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In the early times, two events specifically shook the world of Wraeththu from its innermost core to its outermost etheric body. The first was when Pellaz-har-Aralis, who eventually became Tigron of Immanion, died and was reborn into new flesh. Only the most insensitive hara remained unaffected by that, and even they were no doubt plagued for several days afterward, by strange dreams and unaccountable bad tempers.
The second event was, in some ways, more dramatic and devastating than the first and this was when Calanthe, erstwhile chesnari of Pellaz, stalked like a dark angel into Immanion and faced Thiede, progenitor of all Wraeththu, in his inner sanctum.
Some say they fought for possession of Pellaz, others that they warred for power, and yet more claimed that it was a symbolic preordained ritual, in which Thiede transcended the boundaries of earthly existence and fulfilled his ultimate potential. Around the world, different tribes cling to different versions of the myth and you can be sure their particular preferences flavour greatly the context of their spiritual beliefs.
What is known for certain is that Calanthe went to Immanion, the city of the Gelaming, and claimed what he believed was his. Pellaz was left without Thiede, his mentor and creator. With Thiede gone, who knew what would happen? At that time, Wraeththu knew so little about themselves and Thiede had left them without sharing any of the knowledge he had. Had Cal liberated Wraeththu from a harsh dictator, or left them vulnerable and ignorant with no greater power to protect them? Only time would tell.
For most hara, when the phoenix of Wraeththu was newly-hatched from an egg of flame and still in danger of falling from the nest, the only way to receive information from halfway across the world was through the subtle ethers, and much of what is channelled from this puzzling realm is subject to personal interpretation, error and bias.
Immanion lies in the heart of Almagabra, a warm country whose landscape seethes with ancient spirits and capricious gods. An implacable ocean lies between this land and Megalithica to the west. News, as it was carried across the waves, was often changed or forgotten completely. Sometimes, when a snippet of information reached some cold forgotten corner in the north of Megalithica, it was nothing more than a worn out thread, a ghost of a whisper or a lie. When information such as this became intertwined with a har’s psychic vision, you could almost guarantee the conclusion he reached about what really happened bore no resemblance whatsoever to the truth. In such ways were new myths made, expanded upon and believed. Pellaz and Calanthe became a legend, to be feared or adored according to your beliefs and where you lived.
Many hara had good reason to fear the Gelaming, the tribe who believed themselves to be the greatest of all. For, in Gelaming eyes, if you did not ascribe to their beliefs, you were an enemy of all Wraeththukind. Sometimes, the Gelaming were right in this assumption, but sometimes not. If your history was suspect, it was best to hide it and flee to a far location, like the City of Ghosts in Northern Megalithica. Best to forget the name of your previous tribe and pray that nohar came looking for you. Better still: keep your secrets to yourself.
In the early mornings, just after dawn, when the sky was salmon pink and mists curled across the water, and birds flew like the last of dark dreams escaping the shattered towers of the old human city, Moon Jaguar would walk to the edge of the world and stare out to the place where the phantoms lived.
The creatures that lived within the Sea of Ghosts would often come to land and wrap themselves around the broken towers on the shore. The mist beings could make parts of the world disappear and reappear, and they moved quickly. It was best to pay them respect.
Seven Wraeththu clans lived in the ruins of the city, and at one time they had been Uigenna, though prudence had forced them to change their name and their customs, following the Gelaming invasion of Megalithica. Now, they had no tribal name, and in time, no doubt, the clans themselves would become separate tribes, but for now they existed in tenuous alliance.
Moon’s father, Snake Jaguar, had come from a land far to the south, but he would never speak of it, no matter how much Moon begged or pleaded for old stories that all harlings loved. Snake was the shaman of the Jaguar clan and held in great esteem by their ruler, Great Jaguar Paw. Moon lived with his father, and his father’s protector, Raven Jaguar, in the House of Relics, situated very close to the shore of the Sea of Ghosts. Humans had filled the Reliquary with artefacts that recorded moments of their history, but most of the artefacts had been destroyed during the conflict that had brought the city to her knees some thirty or so years before.
Moon liked the Reliquary: its cavernous dark rooms, its shattered display cases, the bones spilling amid the glass shards. His own room, high in the building, had probably once been an office, although over time he had adorned it with various items he’d filched from the lower galleries. His father lived in the far side of the building, and Raven lived in a store room nearby, his senses forever on high alert in case Snake should need him. Moon presumed Raven had got to know Snake long before the fragmented Uigenna tribe had had to flee to the north, pursued by Gelaming patrols that were intent on rehabilitating any hara whose beliefs did not emulate their own. Raven lived in ascetic simplicity, in what was hardly more than a broom closet. It was obvious something very bad had happened to him in the past and that it had affected his mind. Now, Raven’s dedication to Snake was his entire reason for being. They were not chesna, nor did they ever take aruna together, which in Wraeththu terms was most unusual, if not freakish. They shared secrets and pain, and this, more than physical or emotional expressions of affection, bound them close. Snake too was damaged. Even though Moon lived far from his father, sometimes at night he could hear him limping around his room, never weeping, never sighing – just pacing slowly.
Moon was seven years old, nearly adult, and by then he had realised that other harlings of the clan avoided him, because his father was strange. Even Great Jaguar Paw feared Snake, because his temperament was inclined to prophesy doom rather than joy. The privacy-loving Jaguar clan skulked around the shore of the Sea of Ghosts and interacted with other clans only for trade. Snake, so the other clans said, made sure the rest of the Jaguars were as grim as he was.
A week or so after his seventh birthday, which he’d celebrated alone, Moon went as usual to the shore. Looking back at the Reliquary, Moon realised for the first time that his father, Raven and himself, although occupying in some regard the same space, lived in isolation from each other. There were not even ghosts for company. Since Snake’s chesnari had died, not long after Moon’s birth, the idea of family had shattered in the same way the relics had. Moon did not feel lonely – he never did – but today he felt different: an echo of some early childhood warning travelled across the great sea.
The dawn was pink and grey, stealing through brooding cloud and there was a metallic taint to the air. A ship sailed through the mist towards the docks, some distance to the east. Somehar in the rigging blew a mournful salute upon a windhorn. Birds looped drunkenly around the black mast. Moon squatted on the cracked concrete walkway above the water and stared at the ship, with his hands funnelled around his eyes. He thought about strolling over to the docks to see who or what might have arrived, but then the vague aches that had plagued his belly for some weeks intensified into a cramping pain and he had to lean forward to vomit into the water.
Moon, like all hara, was rarely ill, so this particular seizure, which could not be ignored, filled him with panic. In some places the land was poisoned, and those poisons were strong enough even to kill a har. Moon rarely left his immediate environment, so couldn’t imagine how he could have come into contact with such danger, but now, when he stared out over the water, his whole vision was tinged with red and he had a pain in the back of his neck. He was afraid that, if he moved too quickly, some part of himself might fall out of his body. He was poisoned and he was too far away from the Reliquary to call for help.
Moon curled up into a ball on the ground and lay that way for a long time. By the time the sun had hauled itself out of the mist, he realised he had slept and now felt better. But when he got to his feet, he had to hold his stomach with both hands, because it felt loose and unsafe. His skin was crawling as if ants were marching all over it. Slowly, and with great care, he made his way to his father’s domain, because despite the fact they rarely spent time together, Snake was the one har Moon trusted in the world.
Raven had already been to Snake’s room to deliver breakfast, which the shaman was now eating in a slow and dignified manner. Snake Jaguar’s named derived mainly from the appearance of his eyes. One was very dark, almost black, while the other, on his damaged side, was bright gold. This was his snake eye, his seeing eye, and with it he could see into any har’s soul, so he was required to keep it covered, out of politeness, for most of the time. His face was very beautiful, unmarked, and so was the right side of his body, but the left side was maimed. A chemical fire, so strong that not even a harish frame could recover from its cruel breath, had ruined him, created his golden eye, and had consumed entirely the har named Silken whom Snake had loved and who had been Moon’s hostling. It had been an accident: no rogue hara or humans had done it. Evil had come out of the ground, evil that had waited so long for release, it had became impatient with anticipating human or harish detonation. It had erupted from the ground on its own, to burn out in a moment of glory, which had unfortunately incinerated seven hara of the clans and injured a further three. Two of those had later died, but Snake had survived. To a normal har, to be less than perfect was anathema. Snake, however, appeared barely to care about such things. He lived, for the most part, inside his own head.
Now, Moon went to his father and knelt before him. He said, ‘Tiahaar, am I to die?’
Snake raised his head. Ropes of black hair hung over his face, down to the floor, and from between these ophidian coils the golden eye glowed, while the black eye contemplated the darkest reaches of the universe. ‘What is this?’ Snake asked.
Moon explained, as best he could.
Snake continued to eat his breakfast, listening intently. Then, when his son finished speaking, he said, ‘Moon, you are becoming adult, that is all. Go to Raven. He will instruct you in these matters.’ His expression was distant. He did not look Moon in the eye.
Moon had expected something more dramatic than this. ‘A ship came,’ he said. ‘A black ship.’
‘Unneah from the south,’ Snake said. ‘They bring little of value, but later you might go over to the docks and barter for tobacco for me.’
‘How far south?’
‘Not far enough,’ Snake said. He reached for his staff and began to struggle to his feet. Moon jumped up to help him.
‘Will we ever go home?’ he asked.
‘I doubt it,’ Snake said, for a moment allowing himself to lean upon the shoulder of his son. ‘Why do you ask now?’
‘I don’t know. I wonder what it was like.’
‘Go to Raven now,’ Snake said, pulling away. ‘Tell him that I have sent you.’
Moon rarely communicated with Raven, even though Raven was supposed to have raised him after his hostling’s death. Raven was always so taciturn and preoccupied with his dedication to guarding Snake that Moon had raised himself without realising he had done so. Why Snake should send him to Raven now, Moon was unsure. He doubted that Raven could teach him anything, because he was as wrapped up in his private world as Snake was.
Raven’s eyes were discomfortingly entirely black, so you could never be sure what he was thinking, if indeed he thought at all. His skin was very dark, like that of a panther and his face looked like the sculpture of a mythical king. He, more than any other har of the clan, was most like the big cat from which they’d taken their name. He could sit motionless for hours, staring at a single thing. Then he could strike, and take a bird from the air so quickly, nohar could really see it. Moon didn’t like him very much, although he wasn’t consciously aware of that. He interacted with too few hara to understand the concepts of like and dislike.
Moon found Raven on the Reliquary grounds, tending their vegetable patch. He moved with precise gracefulness, in what to Moon that day seemed an annoying manner. His thick black braids, which hung to his thighs, were bound at his neck by a single braid, to keep them from dangling over his work.
‘Snake says you are to instruct me,’ Moon said.
Raven fixed his attention upon Moon and said, ‘In what regard?’
‘He says I am becoming adult and that I should come to you. He said to tell you he’d sent me.’
Raven stared at him in his usual impenetrable manner for some seconds, then snapped, ‘He said this?’
‘Yes. What must I learn?’
Raven turned away. He seemed troubled. ‘I am not a good teacher,’ he said. ‘There is too much I have forgotten.’
‘Perhaps we should go to the docks instead. A ship has come. Snake wants tobacco.’
Raven said nothing. He stood with his back to Moon for what seemed like an hour, but was probably less than a minute. Then he began carefully to put away his tools and tidy up his work area. Moon waited impatiently. He was thinking of the docks and the aroma of cooking sugar-dough from the food stalls that lined its perimeter. He had not yet eaten.
Raven had finished his work. ‘Come,’ he said, and beckoned for Moon to follow him.
‘I’m hungry,’ Moon said, trailing behind.
They went into the small orchard, near to the run where the hens scampered about. When they saw Raven approaching, they all rushed to the netting, squawking and flattening their wings against the ground in devotion.
‘I felt ill,’ Moon said. ‘This morning I was sick.’ They were in a circle of trees and the air felt very different there, still and close.
‘It is feybraiha that you are going through,’ Raven said.
‘What’s that?’
‘The advent of sexual maturity. You will be able to create harlings of your own now.’
‘Why would I want to do that?’ Years ago, when Snake had been somewhat more communicative, he had taught his son about his own kind. He had told him about aruna and how it could be used for spiritual growth, for creating harlings or simply for pleasure. Moon hadn’t thought about it much since, mainly because it was not something that figured in their routine domestic life. Snake and Raven were not like normal hara in that respect. Now, feeling as if iced water was filling up his veins, Moon began to remember what he’d been told, that one day his body would be ready for aruna and when that time came he must see to its desires. He faced this har he did not even particularly like and asked, ‘What must I do?’
‘Nothing,’ said Raven. ‘You must be aware of what this will do to you. It will wake you up. You will never be able to sleep again.’
‘I don’t believe you,’ Moon said.
Raven almost smiled. ‘I’m trying to tell you about a new responsibility you will have. Your body will wake up, and you must look after its needs.’
‘What about your body?’
Raven didn’t answer. He simply began to take off his clothes, so that Moon could see the pale scars against his dark brown skin, scores of them, down his back and along his right flank. It looked like he’d been whipped or attacked by a savage beast, but other than that he was perfect. The scars, in some ways, only emphasised this perfection. ‘You are like one of the statues,’ Moon said, ‘the ones in the Reliquary.’
‘Get undressed,’ Raven said.
Moon had no preconceptions whatsoever, and did not feel shy about what must happen. He was nervous, because it might hurt, but other than that was quite content to do as he was asked. He lay down on the damp grass, which was still cold because the sun had not touched it. Overhead, the tree branches swayed and rustled and birds hopped from limb to limb. Moon could see clouds racing across the sky.
Raven lay down beside him and the warmth of skin against skin was pleasant. Raven stroked his back in a way Moon thought somehar had done to him before, presumably his hostling, many years ago. Sometimes, Raven’s breath drifted across Moon’s face and when it did so, he received impressions of vague fleeting pictures, as if they’d been painted in faint watercolours. Moon had a strong impulse to put his mouth against Raven’s own and really taste those images, but Raven carefully avoided such contact. Moon guessed he didn’t want to share what was inside him. The stroking and tantalising breath kindled desire in Moon’s body. He had never felt such a thing before and was startled by its power and the control it had over him. What was the purpose of it? Raven’s caresses became more invasive and Moon saw a picture in his mind of a great door. He knew that behind it was some kind of treasury and that the treasure would not be what he expected. He gasped and arched his body a little and Raven slid on top of him. He put one hand on Moon’s face and murmured, ‘Relax.’
‘I can’t.’ Moon kept his legs clamped close together, knowing he shouldn’t, but feeling that once he allowed Raven to do what had to be done, it would change everything forever. He wasn’t ready for that change. He hadn’t thought about it. This was all too quick. He couldn’t stop the tears. Should it be like this?
Raven put his mouth against Moon’s lips and gently exhaled. He gave to Moon images of Silken, images of Moon himself as a harling, laughing and playing in sunlight: the two of them together. He gave to Moon images that he must have come from Snake, long ago, of dusty red lands and soaring mountains. Moon saw his father as he’d once been: whole and vigorous. These images were not painful, nor did they make Moon sad. He felt a wistful longing for things he’d never had, but it was a sweet longing. He understood, for a brief moment, what living truly was, and how magical it was that hara could come together this way, mingling their beings, sharing all that is deep and passionate. He was sinking into an ocean of soft feathers, the most comfortable place in the world, where pain and sorrow could not exist. This was like entering the otherworld, walking the spirit paths in a place far better than cold reality. He curled his legs around Raven’s lean back and Raven pushed inside him.
‘This is so strange,’ Moon said.
‘Hush.’
‘But it is. It’s so weird that a piece of you is inside me. It’s such a strange thing to do. Whoever thought of it?’
‘Stop thinking,’ Raven said.
But Moon couldn’t stop. His body responded fully to physical sensation, but the more it did so, the more his mind raced. He was chattering to himself like a maniac, full of questions. What had made Snake cut himself off from other hara? What had happened to Raven to make him so dour? Where had they come from? Where was the red dusty land? Who had they left behind? He saw a shining web stretching across infinity, and it was studded with points of light. He knew that each of these points represented others who were connected to him and surely now, at this moment, they must be aware of him too. Who were these hara? Where were they?
Raven’s movements had become more urgent and deep, his breathing fast and ragged. It was like a storm hurtling across the Sea of Ghosts in a boil of dark cloud to break over the shore. The ground was shaking. The trees were shaking.
Moon opened his eyes, which had been shut tight and saw the branches overhead vibrating wildly. Leaves and twigs were raining down and the hens were screeching in terror. This wasn’t aruna: this was real. Moon cried out and tried to pull away from Raven, but the climax of aruna crashed over them and snatched Moon’s senses in its flow. Wave after wave of indescribably delicious sensation coursed through his body while around them the world shattered. They would be buried in the debris. They would be killed, and they were so helpless, imprisoned by animal instinct that didn’t care if everything around them was exploding. Moon screamed in ecstasy and terror. Clear thoughts came to him in the eye of the storm: aruna is selfish, it doesn’t give a damn what happens to us. It has a mind of its own.
A deafening crash came from the direction of the Reliquary, and everything went black. In the darkness, pinned beneath Raven’s heavy, panting body, Moon waited for the sky to fall in. Everything had ended. The dark had come.
Moon opened his eyes, fully expecting to find himself in some kind of spirit realm, but was surprised and relieved to find that he was still lying on the ground in the orchard, which was indeed covered in debris as if a terrible storm had hit it. Raven was nearby, pulling on his clothes.
‘What was that?’ Moon asked.
‘I don’t know,’ Raven said. ‘Earthquake, maybe.’
‘Did we do that?’
Raven smiled, something he did so rarely, but which made him look truly beautiful. ‘No, we didn’t,’ he said dryly, but not without humour. ‘Don’t worry. It’s not bad.’
‘How do you know?’
Raven tied up his braids again, which had come loose during aruna. ‘I should check on Snake.’
It was at this point that Moon realised his whole body was throbbing and aching in a not altogether unpleasant manner. He didn’t want to move and yet he did. ‘I’ll come with you,’ he said and sat up. The world swayed, and for some moments he had to sit with his head between his knees.
‘You should really stay here,’ Raven said. ‘You should rest.’
‘I want to see if he’s OK.’
Raven didn’t say anything else, but simply headed in the direction of the Reliquary. Moon quickly pulled on his clothes and scrambled after him. He didn’t feel remotely in control of his limbs, but at least they seemed willing to propel him in the right direction.
The door to Snake’s room was stuck, because something heavy on the other side was wedged against it. Both Raven and Moon leaned upon it, pushing with all their strength. Moon nearly passed out with the effort. By the time they’d managed to force the door open a few inches, his vision was totally occluded by darting spots of light.
Raven squeezed through the gap and ran into the room. Moon had to follow more slowly. He felt utterly nauseous now, not least because hot fluid had fallen out of him in an unexpected gush and had soaked his trousers. The room was a mess. An ornamental pillar had fallen, which was what had wedged the door shut. A lot of the ceiling ornaments had come down and covered the floor and furniture. Snake was lying face down in the middle of the room, his arms and legs spread out. He was wearing a long robe, but his feet were bare: the sight of his upturned soles was heartbreaking, because they looked so vulnerable. One of the feet was twisted and withered, and Moon so rarely saw that. Snake always kept himself covered. It brought new tears to Moon’s eyes.
Raven was squatting down beside Snake and now turned over his body.
Moon stood over them, both hands pressed against his mouth, sure that his father was dead. But Snake groaned and his eyelids flickered. Raven stroked dust and flakes of plaster from Snake’s face. ‘Look at me,’ he said.
Snake drew in a long breath and struggled to sit up, his arms flailing upon the air. Moon went to assist Raven lift his father. ‘Are you all right, Snake?’ Moon asked, at least three times.
Snake did not seem to be aware Moon was there. He got to his feet and shrugged off his helpers. Slowly, he limped across the room and went to a cupboard where he kept some rough wine they’d bartered for some months before. This, he swigged from the flagon, then wiped his mouth with the back of his good hand. He came back to his companions and handed the flagon to Raven, who gave it directly to Moon, saying, ‘You need this more.’
Moon took a drink, knowing that both he and Raven were waiting for Snake’s pronouncement, because it was clear he had one. His golden eye glowed with its own light in the gloom of the room, where swirls of dust eddied in a beam of sunshine that came in through a high skylight. ‘It is not unconnected,’ he said at last.
Moon and Raven said nothing.
Snake nodded to himself and limped to his chair, where he sat down heavily. He looked down at his withered foot, staring at it in surprise and contempt as if he’d never seen it before. Intuitively, Moon fetched his father’s boots and knelt to put them on for him. He was surprised when Snake reached out and placed a hand on the top of his head. ‘How are you, Moon?’
Moon looked up. ‘Fine.’
‘You shouldn’t have come here. You should rest.’ He stroked his son’s hair and Moon saw in Snake’s eyes an expression he’d never seen before: intimate and caring. ‘It shouldn’t have been like this,’ Snake said. ‘You should have had a feast and many friends around you. Silken should have been here to wind your hair with flowers.’ He glanced briefly at Raven. ‘We let you down. We made no preparations. We could have done, even just the three of us. I’m sorry, Moon.’
‘It was fine,’ Moon said. ‘Really. I liked it.’ He felt like crying again, but this time with happiness. Perhaps aruna had confounded his senses, and perhaps it had changed everything, as he’d suspected it might. Snake had never spoken to him like this before. Raven was a silent presence behind him, but even though Moon couldn’t see him, he felt connected to him. This was some kind of miracle. ‘Was there an earthquake?’ he asked his father.
‘Yes, it was that.’ Snake flexed his shoulders. ‘Give me the wine, Moon. I need another drink.’
Raven brought the flagon over, but let Moon hand it to his father. Snake took a long drink, his throat working rhythmically as he swallowed. Then he said, ‘It is time to talk.’
Moon and Raven sat at Snake’s feet, and even though they weren’t touching, Moon felt as if Raven was holding him in his arms. It must be a dream: they had died in the earthquake after all. This could only be Paradise. How strange that he’d not known about this intimacy, had never missed it.
‘They will come looking for me,’ Snake said. ‘It is only a matter of time.’
‘Who?’ Moon asked.
‘My family,’ Snake replied. ‘Your family, Moon. The end of one story is only the beginning of another. Years ago, I made a decision and I intended to keep to it. I know now that it is beyond my control.’
Moon waited, holding his breath. He hardly dared breathe in case the sound of it took this miracle of communication away.
‘Your hostling,’ Snake said, and then for some moments was silent. ‘There are some who will tell you he was a vicious killer, Moon.’
Moon uttered a choked laugh, because he had to make some kind of sound.
Snake’s right hand lashed out and clamped over Moon’s mouth. ‘We were the same, he and I. We were together from the beginning. We were Uigenna. The memories you have of love and nurture are not false, but they are not the whole picture. I made a choice to accept the Uigenna way of life, and I never regretted it, even though I knew my brothers had taken different paths. I am what I am.’
Moon struggled a little, but his father’s hand gripped his jaw firmly. Moon could barely breathe.
‘I have killed hara,’ said Snake, ‘and I have killed humans, and if things were different I might still be doing that.’ He took his hand away from Moon’s mouth and leaned back in his chair.
Moon was panting. He felt stunned.
‘Survival of the fittest, the best,’ Snake said. ‘That was our way, until the Gelaming took away our power. We are hiding now, beaten and cowering. This is not life, it is mere existence. We are not jaguars, we are ghosts.’ He thumped an arm of his chair with his best hand. ‘So, he cries out to me in his pain! So, I can never hide or forget. This is the way of it. He will want me for my gold eye.’
‘Who?’ Moon managed to ask.
‘The one who was my brother,’ said Snake. ‘The beloved. We were kin when I was human. He is already hunting us, and he is our enemy.’
Raven made an anguished noise. ‘I am at your side,’ he said, his voice little more than a growl. ‘None shall harm you.’
Snake didn’t take his eyes from Moon. ‘When your mind walked the shining path,’ he said, ‘when your body sang the song of the universe, it was heard. It was inevitable, and was always destined to happen. A powerful seer has heard it and he smelled your ecstasy. He recognised the essence within that smell. I saw this as the ground shook. Soon, he will tell of what he’s seen, but not yet. The darkness has come to the city of angels and he who dreamed is awake. He is more awake than all the powers that seek to contain the truth could ever have imagined, and once he has rubbed the sleep from his eyes, he will begin to think. And that is even more dangerous.’
‘I don’t know of what you speak,’ Moon said
Snake leaned down and cupped Moon’s chin in his good hand, this time with gentleness. ‘The moment you came into yourself, so great events took place elsewhere. You were not a catalyst. It was preordained.’
‘I will kill him,’ Raven said. ‘I will kill any of them.’
Snake glanced up at him and spoke archly. ‘Any?’
‘Even him,’ Raven said. ‘He has become one with those who ruined me.’
‘It will not be enough,’ Snake said. ‘They are too powerful.’
‘What do you speak of?’ Moon asked in a shrill, desperate voice. ‘Tell me!’
‘The Gelaming,’ Snake said. ‘Raven speaks of them. He has his own story, which is only his to tell. All you need to know is that my brother rules the Gelaming. He is Pellaz. You will remember this name.’
‘Is this it?’ Caeru har Aralis, Tigrina of Immanion, was taking lunch with his best friend, Velaxis Shiraz. Velaxis had the beautiful yet watchful face of a spiteful pedigree cat and platinum coloured hair that hung to his waist, currently tightly plaited and bound with black pearls. Caeru, a slight, willowy creature, had a constantly startled appearance. His hair was the colour of ripe corn and his skin smelled of summer. He and Velaxis were Gelaming, from the cream of Wraeththu tribes, and they had recently suffered a cataclysm.
Now, they sat upon the wide terrace outside Caeru’s royal apartments that overlooked the hanging gardens of the palace Phaonica. The terrace had been repaired, the shattered furniture replaced, but there were still signs of damage in the gardens, despite the fact that landscapers had been hard at work on repairs for weeks. Caeru’s favourite tree had come down: perhaps the thing he resented most of all. He could no longer look at it while he took his breakfast.
‘What do you mean?’ Velaxis asked, in his usual drawl, which held more than a hint of poison. ‘Is what it?’
Caeru gestured expressively with both arms. ‘You know. Is this it? The great change. The divine Cal comes into the city like an angel of death, dragging magical destruction in his wake. He confronts Thiede – presumably they had some kind of fight – and as far as we can see, Cal won. This was supposed to be the dawn of a New Age, and what do we have? A few buildings have fallen over and now I get an unwanted visitor to dinner most evenings, but what else is different?’
Velaxis turned his eyes to the sky. ‘Well, apart from the obvious, i.e. no Thiede around and a hell of a lot of rubble in the streets, there are some other things to consider.’ He began to make a list, marking each point on his fingers. ‘One. You sit in the Hegalion more than you used to, which means you have true political power for the first time. Two. I do believe Pellaz actually looked at you the other day. Three. You are now regarded as something other than a simple celebrity for the mindless masses to adore…’
‘I always had power,’ Caeru interrupted. ‘I worked for it.’
‘You had land, true, and a place in Thiede’s heart. But Thiede isn’t here any more, and Cal is attempting to give you real power. He is your champion, much as you must hate the fact.’
Caeru laughed. ‘I don’t believe it! You’re his advocate.’
Velaxis picked up a glass of cold greenish wine. He took a drink. ‘He treats you better than Pellaz, your so-called consort, ever has. Why knock it?’
‘I don’t need anyhar to ‘treat me’ one way or another. Things were fine before. I’ve lost Thiede, my guide. He was effectively murdered. And I should be happy about this?’
‘Thiede isn’t dead. You know it. The changes were needed.’
‘Thanks, Vel. You’re so supportive.’
Velaxis shrugged. ‘In your position, I’d be making the most of it. I’d be doing more to shape things to my liking.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Whatever has been said of Calanthe, our esteemed new Tigron, and however dreadful he may really be, one thing is obvious: he feels guilty about you. To my eyes, that speaks of advantage.’
‘He doesn’t feel guilty about me. Why should he?’
Velaxis tilted his head to one side. ‘You don’t need me to spell it out. He comes here every day, just to check you’re not cutting your own throat or scheming his annihilation. He doesn’t come here for the cuisine, Rue. Haven’t you ever asked yourself why he visits you so often? You’re never anything but frosty. Think about it.’
Caeru stretched in his chair. ‘He comes here, I think, because he is confused about Pellaz. He has been reunited with the har he has loved for many years, but now he finds that our sweet Pell is not the same. He’s nothing like the har Cal fell in love with, and perhaps if he were honest, Cal might admit he’s been chasing a dream. Now, he’s trapped in it. That’s confusing. So, he comes here to study me, to see if he can learn anything about how to handle the situation. That’s all. I won’t help him. He can lie on this bed of thorns he’s made for himself.’
‘What can you teach him about Pell? The pair of you have barely spoken for years.’
‘Maybe I could teach him how to survive Immanion and the Gelaming. But I won’t.’
Velaxis put down his empty wine glass. ‘Then you are stupid.’
‘Why say that? You know I’m not, otherwise you wouldn’t be sitting here. Say what you mean.’
‘If I were you,’ said Velaxis, drawing a circle in a puddle of spilled wine on the table, ‘I would consider getting closer to this new, second Tigron that we have. Pellaz is unassailable, but Cal is not. He’s vulnerable, raw and unsure of himself. Hara are divided over whether he is a good or a bad force. He needs allies, as you need allies. Swallow your pride and give him what he wants: on your terms.’
‘He’d never go against Pell.’
‘I’m not suggesting he should, or even that you should encourage that. All I’m saying is that Pellaz shouldn’t be allowed to have Cal all to himself, because if you don’t do anything that’s what will happen. At one time, Cal was the dominant force in their partnership. He was the one who brought Pell into the Wraeththu fold and then initiated him into the ways of aruna. But, whatever romantic memories he clings to, he has no power over Pell now. He’ll end up being a cat’s paw, like most of Pell’s close friends. I think it’s about time our esteemed first Tigron woke up to reality. He’s treated you abysmally since the day you came here.’
‘Well, I shouldn’t have come…’
‘Oh, don’t start that again! I can’t bear it when you try to have a conscience. Tell me you don’t like having this fabulous home and all the land Thiede gave you. And don’t pretend you’re all grief-stricken about Thiede’s disappearance. You’re not. You’re famous in your own right. Tell me you don’t like hara virtually dropping to their knees in the street when they catch sight of you. You love it. You wouldn’t give any of it up, even if Pellaz threw himself at your feet and declared his undying love.’
‘Is that what you think of me?’
‘It’s what everyhar thinks of you. Don’t be like Pellaz. Don’t blind yourself to the truth. Use it to your advantage. Wallow in it.’
Caeru refilled their wine glasses. ‘You are a harsh vizier, Vel.’
‘Somehar has to be. It’s beneath you to be kind.’ Velaxis picked up his wine glass again, stared into its depths. ‘It has not escaped me that you haven’t forbidden Cal to call. You could have done so, at any time. You enjoy playing with him, don’t you?’
Caeru was silent for a moment, then he said, ‘I heard something recently.’
Velaxis glanced at him in enquiry, but said nothing.
‘It came originally from Cal himself, on the very first day after he came here and everything was in chaos. I didn’t think about it much, but then it was confirmed through the grapevine of the Tigron’s staff. A conversation overheard.’
‘Oh, gossip! I can’t wait.’
Caeru pulled a sour face. ‘Pellaz said that everything he owns belongs also to Cal. That includes me.’
Velaxis gestured languidly with one hand. ‘Well, of course, Pellaz believes that.’
‘But does Cal? He said it to me once, but I think it was just to get a reaction, or to shut me up or something.’
‘Why not find out?’
‘I don’t belong to anyhar. The idea is absurd.’
‘But the fact that it was said…’ Velaxis shrugged. ‘Changes were – and are – needed, Rue. Cal came here and overturned the old order. The Hegemony is alone now and so are the Aralisians. Thiede has withdrawn from the field. That’s the biggest change to Wraeththu since it all began. If you are Cal’s, then he is yours, and perhaps not before time. Pellaz cannot be allowed to function in the way he used to. It’s my belief it’s partly up to you to make sure this happens, and you have to do it quickly, while the winds of change are still strong. Don’t let the dust settle.’
‘And what do you get out of it?’
‘Now, you are being harsh. You know I’m fond of you.’
‘Fondness aside, you work for the Hegemony. Is this what they want too?’
‘We all want what is best for Wraeththu.’
Caeru didn’t even bother responding to that. Velaxis, for all his good qualities, was ambitious and self-serving. His words could mean only one thing. Pellaz had hidden enemies within the Hegemony. Caeru had hardly dared to believe such a thing. Even though he’d worked hard to be popular, the perfect Tigrina, adored – as Velaxis had pointed out – by hara in the street, he knew that Pell’s indifference to his apparently spotless Tigrina was regarded unfavourably by nearly everyhar in Immanion, if not farther afield. Still, Caeru had always believed the Hegemony regarded him as nothing more than a useful trinket to dangle before the masses, to keep them sweet. He was the hostling of Pell’s heir, Abrimel, and appealed to those parts of the harish psyche that cherished the idea of motherhood. If he had been human, he would have been a gracious queen, beautiful and dignified, forever at the side of the king. As it was, Pellaz had spent their entire life together trying to keep Caeru at a distance. Thiede had arranged their union, against Pell’s wishes, and the Tigron had never let Caeru forget that. The Tigrina had got used to the situation. He wasn’t blind to his privileges in life. If he could go back in time, he would still make the same decision about coming to Immanion. For years, he’d drifted along, doing what was expected of him and reaping the benefits. He had trained himself not to be wounded by Pell’s behaviour. Sometimes, though, Caeru still dreamed of when he and Pell had first met, when they had conceived a pearl in passion and what Caeru had thought was lasting feeling. Waking up to reality after such dreams was never pleasant. It kept something alive in Caeru’s heart he would rather let wither and die. The truth of why he allowed Cal to visit him was because he was curious about the ghost that had haunted and blighted his relationship with Pellaz. Fascination and envy were uneasy companions. But Velaxis had spoken wisely. It was time, perhaps, to make an offering.
Caeru worked himself up into such a state of tension that, by the time Cal presented himself at the doors to the apartment, at the usual time just before dinner, Caeru felt giddy with nerves. He’d asked his kitchen staff to prepare a more sumptuous meal than usual and had changed his mind about which wines should accompany it several times. He dressed himself with care, teased out his startling pale hair into a lion’s mane, and darkened his eyes with heavy kohl. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say or do, and this in itself was disorientating. He only knew a nexus point had arrived, complete with potential vortex.
Cal himself appeared oblivious to any undercurrents in the atmosphere. He came in like a stray cat, lissom and alert, as if pondering where best to make his home. It was clear he didn’t yet feel comfortable in Immanion. His hair, like Caeru’s was the palest gold, although he kept it fairly short for convenience’s sake. Cal, in Rue’s opinion, was not a har to spend much time looking after himself. He often looked as if he’d just got out of bed. He was a gypsy creature, disorientated because he was no longer on the move.
Caeru received him on the terrace and at first maintained the somewhat steely demeanour he reserved for his dealings with the new Tigron. ‘How are you managing alone?’ he asked icily, referring to the fact that Pellaz was out of the city, visiting friends in Galhea, no doubt in an attempt to smooth certain feathers that had been extremely ruffled over recent developments.
Cal threw himself into a chair, with the easy languorous grace that Caeru both envied and despised. ‘I have kept my pining to a minimum,’ he said.
‘I’m glad. It would distress me so to see physical evidence of it.’
‘Your claws appear to be particularly sharp tonight.’
Caeru shrugged, as if Cal was barely worthy of his notice, and signalled to a member of his staff to bring out the first wine. As the serving har fussed with the bottle, the Tigrina leaned back in his chair, smiled sweetly at Cal and said, ‘Will Pellaz be carrying fond messages from you to your son in Galhea?’
Cal grimaced. ‘Congratulations, you hit bone! No. Not yet.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘What’s going on?’
‘I have no idea what you mean.’
‘OK. Fine.’ Cal took the wine that was offered to him. He sipped. ‘Mmm. As dry as your tongue, though just as fine.’
Caeru smiled fiercely, but inwardly he felt himself slump. Cal was magnificent. He could not be anything but Tigron, or Pell’s consort. It was almost surreal to be sitting here talking with him, a har who had been a threatening idea for so long. Caeru had hated Cal from the moment he’d first heard about him and only later discovered this hatred was, in some respects, justified. But looking at him now, no matter what he might have done or been in the past, it was no surprise Pellaz had always adored Cal. Haunted by memories of this exquisite being, how could Pellaz ever have been expected to care for anyhar else? No wonder he’d loathed the fact that Caeru had ended up at his side instead.
What am I doing? Caeru thought. This is pointless.
‘I’m putting a program together,’ Cal said as the first course of meal was brought out. ‘I think it’s important that victims of the atrocities in Megalithica should receive firsthand Gelaming care. They’ve been neglected too long. What do you think?’
‘I don’t care. I just appear at state functions and look pretty.’
‘You could help me. It’s a big job.’
‘I don’t want to. You can’t make a difference, so why bother trying?’
‘I have the kind of nature that has to keep trying. You might have noticed.’
‘You do have a trying nature, that is true.’
Cal laughed. ‘I’m so pleased you enjoy our meals together. It’s a kind of blood sport isn’t it?’
‘So I’m told. You don’t have to come, so I assume you enjoy it too. Is it the same with Pell? Are you into being dominated? Perhaps you still remember the young boy you had incepted into Wraeththu. It must be quite a shock to see how he’s turned out. And now he has you, bound hand and foot. Was it worth the trouble?’
Cal didn’t say anything, and Caeru realised he had hit a nerve, perhaps several. Not good. That wasn’t supposed to be the purpose of this meeting, even if it was almost impossible to rein in the bitterness. ‘Tell me your plans,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to help you, but it might pass the time to hear about them.’ He knew Cal would recognise a peace offering when it was given to him. Apology would be going too far.
Cal spoke of his dreams, those he had cherished for years. Caeru realised that Pellaz was perhaps not the only reason Cal was here in Immanion. He spoke with greater and greater passion as the meal progressed, of how he wanted to help all those hara who had been incepted into violent tribes and who were still hunted as criminals now that the Gelaming had mostly established control in Megalithica. ‘It is all about choice,’ he said, ‘and how some hara never had it. If I’m going to be a Tigron I might as well try to do some good. Looking pretty is not enough for me.’
‘You never had to go through what I did,’ Caeru said. ‘Don’t judge me.’
‘I know what you went through. We all went through something. Remember: I was Uigenna. I have blood on my hands. You don’t. Pell doesn’t expect anything of you, Rue. In that, you are lucky.’
‘Are you confiding in me?’
‘I wouldn’t be so stupid. It’s just a fact, and everyhar knows it.’
‘Calanthe: champion of the underdog. It’s a good image; as good as mine, I suppose, though just as rhetorical.’
Cal sighed through his nose. ‘You are exhausting.’ He pushed his plate away from him. ‘Dinner was good. We eat like kings, while in other places…’
‘Shut up. I don’t want to hear it.’
‘I know. Not many do.’
‘I’ll give you five years at most before you get totally disillusioned and just sit back to enjoy the good food. Don’t you realise what Tigron and Tigrina are? Carnival attractions. We’re not supposed to have opinions or do anything.’
‘That’s not true. Pell does a lot.’
‘Five years, that’s all,’ Caeru said.
‘I’ll prove you wrong.’ Cal stood up. ‘Thanks for dinner.’
‘Don’t thank me. I didn’t invite you.’
Cal began to leave the terrace, and for several seconds, Caeru debated what to do next. It might be better just to let Cal go, but then there would be Velaxis’ scorn to deal with.
‘Wait a moment,’ Caeru said.
Cal paused. ‘Yes?’
Caeru took a deep breath, and hoped it didn’t show. ‘Where are you going?’
‘Back to my apartment to gloat over my useless plans.’
‘You don’t have to leave.’
Cal frowned. ‘But I thought…’
Caeru stood up. ‘Look, if you really want us to be friends, we could go out tonight. I’m bored. I want to visit the high waterfront. There’s a club there, called ‘Serpent Sapphire’. It’s a rich har’s play pen. Had good reports. I want to see it.’
Cal hesitated. ‘Hmm. Why do you want to go with me?’
Caeru made a careless gesture with one arm. ‘I enjoy our fights. I’m in the mood to socialise. Do I need another reason?’
‘I’m not sure.’
‘How brave are you? Will you do it?’
‘I don’t know…’ Cal rubbed the back of his neck. What would it take to persuade him?
‘Of course, it might embarrass you to be seen in public with me.’
‘It’s not that.’
‘Then what?’
‘I can’t help suspecting this might just be a ploy to get at Pell, but then I’m unusually paranoid.’
Caeru laughed. ‘Why should he care? I’m less than dirt to him. He knows I can’t affect his life, or anything in it, one little bit. This is nothing to do with him. I just want to go out. Be Tigron in this sense: escort me.’
Cal nodded, a little distractedly. ‘All right.’
‘Sit here. Wait. I’ll get ready.’
Caeru rushed to his dressing room and spent a frantic ten minutes deciding what to wear. He eventually settled on an understated appearance: simple trousers and shirt of matt black silk. He smoothed down his hair and cleaned his face of any cosmetics. Tonight, he did not want to be a pretty bauble. He wanted Cal to see him differently.
When he finally reappeared on the terrace, Cal said, ‘I see. We are incognito. Now who’s embarrassed to be seen with whom?’
‘Sometimes, there is power in being natural,’ Caeru said. ‘Tonight I am me rather than Tigrina. Don’t you know about that yet?’
‘I know about masks,’ Cal said.
They walked through the palace to the covered stable yard, which was surrounded on all sides by high columned galleries. Fortunately, these had not been too damaged by the earthquakes that had shaken the city when Cal had first arrived. Caeru asked that an open carriage be made ready for them. A ride through the balmy evening air would be pleasant. They would hear the purr of the sea and smell the flowers that hung heavily from the trees along the Processional Way. They could survey what was left of the ruins caused by Cal’s elemental fight with Thiede.
From the moment they sat down in the carriage, Caeru knew that a different kind of tension had arisen between them. Cal wasn’t stupid. He knew all the games. He might be wondering which one Caeru was playing.
‘Serpent Sapphire’ was situated on that part of the harbour frequented by the high-ranking families who lived on Immanion’s fabled hills. It was surrounded by exclusive bazaars, which stayed open into the night and sold unusual items from around the world. The club itself was fronted by floor-to-ceiling window doors, which were all thrown wide, so that patrons could sit there to smell the sea and listen to the waves. An awning, from which ornamental serpents dangled, extended over the walkway outside. Beyond the first bar was a series of dim lit rooms, with different snaky themes. There was no sign of damage to the building, so repairs must have been undertaken very quickly. Although it was relatively early in the evening, several parties were already sitting at the tables in the bar, presumably having dined there on snake meat.
This was a club where the high society of Immanion met to dance, get drunk and behave disgracefully in relative privacy. Exotic hara from the most obscure tribes around the world acted as valets and escorts. The club’s proprietors had delved deep into the darkest corners to find the most unusual hara, whose skins and hair were strange colours, or who were physically abnormal to some degree. In the wake of the initial great inception, many isolated tribes had developed in peculiar ways, which were often influenced by questionable magical practices that had soaked them in strange subtle energies. Such energies caused interesting mutations.
The first group of socialising hara Caeru noticed included the General of the Gelaming military forces, Ashmael Aldebaran, who was also a member of the Hegemony and a close confidant of Pellaz. Caeru knew that Ashmael had already accepted Cal completely, which Caeru had taken personally and found extremely insulting. Never once had General Aldebaran shown any support for the Tigrina. He’d made no public statement, but everyhar knew he shared Pell’s view that Caeru was a scheming and manipulative adventurer. Therefore, it was hardly surprising that when Ashmael caught sight of Caeru and Cal together, his expression was eloquent in the extreme. He appeared shocked and puzzled but also intrigued.
‘Oh look, a friend of yours,’ Caeru said. ‘Would you like to join him?’
Cal groaned in what Caeru supposed was a kind of mild despair and said, ‘Do we have a choice? Won’t it look odd if we don’t?’
‘Let’s see,’ Caeru replied. ‘What would appear worse? Should we sit alone at a table, with the obvious implications, or join a party who are eager to discover why you, Pell’s soul mate, are out on the town with me, the dark stain in Pell’s life?’
‘Did you plan this?’
‘No. I would never plan to be in the same room as Ashmael Aldebaran.’
Even as they were speaking, Ashmael beckoned them over. He would be considering the fact that it could be no coincidence Cal and Caeru were out together while Pellaz was away from the city. This would not be happening otherwise. Caeru could sense Cal’s discomfort. He knew Cal felt he was being disloyal to Pellaz and also that he couldn’t understand why he should feel that way. A small part of him resented it too. Caeru moved to take hold of Cal’s arm, but Cal jerked away before he could make contact.
‘Relax,’ Caeru said to Cal. ‘You have to get used to this. I’m Tigrina, remember, and you are Tigron. We are supposed to be seen together.’
‘I remember,’ Cal muttered. This had never been part of his vision of reunion with Pellaz.
A har with pearly-scaled skin swooped to Caeru’s side, clearly having recognised him immediately. He stared at Cal askance and asked how he might be of service. Caeru said they would like to be conducted to General Aldebaran’s party, and then ordered the most expensive liquor the premises could offer. No mention of currency was made, but Caeru knew that later an outrageous bill would be sent to Phaonica, to be handled by the Tigron’s office.
As they approached Ashmael’s table, the general stood up, but this could hardly have been a gesture of respect. There was a hard edge to his voice as he uttered a greeting. He gave Caeru a particularly chilling glance. ‘It isn’t often we see the Tigrina out in the city at night,’ he said.
‘It isn’t often I get the chance,’ Caeru responded, more from instinct than sense. He generally avoided Pell’s friends, who all frequented establishments of this type.
‘Now you have an escort,’ Ashmael said. ‘How charming and convenient. You must be delighted. Are you fulfilling the role adequately, Cal?’
Cal directed a single dark glance at Ashmael and sat down. Caeru realised that if Ashmael continued to snipe in this manner, Cal would be lost to him by the end of the evening. ‘I thought Cal should see more of what his colleagues get up to when they’re playing,’ Caeru said. ‘If I hadn’t persuaded him to come here, he’d have been working on his own all night.’
‘Can’t have that,’ Ashmael said, raising his glass.
Cal ducked his head. ‘I was forced into it.’
‘You don’t say!’ Ashmael said, grinning.
Everyhar in the club was discretely observing Ashmael’s table. By morning, the scandal of Cal daring to escort the Tigrina to a club would be all over Immanion.
Music pulsed out into the perfect Almagabran evening, spilling out of the open shutters along with sensual perfume that had been scalded by the hot dancing bodies. Cal appeared to enter into the spirit of the evening. He drank, though not to excess, and danced a few times, but Caeru could feel his wariness, an animal instinct that was teetering towards the imperative to flee. He hadn’t come this far, nor gone through so much, to risk offending Pellaz.
In a way, we are married, Caeru thought, and that is bizarre. He thinks so too. I know he does.
After midnight, more hara came to the club, expanding its clientele to the point where it was no longer comfortable. It was impossible to talk, because the music was so loud. Caeru realised he could achieve nothing more in this place. He yelled into Cal’s ear: ‘I want to leave now. Do you want to stay or will you come back to Phaonica with me?’
‘I’ll come with you,’ Cal said, on his feet before he’d finished speaking.
They sat in silence in the carriage, while Caeru paid more attention than was necessary to the passing sights. This hadn’t quite worked out how he’d planned, but then, how had he planned it anyway? He sighed. ‘This hasn’t worked, has it?’
Cal stared at him unflinchingly. ‘What were you expecting?’
‘I don’t know. Something new. Is he always going to be at your shoulder? If so, that’s a shame. I dared to think we might be friends, given all the effort you’ve put into charming me. It was an act, wasn’t it? You never thought you’d reach me. Now I’m being nice and you’re running scared.’
Cal raised his hands. ‘Your feud with Pell is big and it had been going on for a long time before I got here. Don’t try to involve me in it.’
‘But you are involved. You’re here. Didn’t you take magical training or something to transform yourself into a good har? If you want the job of Tigron, you have to take all of it on. You have to take me on, because I won’t let you do otherwise.’
Cal rubbed at his face. ‘Back off, Rue. You’ve had your fun.’
Caeru relented. ‘I’m sorry. I really am. I wanted this to be different, but I can’t help going for the jugular. I hope you understand why.’
‘Yeah.’
The carriage ascended the curving driveway to the palace. Mellow lights gleamed out from a hundred windows. ‘Your home,’ Caeru said. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’
‘You are astounding,’ Cal said. ‘You could have just said, “don’t set foot in my apartment again”. Believe it or not, that would have worked. You didn’t need to go to all this bother.’
‘Strangely enough, that was not my intention.’
Cal grimaced. ‘Pell’s not wrong about you.’
Caeru laughed. ‘Thanks. I said I was sorry. Come and have a nightcap.’
‘No.’
‘Please.’ Caeru stared into Cal’s eyes, searching for some spark, some glimmer of complicity. ‘I took your place. You took mine. Somehow, we have to let that go. Both of us.’
Cal sighed deeply. ‘All right. We’ll talk. But the minute you start yapping like a bitch, I’m out of there.’
Caeru’s staff had thoughtfully lit a fire in his sitting-room, because the evening warmth had slipped away to chill. A decanter of brandy and two glasses stood waiting on a table. Caeru detected Velaxis’ hand in that. He poured himself a glass and drank it quickly while Cal was still padding around trying to find a comfortable place to sit.
‘Brandy?’ Caeru asked, offering Cal a glass. ‘The best, imported from Thaine.’
Cal shifted in his seat, took the glass and sniffed it. ‘Reminds me of Saltrock.’
‘Once the home of your erstwhile friend, Seel, of course,’ Caeru said. ‘Another of my great admirers. And yours too, now, from what I’ve heard.’
Cal cast him a glance and Caeru raised a hand, ‘Sorry, I promised, I know. I’ll not say anything.’
‘It’s in your blood.’
‘No it’s not. It’s in my mouth. I can’t stop myself.’
Cal laughed, an unexpected sound. ‘This is insane.’
Caeru walked behind Cal’s chair and watched the back of his head as he drank. ‘I’m not always like this. It’s you. It’s fear, maybe, or something…’
Cal glanced round at him. ‘I’m not always like this either. Usually, I could take you out with a single well-aimed word.’
‘So, here we are, tongue-tied, spitting out inappropriate knots.’
‘Too much alike, maybe…’
‘They say Pell seduced me initially because I looked a little like you. Not that I do, of course. It’s just the hair, but, who knows?’
Cal grinned. ‘You will never be as wondrous as me, Rue.’
‘I know that.’
‘Aha, a concession! One point to me.’
Caeru smiled, and leaned forward. He didn’t mean to do it, but somehow he was compelled to put his mouth against Cal’s own. He felt the sudden sigh of breath, saw a vague flurry of images. He could feel how Cal’s neck pained him, twisted as it was, and saw how he had been waiting for this to happen all night, from the moment he’d agreed to go to the club. Underneath the sparring, all the time, had been this. Cal didn’t pull away for a good half minute.
‘Rue, no…’
Caeru ran his fingers through Cal’s hair. ‘Why not?’
‘It’s not a good idea. You know it isn’t.’
‘What are you afraid of? Didn’t Pell once say to you that all he owned was yours? He did say that, didn’t he?’
‘He didn’t mean this. He didn’t mean you scheming to get me while he was away, so you could act out your own private vengeance plan. If you are mine and I am yours, then Pell should be part of it too.’
‘I cannot imagine a greater abomination.’
‘I’m sure you can.’
Caeru leaned on the back of the chair. Cal’s neck was still twisted. He must be in agony by now. ‘It’s not anything like vengeance,’ Caeru said. ‘The truth is that I want to know why I’ve suffered all these years. I want to find out for myself. And you are curious too, because I am the har with whom Pell conceived a child. You never did that together, and you know how powerful aruna has to be to achieve such a thing, because you’ve been a hostling yourself. You want me too, Cal. Admit it.’
‘Yes, I want you. Who wouldn’t? You know your assets, I’m sure. We should talk about this, and then I should talk with Pell.’
Caeru laughed. ‘You must still be insane after all, Calanthe. Pellaz can’t stand the sight of me. I was supposed to be nothing more than a one-night stand. He abused me. He made me trust him enough to let him do that unspeakable thing to me. Then he left me. When are you going to wake up? Pellaz is not the fantasy you have in your head. He is brutal and vicious and he is Tigron. He can do what he wants to you, as he thought he could with me. Perhaps we need each other more than you think. Pellaz died. He never came back. Can’t you understand that? The har who lives now is something other than the human boy you stole away from home. You can never have him back.’
It was clear that Cal had now heard more than enough. He uttered a growl, leapt to his feet and wheeled round, so swiftly and aggressively that Caeru instinctively took a few steps back. ‘I could justify wringing your scrawny neck, if I thought about it long enough,’ Cal said in a chilling tone. ‘You know I’m capable.’
‘Get out,’ Caeru said. His voice was calm, but inside he was terrified. He knew exactly how capable of murder Cal was. He could almost see himself lying dead and broken on the carpet.
‘Why?’ Cal laughed. ‘This is wonderful. Can’t you take what you dish out? You want truth? You came here with your son – an eminently suitable excuse - because you craved some of what Pell had got. And oh, how much of that you’ve greedily taken. Did you really expect him to welcome you with open arms? Would he have left you in Ferelithia if he hadn’t bitterly regretted what he’d done in ignorance? You are no innocent, Rue. Inside, you are still a singer in a two-bit band with a lust for power and possessions. You always will be, whatever jewels you drape on your body and however well you play act at being royalty. What a performer! Your son must be proud.’
‘I said get out,’ Caeru said.
‘Why? We’ve only just started. We haven’t even reached the interesting stage yet. Let’s share breath again. Let’s really show each other the truth inside.’
‘Do I have to call somehar to throw you out?’
‘Can’t cope with what you invoked?’ Cal enquired. ‘How disappointing.’
‘Go,’ Caeru said. ‘This is finished.’
‘No, it hasn’t. Don’t you understand? You’ve won. But maybe it doesn’t feel like victory now.’
‘Victory?’
‘Here I am,’ Cal said coldly, opening his arms. ‘Come, drink, taste. Sate yourself. We are the rulers of all Wraeththu: flawed, magnificent and vain. We deserve each other.’
Cal was only a few steps away, yet it seemed like a vast distance. He was in pain. Caeru could see that so clearly. He mustered all of his courage and crossed the distance between them. He took Cal’s face in his hands. ‘The hatred has to stop,’ he said. ‘It has to.’
Cal’s breath tasted of brandy and incense and burning candles. His hands were hot on Caeru’s skin, sizzling with energy. He was hungry for contact, drawing the breath from Caeru’s chest, from his the depths of his belly. Aruna with Pellaz must be terrifying for him. He needed this. He needed grounding.
They sank to their knees on the carpet, struggling with clothes, clawing flesh. There was a sound like the ocean in Caeru’s head and it was the seethe of hot blood. This savage union was a vortex of chaos, of insatiable need, a desire to end all pain. Frustration, bitterness, fear, and resentment: they were all there – site guardians of Phaonica. Caeru fell back and hit his head sharply against the floor. Cal was on top of him. Caeru could feel Cal’s heart banging against his ribs. Then, in the midst of madness, Cal became still. It was if time itself had stopped. Caeru became aware of a gentle but insistent pressure between his legs, where it felt as if his soume-lam was gasping for breath. Aruna with Cal was going to happen. It really was. They had both just realised what they were doing.
‘This was what Pell felt, the first time ever,’ Caeru murmured. ‘He felt you, like this.’
‘And this is what he saw,’ Cal said, ‘that night in Ferelithia. He saw what I’m seeing now.’
‘In this way, we are one.’
Cal uttered a cry that was almost grief, and Caeru’s body arched in pain. It was like fighting with history.
Velaxis came calling very early next morning, almost as if his psychic sight had picked up on the events of the previous night. Caeru was still in bed, lying face down in a nest of pillows and covered partially by a sheet. Velaxis stalked into the room and threw wide the curtains. Sunlight streamed in harshly.
‘Oh dear,’ Velaxis said, examining Caeru’s body. He pulled at the sheet. ‘You appear to be stuck.’
‘What?’ Caeru rolled over, blinking.
‘With blood. How barbaric.’
‘Stop pulling that. It hurts.’
Velaxis sat down on the bed and folded his arms. ‘I demand a mission report.’
‘Mission accomplished,’ Caeru said, yawning. ‘At least I think so.’
‘Well done. What state is our beloved Tigron in?’
‘The marks will still be there by the time Pellaz gets home.’
‘Hmm, perhaps not the best plan.’
Caeru dragged himself from the bed, wrapped in the sheet. His back was very sore. It wasn’t that Cal had scratched him. They’d taken the brandy to bed with them and somehow the bottle had got broken. At some point during the proceedings, they had rolled on the pieces. At the time, they had both been too high on aruna to deal with the wounds. Caeru had barely felt it. Now, he realised he felt nauseous. ‘It should have been different,’ he said. ‘I didn’t handle it very well.’ He went to the door and called for his dresser. His back needed attention.
‘Details,’ Velaxis said. ‘It’s your duty to tell me.’
‘Cal’s not happy. He hardly knows where he is. The dream of Immanion has become something of a nightmare.’
‘And destined to get worse once Pellaz returns,’ Velaxis said. ‘You shouldn’t have left marks, Rue. That was cruel.’
‘I didn’t mean to. We broke some glass by accident. Cal will tell Pell what happened, anyway. I know he will.’
‘Was this a one-off roonfest?’
‘I don’t think so. He comes to me nearly every day. He’ll be back.’
‘I wonder how Pellaz will react.’
‘He probably won’t care. You know what he’s like. He’s never jealous of me. He wouldn’t let himself be.’
Caeru’s dresser came into the room and uttered a shocked cry when he noticed the wounds.
Velaxis laughed in delight. ‘Over breakfast, you must tell me every detail. I’m not squeamish. Tell me everything. Then I shall wait in nervous anticipation for the next instalment, which I presume will be tomorrow.’
Caeru could barely get through the day. Now, he wanted to talk to Cal. They had to establish some kind of order. Last night had been vicious. It mustn’t happen again. Caeru planned everything he intended to say. He would show Cal his tender side and build up his trust. The time for snarling was over. Pellaz was due to return to Immanion in a couple of days.
But Cal did not turn up at the usual time. Caeru couldn’t eat anything. He sat on the terrace, wrapped in bewildered numbness, considering that Cal was going to treat him in exactly the same way Pellaz had. The only positive aspect was that this time there had been no conception.
At nine o’clock, Caeru sent one of his staff to Cal’s apartments, but the Tigron was not in residence. Caeru drank himself into a stupor because it was the only way he could sleep and he could no longer stand to be awake. His back hurt so much the pain invaded all his dreams, most of which were hideous.
The following morning, Velaxis appeared, brimming with disgusting eagerness to hear more lurid stories. Caeru told him what had happened, or rather what hadn’t happened.
‘Go to his apartment today,’ Velaxis said. ‘Go yourself.’
‘I can’t do that. It’s too humiliating.’
‘I think you should. Cal’s confused. He’s probably frightened.’
‘I don’t think he’s ever that.’
‘Clean yourself up and go. Pride is pointless now and only an impediment to progress.’
Caeru sighed. ‘All right. But I’ll never forgive you if he throws me out.’
‘The Hegemony is due to meet this afternoon. You should both be there. Sort this out before that.’
It took ten minutes to reach Cal’s apartment: to Caeru it felt like over an hour and yet mere seconds. He had no idea what reception he’d get. A member of the Tigron’s staff let him in and, without any apparent hesitation or disapproval, conducted him into Cal’s presence. Caeru was disappointed to find that Cal was not in any kind of emotional agony, but was poring over immense piles of paper in his office. After Caeru had been announced, he said, ‘I was going to come and see you later.’
‘You didn’t come last night,’ Caeru said, staring meaningfully at the attendant until he went away.
‘No, I went to see Ashmael.’
‘Right. And what did he have to say?’
‘You don’t want to hear. We were stupid, Rue. Really stupid.’
‘I know. I’ll be lucky if I’m not scarred for life.’
Cal laughed uncertainly. ‘There are particular images that will stay with me for the rest of mine.’
‘So, what’s your decision?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You know. Well? Did Ashmael help you make it?’
Cal sighed. ‘Sit down. We have to talk.’
‘No. I just want an answer. Are you going to repeat history and turn your back on me?’
Cal put his hands on Caeru’s arms. ‘No. It’s just… Oh hell, I don’t know what it is.’
Caeru pulled away from him. ‘I think I do. You want permission first. Isn’t that it?’
‘I want to talk to Pell, yes.’
Sometimes, Caeru considered, the female side of being har manifested itself at the most inappropriate times. A small part of him, that seemed to be hovering somewhere near the light fitting, looked on in horror as he sank down on a chair and began to weep. He couldn’t stop himself. It was decades of disappointment and heartbreak spilling out in one long stream. Even as he abandoned himself to misery, he realised that Cal must be thinking this was a deliberate ploy to get attention and sympathy. That only made it worse. Get out! A rational part of his mind advised. Get out now before you make more of a fool of yourself.
Blindly, he got to his feet and made in what he hoped was the direction of the door. All of Cal’s staff would see him like this. It was vile.
Cal grabbed hold of him before he could leave the room. ‘Rue,’ Cal said lamely. ‘Don’t.’
Caeru pulled away. ‘You don’t get it, do you?’ he yelled and thumped his own chest. ‘It’s in here. All of it. It’s called love. It’s like a magic spell or a curse.’
Cal frowned in what appeared to be genuine perplexity. ‘You love me?’
‘No! Not you, you idiot!’ Caeru yanked open the door and ran down the corridor outside. He was dimly aware of curious hara observing him from various doorways.
Cal came after him, of course, and dragged him into another room. He slammed the door and leaned upon it, so that Caeru couldn’t get out. ‘Calm down,’ he said. ‘It’s not that bad.’
‘Fuck you!’
‘I won’t have this. You understand? I’m sick and tired of being this chaotic force that fucks up everyhar’s life. Don’t do this to me. Let me be.’
Caeru laughed bitterly through his tears. ‘Now we’re ourselves, aren’t we?’
‘I’ve taken you on. You asked me to and I have. If I can heal the rift between you and Pell, I will, but us being together before I’ve talked to him won’t help. He’ll read it all wrong.’
‘He won’t. You don’t know him. He expends universal energy into maintaining the belief I don’t exist. Everyhar knows it. It’ll go down in history.’
‘Not in my version of events it won’t.’
‘Rewrite history, then. It’ll do nothing to help me.’ Caeru rubbed his face. The tears had stopped. ‘How I wish I hadn’t come here.’
‘It’s a bit late for that, isn’t it?’
‘I meant today,’ Caeru snapped.
Cal laughed, so infectiously that Caeru found himself smiling, even though he didn’t want to. ‘I promise you: I’ll make Pell see sense.’
Caeru reached out and touched Cal’s face. ‘You’re sweet, really, aren’t you? Your optimism is just so sweet.’ He withdrew his hand. ‘But totally improbable. Come to me tonight, Cal, or never come at all. For once, I want things to be on my terms.’
He pushed Cal aside and left the room, considering that was probably the best parting shot he’d ever delivered.
Many times, Pellaz broke his journey through the otherlanes to ride upon the back of the world, to feel the road beneath his sedu’s hooves, to watch the season flow past. Over the years since he’d become Tigron in Immanion, he had been prey to depression at regular intervals but what he felt now was deeper and more profound. He needed to escape the otherlanes to assure himself the world was real and that he wasn’t just dreaming it. He realised he was afraid: the fabric of reality might break apart at any moment and he would be sucked into the place where his spirit had fled a long time ago. This might all be a dream. He might still be dying, somewhere.
Usually, Pellaz could find solace at the House of Parasiel in Galhea, where several of his closest friends lived. But the news he’d had to take them - or rather the truth after the variety of wild rumours and speculations they’d heard – had not been entirely welcome. Seel thought he’d gone mad even to entertain the idea of having Cal back in his life and was incandescent with fury over what had happened to Thiede; Cobweb had been mightily offended because Cal had refused to accompany Pell there; Swift had been outraged they hadn’t been informed of the details sooner, as he regarded Cal as family, and Tyson – well, it was difficult to read Tyson’s reaction because he was Cal’s son, and so like his hostling. His sullenness could hide excitement at the prospect of reunion with his parent or – given his blood – murderous impulses.
But perhaps more unsettling than any of the Parasilians’ reactions to news of Thiede’s fall and Cal’s instatement, were the private words Cobweb had had with Pellaz the previous night. They had walked in the gardens of We Dwell in Forever, a house now as famous as the family who lived within it. Cobweb was a creature of magic and mystery, more feminine than any har had a right to be, and he possessed the second sight.
As they passed beneath the weeping willows that cast their sorrowful locks upon the surface of the quiet, moon-kissed lake, Cobweb said, ‘Cal is always somehar else’s sword.’ He reached up to bend a pliable twig around his fingers, twisting and twisting it, although it did not break.
‘Tell me what you mean,’ Pellaz said. ‘Whose sword is he now?’
‘That of the one who wished Thiede dead.’
‘Are you speaking of the Kamagrian parage, Opalexian?’
Cobweb said nothing. He went to squat beside the water and gazed down into it. Pellaz joined him, wondering if Cobweb could conjure pictures on the silvery surface.
‘Thiede isn’t dead,’ Pellaz said, ‘not in the normal sense.’
‘He is strong,’ Cobweb said, ‘and he passed from flesh with his inner eyes open. That is all. He might place his feet in many worlds, but he did not want this, Pell. Don’t deceive yourself otherwise.’
‘The Kamagrian did not wish Thiede dead. Opalexian is a recluse.’
Cobweb looked Pellaz directly in the eye. ‘When Cal went to speak in the Hegalion that first time, he spoke of the Kamagrian. He told the Hegemony about them, these strange off-shoots of Wraeththu who refer to themselves as female. They had healed and trained him in the mystic arts. Why did Opalexian take it upon herself to do that? In sending Cal to Immanion, she changed the world. It was great shock, was it not…? For some…’
Pellaz sighed. ‘I won’t try to deceive you. I have known of the Kamagrian’s existence since Flick and Ulaume went to live in Roselane. I visited Shilalama often. You know that.’
‘I have seen your visits there,’ Cobweb said, ‘and what you learned.’
Pellaz wasn’t completely sure whether Cobweb was telling the truth or how much he really knew. ‘Opalexian asked me to keep quiet, and I did,’ Pell said. ‘It was not yet time for Wraeththu to know about the Kamagrian. It was safer for everyhar to believe those who lived in Roselane were Wraeththu ascetics, a community of misfits. Opalexian feared persecution.’
‘I wonder why? She is as powerful as Thiede was.’
‘I respected her wishes. It did no harm. And since Thiede’s disappearance, she hasn’t come charging into Almagabra with a horde of Kamagrian Amazons, so we can only presume she still intends to keep a low profile. I asked her to come to Immanion and speak to the Hegemony, but she declined the invitation.’
Cobweb ignored these comments. ‘Hara do not know the truth about your relationship with Shilalama, do they? You still keep your silence.’
Pell looked away, sure that Cobweb would interpret correctly the lies in his gaze. ‘It is irrelevant. My visits there were social, and primarily concerned Flick and Ulaume.’
‘Do not look for Thiede in the parage, Opalexian,’ Cobweb said. ‘Along that path lies delusion and danger.’
‘I have no intention of replacing Thiede, if that’s what you’re implying.’
Cobweb stood up and took a deep breath through his nose. ‘Be careful, Pell. The winds of change are, in reality, a hurricane of transformation. It is all far bigger than you know and it has yet to begin.’
‘What can you see? Tell me.’
‘Shadows,’ Cobweb said, ‘and somewhere a leaking truth.’
‘That’s very helpful.’
‘It’s all I can say. You will soon know. Seek your brother.’
‘Terez is in Immanion. What can he tell me?’
‘Not Terez,’ Cobweb said. ‘He is your sword, Pell, and he is sharp. Use him wisely. Use him as your scout to find the one you really need.’
‘Then, are you speaking of Dorado? Is he still alive? What do you know? Tell me!’
‘Very little. A hunch. When Cal went to Immanion, the reverberations of what happened opened portals that are usually closed. I saw many things that night. And one of the things I saw, or felt, was your kin. He has greater strengths than you, in some respects, as all the Cevarros have their own particular strengths.’
‘We are no longer Cevarros,’ Pellaz said, ‘we are har Aralis. But not Dorado. He went with the Uigenna. He cannot be part of what we are. He can only be part of our lingering problems in Megalithica.’
‘Listen to yourself. What scorn! And from which tribe does your beloved Cal derive? Who incepted Terez?’
‘That is different.’
Cobweb laughed. ‘Of course. When you finally start using your brain, Pell, come and see me.’
‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’
‘You’ll know.’
Cobweb would say no more on the matter, but the conversation had a profound effect upon Pellaz. He had slept badly that night and his dreams had been disturbing, even though he could barely remember the details when he woke up. Now, as he rode through north Almagabra towards home, he contemplated the delights of running away into the wilderness and shunning all responsibility. He was tired. He needed a holiday, not the simmering cauldron of intrigue that comprised the Phaonican court. In his mind, he spoke to Thiede: have we come to this? No wonder you opted out.
There was, as he expected, no response.
Pellaz directed a command to his sedu: ‘Open a portal, Peridot. Let’s go home.’
The sedu shuddered with power and around them space and time became unstable. Peridot leapt into the spaces between the worlds. Pellaz thought he knew the otherlanes well. He knew their dangers and their delights. In some ways, they were the back alleys of creation, for in these places lost and desperate spirits gathered and lurked, their clawed and icy fingers ready to pinch a healthy living soul to grab some of its essence. Pellaz did not fear these sad entities: they were no more threat to him than tiny insects. But what he did fear was the yawning black hole that opened up unexpectedly in front of Peridot, like a bandit in their path.
It was a portal, but it was also an entity. Pell sensed Peridot’s panic as the sedu struggled to veer past the manifestation. Pellaz could feel a strong force emanating from it that sought to suck them from their path. It was malign and it possessed intention. It had come for them specifically.
Pellaz thrust his hands deep into Peridot’s astral being, reaching for his organs of energy. He fed the sedu with as much strength he could muster. Their combined power was just enough to allow them to scrape past the danger. As they passed it, dark tendrils whipped out from it, like stinging vines.
‘Out!’ Pellaz directed the sedu. ‘Now.’
Peridot needed no further encouragement. He burst from the otherlanes into earthly reality, transforming as he did so, back into a white horse. Pellaz saw that Peridot’s neck was streaked with blood. Something had gouged him in the otherlanes. His own cheeks were stinging and the backs of his hands looked burned.
Once Pellaz reached his apartment in Phaonica, he went to his bathroom and immersed himself in scented water to soothe his hurts away. There was no longer any sign on injury on his body, but he ached inside as if his entire being was frozen. The journey home had unsettled him greatly, although now, back in the real world, he did not think the manifestation in the otherlanes could have been a deliberate attack. The otherlanes were infinite and Pellaz realised that even with his experience he really knew so little of them. It was probably an isolated incident, but in future, he’d take precautions before travelling. He saw no reason to confide in anyhar else about this.
Relaxing in a bath the size of a swimming pool, he watched the green light come down through the windows in the ceiling. He studied the marble columns around the room, the glint of brass and gold among the fixtures. How can this be? he wondered. Where did all this come from?
Phaonica appeared as if it had stood for thousands of years, yet it was comparatively new, as was most of Immanion.
We take so much for granted, Pell thought, but how did Thiede do this, really?
He didn’t believe Thiede had built Immanion through the use of magic, which was a popular myth, but neither had it been built from scratch the hard way. So much of the Wraeththu world had arrived complete and developed, in little pockets around the globe. It didn’t make sense, and to think about it was like trying to imagine the infinity of space. It was as if the mind shied away from it.
Ever since Cal had come to the city and endured his world-shaking fight with Thiede, Pellaz had felt unsafe. He missed Thiede: his mordant humour, his wry affection, but most of all the way he’d somehow kept the world glued together. Without him, it was in danger of falling apart. Pellaz did not think the Aralisians and the Hegemony were enough to keep it together. They were all so uninformed about what Wraeththu really was and how it had come to happen. One thing was certain: Pellaz har Aralis, Tigron of Immanion, felt more insecure and in doubt than he’d ever felt in his life. And where did the Kamagrian fit into the picture? They had found, trained and healed Cal, because Pell had asked their leader, Opalexian, to do it, but nohar knew that. He’d begged the universe to grant a wish, and it had, with the help of the Kamagrian, but there had been a high price attached to it. In retrospect, even Pellaz wondered whether he’d done right in asking for it.
He rose from the bath and wrapped himself in towels, leaving wet footprints as he padded back into his bedroom. He found Cal there, sitting on the bed. He did not look happy.
‘Thanks for coming here so quickly,’ Pell said. ‘Galhea was… difficult. Ground me.’
Cal smiled. ‘Welcome back. Come here. I’ve missed you.’
Pell sat beside him and laid his head on Cal’s shoulder. ‘Help,’ he said. ‘I feel strange.’
Cal embraced him and sighed deeply. ‘You’re not alone. Can we escape?’
‘No.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Don’t apologise. We knew we’d have to deal with… fallout.’
‘Is it worth it to you?’
Pellaz kissed Cal on the mouth. ‘It’ll all work out.’ He lay against Cal’s side and for some time they were silent. Pellaz sensed Cal had something to say. He watched the flies circling high in the room and listened to the gentle clink of wind chimes on the terrace outside. This should be perfect.
‘Pell,’ Cal said. ‘There’s something you should know. I’ve spent some time with Rue.’
‘Has he upset you?’
‘Yes and no. It got out of hand.’
‘I see. That doesn’t surprise me.’
‘I need to talk to you about it. We’ve been together several times and I don’t know what I feel about it. Am I being disloyal?’
Pellaz sat up. ‘I’m not going to be angry or hurt, Cal. It was obvious to me that Rue would want a piece of you. I won’t give him the satisfaction of resenting it. I can’t afford to give anyhar that power.’
‘Can you stop hating him?’
‘I meant what I said to you. Rue is your Tigrina as much as mine. Do as you see fit, but don’t involve me.’
Cal laughed sadly. ‘That’s ironic. I said that to him too.’
‘You might be a binding over a wound. In that, you will be doing me a service.’
‘You know he still loves you, don’t you? It shocks me how much.’
‘He will say that to you, because to say otherwise would show him in a bad light.’
‘You’re wrong. I think you’ve misjudged him. When I first came here, the three of us stood together in the Hegalion, united. I thought that would be the beginning of strength. We need it. All of us. And love is strength.’
‘In the Hegalion, I got carried away with the moment,’ Pell said. ‘I wish I could maintain it, Cal, but I can’t. Too much has happened. It is difficult to misjudge somehar for over twenty odd years. You forget that life went on for me while we were apart.’
‘Please think about it.’
‘You be for Rue what I cannot. I’m generous enough to concede that.’
‘It means nothing without you.’
Pellaz rose from the bed and went to his wardrobe, discarding towels along the way. ‘Perhaps you should be more concerned about your son. I’ve spoken with Swift and Cobweb about him.’ He pulled out some clothes and dressed himself. ‘We think Tyson should come to Immanion, but I predict it won’t be easy for you.’
Cal put his hands behind his head, stared at the ceiling. ‘I haven’t seen him since he was a tiny harling. It doesn’t feel real. I remember going through it all, but now…’
‘Difficult to imagine he sprang from you. The thought of you and Terzian together hurts more than anything Rue could do. You were making pearls with the Varr while I was almost senseless with grief over losing you. That’s bizarre.’
Cal’s tone was defensive. ‘I can barely remember what Terzian looks like. I thought you were dead.’
Pell laughed awkwardly, in an attempt to lift the atmosphere. ‘We don’t have to discuss this. It’s history. After all, I did the same thing with Rue. Let’s drop it.’
Cal, clearly, didn’t want to drop it. ‘Grief over you did terrible things to me too. I was out of my mind. Tyson sprang from that, if anything. I’m not sure I want to go back to that dark place. Do I really have to see him?’
‘He’s yours, Cal, and none of what happened was his fault. I have an abysmal relationship with my own son, and it’s not something I’d recommend. Build bridges.’
‘Then you do the same.’
Pell closed the wardrobe doors carefully. ‘What’s on the agenda for today? I doubt I’m allowed the luxury of rest after my journey.’
‘Later this afternoon, an audience in the Hegalion with delegates from various tribes, all wanting Gelaming aid. It’s not essential you’re present for that, as both Vaysh and I have been vague about your return time from Galhea. This evening, you’re booked for the caste ascension of some high-ranking young har in the High Nayati. You offered to officiate last week, when you were drunk at that party, remember? The parents have requested, most humbly, that the Aralisians turn out in force.’
‘Damn. Oh well. Let the unholy trinity of Tigrons and Tigrina do their worst. I’ll pass on the delegates, though. Will you handle it?’
Cal jumped up from the bed and wrapped Pell in his arms. ‘It’s part of what I’m here for, isn’t it? To take on some of the burden.’
Pellaz was assailed by a poignant image of Thiede that was accompanied by a pang of loss. He pushed both image and feeling away and held Cal close. ‘Eat with me now. I’ll tell you the horrors of Galhea.’
Pellaz usually enjoyed conducting caste ascensions, but that night his mind was elsewhere. He noticed that Caeru seemed to be aware of his distraction, because the Tigrina took over most of the officiating. Pellaz was so accustomed not to feeling grateful for anything Caeru did, he was quite shocked to discover this had changed. More than that had changed. Pellaz no longer sensed the hungry, desperate and often vicious need that normally oozed from Caeru like the essence of disease. He even smelled different. Caeru raised his arms to channel energy, and thereby raise the initiate from Neoma to Brynie level. For a moment he transformed into a skinny young har with ragged yellow hair and artfully ripped clothes. Pellaz could almost smell the perfume of a Ferelithian night, thirty years ago. Was Cal working some subtle magic? But there were more disorientating things to consider. As the ceremony progressed, Pell’s mind kept flashing back to the otherlanes journey, and the black entity that had accosted him there. Sometimes, it felt as if that presence was still with him, tainting the sacred atmosphere of the High Nayati. Shadows pressed close and the vaulted ceiling was lost in darkness. Unearthly creatures might cluster there, whispering together.
Cal and Caeru intoned the words of the ceremony and the young har they initiated knelt before them, while Pellaz fought a battle with the demons of his imagination. He remembered the words that Cobweb had said to him, the mention of Dorado. Cobweb had implied Pellaz needed help: as usual, he’d concealed more than he’d revealed, but that was the way of seers. For the first time in years, Pellaz felt young and powerless. He did not have enough information, certainly not enough to feel secure, and had no wise har to go to for advice and assurance. Despite Cobweb’s warning, he found himself thinking of Opalexian. He wanted to speak to her.
The ceremony concluded, and the newly elevated har went home to celebrate with his proud parents. Tentatively, Caeru asked Cal and Pellaz if they’d like to come back to his apartment for supper. Cal did not answer, but directed his attention to Pellaz, who found himself consenting, simply because the thought of being alone was too unsettling. The unseen world was pressing close upon the membrane of reality. All of Pell’s senses were heightened.
Before they left the High Nayati, Pellaz went alone to the shrine of the Aghama, Wraeththu’s prime deity. Here, a bronze image of Thiede was lit by the soft glow of candlelight. Pellaz cast some grains of incense over the flame that eternally burned there. The perfumed smoke rolled over him. He prayed to Thiede for guidance, and perhaps there was a sense of a tall presence behind him, the ghost of a hand on his shoulder.
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