I’d committed, Pell’s death, everything. It took a blast of power to clear the blocks. Seems I did the same over my imprisonment. I can’t trust myself. My machinery is faulty, somewhere.’
Ferminfex didn’t agree. ‘Have you ever thought that is precisely what you’re supposed to think? It’s obvious why you couldn’t tell hara. You were prevented from doing so. Hypno-suggestion, mind coercion, any number of ways.’
‘Then why could I tell you?’
‘If Thiede put the block on you, but somehar or something else is behind all this, nudging you to Jael, then maybe the time was right for... I don’t know! It’s beyond me!’
‘What is all the secrecy for then? Why can’t I be told? Surely it’s just wasting time.’
‘Mmm.’ Ferminfex leaned back in his chair and screwed up his eyes in thought. ‘You’re on a journey,’ he said. ‘Self discovery? Maybe. Or something more? I agree that you are being driven in certain directions.’ He sat up. ‘The message you had, what was it again?’
‘Beneath the mountains of Jaddayoth. Is that referring to caves or a grave do you think?’
‘Neither. I believe it’s referring to Eulalee, an underground kingdom, home of the tribe of Sahale. Clearly, you’ve got to go there.’
‘And if I don’t?’
Ferminfex made an exasperated noise. ‘Look, how can you fight when you don’t even know who the enemy is? Don’t be ridiculous. Go along with this for a while with your ears and eyes open. The huyana in Jasminia spoke of preparing you for something. He spoke of messages. You’ve got to face it, don’t you see? And look at things another way too. How about Pell? He must know that a relationship with you is impossible at the moment, except under the most excruciating terms. What Thiede says he’s
demanding is like the demands of a child, and Pellaz-har-Aralis is far from a child, I can tell you! Perhaps Pellaz is being manipulated too. Think about it.’
I let myself slump over the table, sighing. ‘I don’t want this. I don’t want any of this!’
‘Of course you don’t,’ Ferminfex soothed. ‘You want to make a life in Ferike with my son, don’t you? Shall I give my permission for that? Will you do it if I ask you to?’
We stared at each other. I shook my head and smiled.
‘Wait until the spring,’ Ferminfex continued. ‘You have plenty of time. We’ll talk about this again.’
So, it was settled. Come the thaw I would ride into Elhmen, the only known route to Eulalee. I didn’t know what I would find there. Coming out of Ferminfex’s study that day, I felt ravished, but renewed. The boil had been lanced at last. That night, I dreamed of Pell, but he was far away.
What He Learned from the Water
Life in Jael is conducted at a leisurely, sedate pace. Every morning, the family gathers together for breakfast, and in the evening, for dinner. There are two separate rooms for this. Panthera now has two brothers, one hosted by Lahela, one by Ferminfex. There are also uncles and cousins, and cousins’ cousins. Everyhar carries the refined, attenuated features of the family Jael. Only Panthera, his hostling and his brothers have more of a sensual, languid Kalamah caste to them. Lahela told me he suspects Panthera and I have some kind of relationship (Lahela’s italics!). Tactfully put, I suppose. Lahela still knows nothing about what happened to his son in Piristil. Because of this, I don’t let on either way if his suspicions are true or not.
The sun always seems to shine in Ferike. Every morning, we wake to another frosting of snow upon the trees and in the yard, but all day the sun reflects with hard, crystal brilliance off the land.
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