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Chapter One

Darquiel’s pearl hatched on the eve of
midsummer when, outside Phade’s Tower, clouds of mosquitoes hung
above the pools in the courtyard, so thirsty they would drink water
rather than blood. It hatched in that strange hour when neither
light nor dark holds sway, and hara walked home through the balmy
air, drunk on the perfume of wild roses, thinking of love. But high
in the tower room, where it had long been twilight, there were no
thoughts of love. The walls to the room were white, and they glowed
in the dusk. The narrow window-frames were painted black, devoid of
drapes or blinds, and the floorboards were bare and unvarnished. It
was a room that was never used, not until now.

The pearl rested in a nest of woolen
blankets, surrounded by lamps, on an old wooden table. In the soft
glow the pearl gleamed, semitranslucent. Limbs writhed slowly
within it, pressing against the decomposing membrane. Eventually,
the pearl ripped and a meaty sweet smell came from it.

For some moments after the leathery sac fell
apart, the lone har who observed the event feared the harling
within the pearl was dead, for there was no further movement for
over a minute. Then Darquiel’s head emerged, his brow creased in a
frown. He pulled aside the scraps of leather that had once enfolded
him and wriggled forth from his bower of nutrient slime. His head
waved this way and that, like the head of a cobra. His black eyes
surveyed all that he saw before him with what appeared to be a
critical view. He expressed a sigh of ennui. Life had come. He did
not, nor ever would, resemble a normal child.

While nighthawks hovered outside the window,
and dogs in the courtyard pulled upon their chains and wept at the
night, Phade har Olopade, sole witness, lifted the newly-hatched
harling in his hands and held him at arm’s length. Its body was
covered with viscous fluid and the smell of the nutrients that had
nurtured it within the pearl stung Phade’s nostrils. He half
expected the harling to spray him with black venom or utter a
curse. Surely his tongue would be forked? ‘I name you Darquiel har
Aralis,’ Phade said and the child went limp in his hands.

The second heir to the throne of Immanion
had gone to sleep, exhausted by the thought of what was to
come.

Nohar had come to witness the hatching,
except for Phade, and he had had no choice, because the pearl had
been transferred into his care. There was an air of desolation in
that stark chamber, high in the main tower of Phade’s domain. He
had not asked for this responsibility and did not welcome it. If a
harling of high birth had to be hidden away in this forgotten
corner of the world, it could not bode well. The harling must be
reared ignorant of his parentage. Phade must attempt to raise him
as an ordinary child, but it was clear, from the very first breath
that he took, that Darquiel har Aralis was far from ordinary.

Ten days before, a
sedu had emerged from
the otherlanes, bearing a tall, aquiline-featured har, whose hair
was the color of bright platinum and who was swathed in
black.

The visitor had been presented to Phade in
his office on the second floor of the tower, which overlooked the
yard. It had been a blustery day. Phade had been called from the
stables and knew he smelled of horse. He tied back his thick black
hair to appear more businesslike, then sat behind his desk.

Somehar knocked on the door and Phade
called, ‘Come in.’ He folded his hands before him.

One of his househara came into the room and
bowed. Behind him, the white-haired visitor loomed in an imposing
manner. Phade cleared his throat. He wondered what kind of business
such an exotic creature could have with him.

‘Your visitor, tiahaar,’
the househar said, and fled.

The har was not known to Phade and did not
offer his name. At first, he said nothing, but appraised Phade
overtly and perhaps came to private conclusions.

‘Good day, tiahaar,’ Phade
said. ‘Forgive my househar, he did not tell me who you are.’ He
raised his eyebrows expectantly.

The visitor said only: ‘I come from Lord
Thiede. He has a task for you.’

Phade had gone cold from head to foot at
once. In the past, he’d been used to dealing with Thiede’s often
bizarre requests, but since Thiede had left the realm of earth,
Phade had been left unmolested. He could now run his domain
independently, free from the nagging fear of what tomorrow might
bring. He could walk the fields with an easy stride. He was free.
Hardly anyhar outside of Samway knew he even existed.

‘What task is this?’ he
asked, noting that the har before him was concealing something
within the voluminous folds of his robes.

His visitor brought forth the pearl and
unwrapped it. Phade stared at it for some moments, unaware of what
it was. ‘In perhaps as little as ten days’ time, this pearl will
hatch,’ said the visitor. ‘Thiede requires you to care for this
harling and raise it, here at Samway.’

‘Whose pearl is it?’ Phade
asked, knowing that this was the most important
question.

His visitor barely paused. ‘It is a child of
the Aralisian dynasty,’ he said. ‘Its father is Pellaz, Tigron of
the Gelaming.’

Phade was silent for a moment. ‘He is known
to me.’

The visitor inclined his head. ‘Indeed, I
understand the Tigron came to Samway before Thiede crowned him in
Immanion.’

‘Yes. He stayed here for a
while.’ Phade cast his mind back to that time and remembered the
shriveled husk who had been brought to his domain, and the golden
har who had later risen from that husk, reborn. Pellaz har Aralis.
Phade had not forgotten him. ‘Is my tenuous connection with Pellaz
the reason why a child of Immanion is brought to my tower?’ he
asked.

‘No,’ said the visitor.
‘It must simply be concealed.’

‘Like a changeling child
in a fairy tale,’ Phade observed.

The visitor pulled a mordant face. ‘Perhaps.
Thiede creates stories. The child must never know who created it.’
He swept back his platinum hair with both hands. Phade saw there
were black pearls plaited into the hair, and the har’s jewellery
was also set with pearls. He must be high-ranking. ‘The Olopade are
hidden,’ said the visitor. ‘Samway is virtually unknown.’

‘And why must the harling
be concealed?’

The visitor pulled a wry face. ‘Let us
simply say it is a child of Grissecon, born before its time. Many
powers of the realms would desire to own it, should they know of
its existence. What you see before you is, or could be, the seed of
our kind’s destruction. Or it could be a savior. It is difficult to
say. Far better that it lives a normal life, ignorant of its
heritage. It must not know its origins.’

Phade stared at the pearl and tried to match
the image with the words. It wouldn’t work. The pearl looked like a
gourd or a wizened black melon. It did not look like destruction or
salvation.

‘I have no experience of
raising harlings,’ Phade said. ‘I have no idea what to do. None of
my hara here have… bred. It is not our territory.’

‘You will learn,’ said the
visitor, in a tone that reminded Phade eerily of Thiede. ‘Harlings
are simply miniature hara. Feed it as you would a young hound.
Discipline it well, for I expect it will be willful. Put it to work
in your domain. Train it as you would one of your own hara. You
will name it Darquiel har Aralis, but will tell it only the first
part of its name.’ The har placed the pearl carefully on Phade’s
desk. ‘Keep it warm,’ he said, and turned around in a dramatic
swirl of cloth to leave the room.

Keep it warm.

Phade continued to stare at the unwelcome
object on his desk for some moments, the fingers of one hand
tapping his lips. It was hard to credit it contained new life
within it, that it had been expelled from the body of a har, as a
fish or a bird might lay eggs. But as Phade stared at its dark
knobbly surface, he thought perhaps he could see something moving
inside it. It was not an altogether pleasant image.

Phade called for one of
his household staff, a sixteen-year-old har named Zira, an
attractive creature with strawberry-blond hair to his shoulders and
a heart-shaped face. Phade got up when Zira entered the room and
walked around to the front of his desk. He felt more comfortable
examining the pearl with another har beside him. Altogether, he
felt somewhat light-headed. He explained the situation, omitting to
mention who the harling’s father was. ‘I’d like you to care for
this… pearl until
it’s ready to hatch,’ Phade said.

Zira looked dubious. ‘And how long will that
be, tiahaar?’

‘I don’t know exactly…
days, a couple of weeks.’ Phade walked back behind his desk. ‘In
the meantime I relieve you of all other duties. Instruct Malech to
take over your daily tasks.’

‘But I’ve never…’ Zira
began, bewildered.

‘None of us have,’ Phade
interrupted. ‘Do as you’re told. Take this thing away.’

Phade had forbidden Zira to attend the hatching,
unsure himself of why he felt the need to be alone. Perhaps it was
because, on those occasions when he’d inspected the pearl, he had
felt strange emanations wafting from it, like a steam of dark
thoughts. He believed that the harling within the pearl suffered
from nightmares. It turned uncomfortably in its protective cell.
While he’d been caring for it, Zira had complained of feeling
depressed, assailed by a terrible melancholia, which was unusual,
for he was a har of sunny nature, incepted quite recently from one
of the pairs of breeding humans that Phade kept in the village next
to his tower.

Phade knew that the visitor who had brought
the pearl to him had neglected to tell him the most important
aspect of this pearl’s history. Pellaz har Aralis would not have
given up a son willingly, Phade was sure of that. No Tigron would:
unless there was something unusual about it, something warped or
something bad. Who was its hostling? The Tigrina? Perhaps it was an
undesirable conception, some bastard offspring from an unsuitable
har.

Although Phade kept away from harish
society, he also kept himself informed. He knew that the infamous
har, Calanthe, had recently gone to Immanion and that he had been
responsible for removing the self-styled leader of Wraeththu,
Thiede, from power and banishing him to another realm. Calanthe had
become joint Tigron with Pellaz, and had therefore acquired for
himself a Tigrina, in the form of Caeru. Now, a triumvirate ruled
the Gelaming, or rather acted as figureheads for the all-powerful
Hegemony.

Phade had little more information than that.
He kept himself apart from the world. Phade had been, and perhaps
still was, one of Thiede’s most loyal servants, but he was also
somewhat grateful to Cal for what he’d done. Phade had felt that
with Thiede’s removal from the realm, he’d been released from a
subtle kind of slavery. But no. Even beyond this realm, Thiede
could still call upon him.

Phade, still holding the
harling at arm’s length, left the room at the top of his tower and
went down to one of the lower floors, where the décor was more
homely. He went into one of the empty bedrooms that he’d allocated
for the harling. It was a small, cozy room and seemed right for a
child. Phade had already ordered a crib to be placed in the room,
and he now lowered the sleeping harling into it, drawing the covers
over the small perfect body. Phade had never seen a harling before.
Just hatched, Darquiel appeared like a tiny version of a human
child who was perhaps two years old. It was uncanny. He had a thick
growth of black hair upon his head, and his dark eyelashes lay long
against his smooth cheek. A beautiful thing, a homunculus created
by magical means. A changeling. An elf. A
demon.

Phade went to the door and
found Zira waiting outside in the hall. The young har had wrapped
his arms around his body protectively. He looked haunted. ‘I felt
it,’ Zira said. ‘I felt it… come
out. It feels so tired
already.’

‘We must call it ‘he’,’
Phade said. ‘It’s – he’s
- hatched now. He’s a har, like you
are.’

‘Not like me,’ Zira said, rather too quickly. ‘Must I still care
for it?’

‘I would like you to,’
Phade said. He reached out briefly and touched Zira’s hand. ‘See
how you get on. Keep me informed. He’s asleep now. When he wakes,
feed him. Give him something soft to eat, like soup.’

‘Is that what harlings
eat? Won’t he need milk?’

‘No,’ Phade said. He
paused. ‘Go to the village. Bring your mother here. A harling is
not like a human child, but she is undoubtedly more qualified to
deal with this situation than we are.’

Zira did not bother to conceal the relief he
felt at this instruction. He left at once.

The human community had been collected by
Phade over the years he’d lived in Samway. They had been imported
from Megalithica and Alba Sulh, and some even from Almagabra. Phade
was a conservationist at heart, and felt that humanity should not
become extinct. He had the same feeling towards rare animals, and
felt sorry for the bewildered human souls who had lost all that
they knew. He settled his collection in the beautiful country of
Anakhai, where Thiede had installed him a long time ago to create
the relatively small, and certainly private, tribe of Olopade.
Samway, and Phade himself, had been used by Thiede for various
purposes over the years. He was happy to indulge Phade’s hobby, as
he saw it, and had gathered some prime human specimens himself,
from all corners of the world. This was easy for Thiede, because at
the time he’d been scooping up the cream of harish specimens as
well to create the tribe of Gelaming.

It was not Phade’s practice to incept
automatically every young human male; he allowed them to make their
own choices. In the beginning, hardly anyhar had had a choice about
what they became, since inception had been forced on every
available body, in order to expand Wraeththu, but as time went on,
and humanity waned, there were fewer people to incept anyway. In
Phade’s community, few suitable young males resisted the idea of
becoming har. Why remain human and die at an early age, when you
could become something else, with an expanded lifespan, and dozens
of other physical benefits? These boys had grown up with hara; they
didn’t fear the transformation to androgyny. Phade knew that
eventually this would cause problems with his breeding program. It
would ultimately become more difficult to find fertile humans to
bring to Samway.

But for now, the human community functioned
like an old-fashioned settlement from hundreds of years before.
Olivia, Zira’s mother, had borne three children. She was
thirty-four years old, a strong-boned creature, who had survived
against all odds in a world that no longer nurtured her kind.
Whether she was grateful to Phade, who had rescued her from certain
slaughter at the age of five and brought her to his domain, was
difficult to say. Certainly, she had later submitted without
complaint to being paired with Raymer, and even called him her
husband. She worked with the other humans, alongside hara, who
treated her well, much in the same way that they were kind to their
horses and dogs. She had surrendered her first-born son to
inception without a word, even though she had been forbidden to
attend the ceremony or care for Zira during his althaia, the time
when the transition from human to har took place. He had gone to
visit her two weeks later; no longer her son, yet wearing his face.
Now, she came to Phade’s tower in the middle of the night, a shawl
cast over her dark green homespun dress, her thick auburn hair
coming loose from a bun at her neck. Her wide handsome face was
expressionless.

Phade took her to inspect the harling.
Olivia peered into the crib, betraying nothing. ‘I’ve appointed
Zira as the harling’s guardian,’ Phade said. ‘It will help if you
could advise him and so on.’

Olivia had noted at sundown that the
blackbirds in her garden had not sung their welcome to the night.
She had noted that the smell of wormwood was very strong on the
air. ‘The child needs a bath,’ she said. ‘In lavender and thyme. In
hawthorn. At once.’

‘Hmm,’ murmured Phade,
then: ‘Why?’

‘It will clean him good,’
said Olivia. ‘Then you will all feel better.’

‘Will you do
this?’

‘Yes.’

Phade nodded thoughtfully. ‘Olivia,’ he
said, ‘I want this harling to be absorbed without trouble into my
household. He will be raised here, no different from any other har.
Your skills will help in this matter. If things go well, your
family will be rewarded.’

Olivia rolled up her sleeves and picked
Darquiel up. She did not appear as discomforted by the harling as
Zira and Phade had been. ‘I will bathe him,’ she said. ‘Show me
where.’


Chapter Two

When Darq was exactly one year old, he decided he
was a twin, even though it took him a day longer to discover the
actual term. The idea came to him as he walked beneath the shedding
oaks and beeches, in the woods that skirted the town of
Samway. Gold and scarlet leaves filled the air like promises, or
messages, or dreams. As he looked up through the branches, towards
the pale sky, he felt a tugging in his heart. It was as if he could
very easily jump out of his body and fly up as a white spirit
towards the aching space above. The feeling made him both happy and
sad at the same time. Something was missing. Something as big as
the sky.

He walked back along the path, his gaze upon
the ground. Beechnut cases crunched beneath his boots. He was very
young, but because he was har he looked far older than a human
child of his age would look, not an infant but an independent
creature who could walk and talk and think for himself. If you’d
seen him, and imagined him to be human, you’d have found it
difficult to guess his age. He could have been anything between
four and seven years old. Physically, he was still small, but he
was more like a miniature teenager than a child.

Darq’s thick black hair hung just past his
chin. In certain lights, it had threads of gold in it. His skin was
a honey, olive shade, his eyebrows straight and dark. He was
beautiful, as all harlings are beautiful, but he was also
different.

At such a tender age, Darq felt like an
outsider, unable to connect with the hara and humans around him.
But this did not particularly bother him. He did not crave
affection or reassurance. He was quite happy in his own company,
and already loved passionately the landscape he inhabited.

He knew that Phade didn’t approve of him
wandering about in it on his own, but it was easy for Darq to slip
away from Olivia’s supervision. Often, she was too busy to notice
when he’d crept away from her garden, crouched down like a robber,
out of the picket gate and onto the road that led to the forest. It
was more of a problem to escape Zira’s attention, but he was only
in charge for three days a week, when he gave Darq lessons. The
rest of the time Darq considered his own. He always returned to
Olivia’s garden before he had to go back to the tower for dinner,
and although she stared at him through narrowed eyes, her lips
pursed disapprovingly, she would rarely upbraid him. ‘You be
careful among the trees, now,’ was all she’d say.

‘Yes,’ he’d answer. ‘I
know how to take care.’

Darq had met other children, albeit human
ones, because Phade encouraged it. There were no other harlings in
Samway, so Phade decided Darq should mix with the humans. It would
be the nearest he could get to friends his own age, and Phade was
anxious for Darq to be normal: Darq could feel that desire steaming
off his guardian like hot sweat. Unfortunately, Darq didn’t
understand the other children at all. They seemed to him like
leaves on the wind, blowing this way and that, one minute laughing
out loud, the next screaming in distress like maniacs for what he
considered to be very little reason. They were curious about him
and sometimes wanted to include him in their games. They ran around
him in circles, the bigger boys repressing with the greatest
difficulty the urge to poke fun or bully. They were afraid of him,
attracted and sometimes bewitched, but always wary.

On this day of revelation, Darq returned to
Olivia’s garden to find her taking down her washing, great
billowing sails of white that made his eyes ache. Her daughter,
Amelza, eight years old, stood holding the laundry basket, from
which the swathes of fabric lolled like sleeping ghosts. Amelza
stuck to her mother’s side like a witch’s familiar.

Olivia eyed Darq shrewdly. She had wrapped
up her hair in a head scarf, which had tassels. Darq liked the way
it made her seem somehow mysterious. He knew a lot of the villagers
called her a witch, and for that reason they came to her for aid
very often. ‘You could help,’ she said. ‘Help Ammie fold the
sheets.’ She placed the last one in the basket.

‘OK,’ Darq said. He didn’t
mind helping. Amelza was considered to be an odd girl by her peers,
but not by Darq, who had no opinion. She often talked to herself
and, when other children came by, put her apron over her
face.

She laid down the basket and lifted out the
first sheet. Darq took up one end of it. ‘Olivia,’ he said, folding
carefully, ‘why don’t you try to stop me going into the
forest?’

‘Why waste my breath?’
Olivia replied, dropping washing pegs into a bag.

‘Because Phade would be
angry with you if he knew.’

‘He doesn’t know,’ Olivia
said. ‘Be quick. There might be time for hazelnut cake before you
go home.’

‘Why is he afraid for me
and you’re not?’

Olivia smiled, an expression that rarely
crossed her face. ‘Because you can ask a question like that at one
year old, that’s why! You’re safer than I am. If something tried to
get you, you’d sense it from a mile off and run away.’

‘No I wouldn’t,’ Darq
said.

‘You would. You’re
special.’

‘I mean, I wouldn’t run
away. I’d just kill whatever was after me. That’s safer. Then they
wouldn’t try it again.’

Olivia shook her head. ‘Who have you been
talking to?’

‘Nohar. I watch Phade’s
guards. It’s what their minds are like.’

‘You might be bright,
Darq,’ Olivia said, ‘but you’re still a harling, and you’re not
strong. Don’t ever consider trying to kill something, especially
something hostile. You don’t know everything.’

‘You don’t need strength
to kill something,’ Darq said, taking up the end of another sheet
that Amelza offered him. ‘I could use a bow or throw a knife. I
could dig a hole and make them run into it.’

‘Now you sound like one of
the bully boys,’ Olivia said.

Darq could see the thought forming in her
mind that she would suggest to Phade that his ward be kept away
from the boys. ‘What’s so bad about it?’ Darq asked.

‘It’s just not the way
you’re supposed to be,’ she said. ‘At least, I don’t think so.’ She
sighed. ‘Why should I care?’

‘I don’t know. Why do
you?’

‘Just finish folding those
sheets,’ Olivia said. She went into her kitchen.

Darq felt confused. He wished Olivia could
answer his questions.

Amelza pulled on the sheet to get his
attention. ‘I’d kill them too,’ she whispered.

From this simple remark, Amelza became Darq’s
friend. When he heard those words, it was as if he’d seen her for
the first time: a thin girl with a curtain of reddish brown hair
and a long serious face. He realised that in some ways she was like
him. Therefore, it was to Amelza that he confided his belief that
somehow part of him was missing. The very next day, in Olivia’s
garden, as Amelza weeded round the raspberry canes, Darq told her
his heart.

Amelza patted down the soil, digging her
fingers into the rich earth. Darq could hear her breathing and
smell the scent of her skin and hair, which was sweet like honey.
‘Maybe you were a twin,’ she said.

‘What’s that?’

‘There should be two of
you, a brother. Rufus and Simeon are twins. They look the
same.’

‘Then where is my
twin?’

Amelza shrugged. ‘Maybe he died.’

Darq frowned as he thought about it. ‘It
doesn’t feel that way,’ he said.

That evening, Darq was compelled to confront Phade
over dinner. Phade treated Darq like an unpredictable animal. He
was fair and often generous, but rarely initiated conversation.
Darq knew that Phade would rather he took his dinner with Zira and
the other staff, but something wouldn’t let him order it. They
always ate in a room on the first floor; its long windows welcomed
the morning sun, but in the evenings it could be rather gloomy.

As unobtrusive hara glided around the table
to clear away the soup bowls, Darq asked: ‘Was I a twin?’

‘What? No,’ Phade said. He
was reading some reports on his equine breeding stock, occasionally
making notes on the papers. Now he glanced up, apparently irritated
at being interrupted. In a lot of ways, he reminded Darq of a bird
of prey. Although his hair was very dark, his eyes were almost
amber and his features were hawklike. His hands were strong. He
could control the wildest of his horses. But in the evening, in
lamplight, he appeared softer, beautiful rather than handsome. Darq
knew the difference because he had discussed Phade earlier in the
day with Amelza, who was fascinated by all hara.

‘How do you know I’m not a
twin?’ Darq persisted.

Phade put down his pencil. ‘Because you came
from a pearl and I watched you hatch. If you’d been a twin, there
would have been two of you.’

‘Maybe there were two
pearls and you only got one.’

‘It doesn’t work that
way,’ Phade said, although he didn’t sound that confident about it.
‘Ask Zira to tell you things. He can teach you some
biology.’

‘OK.’

Unfortunately, approaching Zira about the
subject inadvertently led Darq to spill the secret of his lone
excursions into the forest. He didn’t say anything about his
strange feelings until Zira had been teaching him basic biology for
a couple of weeks. Darq hadn’t meant to confide in Zira; he’d just
mentioned how he’d felt when he’d looked up at the sky through the
trees, and how the idea of being part of something had come to him
then. He intended to broach the subject of twins and so on, but was
unprepared for Zira’s reaction.

Zira’s eyes had widened. He raised a hand to
silence Darq. ‘Shut up. You mean you were out on your own?’

‘Well… yes.’ Darq realised
he’d revealed too much. The expression on Zira’s face – a mixture
of anger and smug satisfaction – stemmed the fountain of questions
that had been ready to break from Darq’s mouth.

‘You stupid harling,’ Zira
said. ‘Phade will be furious.’

Darq knew it was pointless to suggest the
information be kept from his guardian. Zira took Darq to Phade at
once. Phade was out in the fields with his animals as usual. As
Darq and Zira approached him, Darq became aware of an unfamiliar
feeling within him. It was apprehension. He didn’t like it at
all.

Once Zira had related what Darq had told
him, Phade felt obliged to administer discipline. ‘You will stay
here in the tower for a week,’ he said. ‘Don’t take advantage of
Olivia’s good nature, Darq. No more wandering around on your own.
If you want to go into the woods, wait until Zira can take
you.’

It was torture for Darq to be kept indoors,
which is of course what Phade intended. It was even more irksome
that Phade locked him in his room at night, to bring home how
serious the punishment was. Darq felt that even being confined for
a week meant he would miss so much of what was happening outside.
He also missed Amelza’s company. They’d only known each other for a
couple of weeks but had quickly become firm friends. Perhaps by the
time Darq was let out, the trees would be bare, the gold all gone,
and a cold wind would come slicing down through the high pine
forests that surrounded Samway’s valley. The older deciduous woods
were Darq’s domain. He loved them, and resented bitterly being kept
away from them, which he considered unreasonable. Olivia knew he
was safe, so what was Phade’s problem? Darq had tried to explain,
but Phade wouldn’t listen.

Three days into his incarceration, and
exasperated by rules and punishments he didn’t understand, Darq
absconded into the night. The tower was surrounded on either side
by outbuildings and stables and at the back by a walled garden. In
front was the wide yard with a well in the centre, and the great
gates that were kept closed at night and guarded. Darq scrambled
out of his window, intending to exit the tower via the gardens,
since he knew a place where he could climb a tree next to the wall
and thereby get over it. He experienced some perilous moments as he
teetered on the sill, some thirty feet above the ground, and then
inched towards the thick ancient ivy that covered part of the tower
walls. He climbed down, stems coming away from the wall in his
hands. Dust and insects got into his eyes and hair and mouth, and
he eventually jumped down the last few feet.

Oh, how big the world was at night.
Excitement coursed through Darq’s veins in an intoxicating flood.
He saw a great white owl swoop down from the sky, heard the squeak
of the creature it killed. He ran across the lawn, past the sundial
and the sleeping fountain, into a stand of ancient yew trees that
hugged one part of the wall. Within moments, he was on the other
side, free. He paused a moment and breathed deeply, taking in the
scent of the night. The wind had a voice, full of secrets. The last
leaves of the trees trembled to hear them. A fat moon sailed
majestically above the reaching branches of the oaks around him,
and Darq could feel the presence of hunters in the nearby forest:
not animals, hara or men, but spirits who rode on spectral black
horses, hounds baying at their sides.

He laughed aloud, drunk on his forbidden
freedom, and ran towards the trees. Then, inspired by a spontaneous
idea, he veered off along the lane to Olivia’s cottage.

Olivia and Raymer held high positions within the
human community, and therefore had one of the larger dwellings in
the town. It had a spreading lower story, and a smaller one on top,
which was a big attic room where Olivia and Raymer slept. Amelza
and her older sister Silbeth slept on the ground floor, in a room
at the back of the cottage, next to the charcoal house.

Because Olivia believed it was beneficial to
breathe fresh air while you were sleeping, the window was open and
Darq was able to slither into the room quietly. He saw Silbeth
lying on her back, mouth open, snoring. Amelza was curled beneath
her blankets, silent and still. Darq crept to her side and put his
hand upon her. Instinctively, he did not speak or even shake her,
but thought the shape of her name in a loud way, as if he were
shouting. Amelza woke at once and uttered a soft gasp. Darq felt
her body go rigid beneath the blankets.

It’s me,
he told her. Don’t be
afraid. Let’s go out.

Amelza peered out of her nest, her face
creased into a frown. She glanced at her sleeping sister, paused
for only a second or so, then got out of bed. She pulled on a pair
of work trousers and stuffed her nightdress into the waistband.
Together, she and Darq left the cottage, and neither had said a
word out loud. Samway was sleeping. A few dim lights burned high in
cottage windows, but mostly it was dark and silent.

Once they were on the track that led to the
forest, Amelza said, ‘I hope you don’t get caught. Ma told me what
happened.’

Darq shrugged. He didn’t care about getting
caught. The only important thing was his ability to escape the
tower.

‘If they find out they’ll
put locks on your door,’ Amelza said.

‘There’s already a lock on
the door,’ Darq said.

‘Then how did you get
out?’

‘The window.’

Amelza laughed. ‘You’re mad. You could have
fallen.’ She took Darq’s arm and they left the main path to walk
into the trees.

‘But I didn’t,’ Darq said.
‘You’re right about the locks though. I hadn’t thought of that. I
won’t be able to get back in the way I came out or through the door
either, so I’ll have to wait til morning when the guards open the
courtyard gates.’

‘Maybe Phade will beat
you,’ Amelza said.

‘Maybe,’ Darq said,
brushing aside a branch that blocked their path. ‘But he
will lock the window.’
He grinned. ‘I must enjoy the night. It might be the last until I
think of another way.’

‘Don’t you care about
being beaten?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never
had it done to me.’

‘You won’t like it,’
Amelza said.

They went to a secret place, deep in the forest,
they’d claimed as their own. There was a pool there, which
sometimes caught the moon in its depths, and wonderful burrows and
warrens of ancient rhododendron. There had once been a monastery in
Samway, and the ruins of a very old church lay deep among the
trees. At one time, the human lord of the area would have
worshipped there with his family. Now, it hid close to the pool,
where sometimes the moon came to swim.

‘You know,’ Amelza said,
clambering over the mossy stones of the fallen masonry to find a
good seat, ‘I can’t work out whether you’re a girl friend of mine
or a boy. Not that you’re either, of course. But sometimes, I feel
like you’re one or the other.’

‘Hmph,’ grunted Darq,
uninterested. ‘You’re just you. So am I. Isn’t that all there
is?’

In the moonlight, Amelza frowned, clearly
unsure what Darq meant. ‘And you look so old too! You could be the
same age as me, yet Phade looks much younger than Ma, even though
he’s much older. It’s so weird.’

‘We’re different,’ Darq
said. ‘Different species.’

‘I know…’ Amelza paused
for the space of three heartbeats. ‘Maybe we should do something
while we’re here,’ she said. ‘It’s a forbidden night so we should
do something forbidden.’

‘Like what?’ Darq came to
sit beside her.

‘Like… call up your dead
twin.’

Darq could tell that was not the only thing
on Amelza’s mind and that, in fact, she was eaten up with curiosity
to discover how he was different from her and the other children.
However, she lacked the courage to ask him to show her. ‘I don’t
have a dead twin,’ he said. ‘Phade said so.’

‘And you believe
him?’

‘Yes, he wasn’t lying. I
know when hara are lying… and humans too.’

Amelza looked away. ‘Don’t you have that
feeling any more… about missing some part of yourself?’

‘Yes,’ Darq said. ‘But
it’s not a twin, not in the normal way, anyway. I don’t know what
it is. Perhaps we could
try to find out.’

‘You should ask the moon,’
Amelza said. She took hold of Darq’s arm, and when she spoke again,
her voice was a whisper. ‘Look…’

At that moment, the moon had slid above the
trees and now its reflection was cast in the pool. It was as if it
had come to them at their request. While Darq was extremely
practical and logical in many senses, he also appreciated the power
of the world of the unseen. When an omen walks past your window, or
comes down from the heavens to wallow in a pool, you should not
ignore it. He jumped from the jumble of old stones and approached
the water. He knelt down beside it. How clear it was, fed by a
secret spring, and yet so still, because the current ran deep
beneath the surface.

‘Drink it,’ Amelza said,
creeping up behind him.

Darq shivered. He realised that Amelza was
far more like her mother Olivia than her brother and sister were.
Amelza had a bit of witch in her; it was obvious. She could hear
Darq’s unspoken messages, and as far as he knew humans weren’t
supposed to be able to do that.

‘Go on,’ Amelza
urged.

If Darq stretched out, as
far as he could reach, his fingers could touch the cold image of
the moon. If you drink of the lunar fire, you are given the power
to see beyond the veil of mundane reality. Darq didn’t know whether
he’d read, been told or had overheard this, but he knew it to be
true. So he leaned out and scooped up a handful of water. The image
of the moon shattered like crystal and ripples bloomed over the
surface of the pool. Darq drank quickly before all the water ran
from his fingers. It was cold in his mouth, so cold, and tasted of
earth and sky. Show me, he said in his mind.

For some moments, all was
quiet, but for Amelza’s breathing, which for some reason was quite
heavy. Darq was just about to stand up and say something, when a
sibilant voice hissed in his mind: there
are four of you.

It had been so loud, and so definite, that
Darq jumped up, uttering a small, shocked sound.

‘What is it?’ Amelza
asked. Her eyes looked completely black, open wide.

‘A voice,’ Darq said. ‘It
told me there are four of me.’

Amelza began to laugh, then smothered it. ‘A
voice…’

Darq was conscious now of
the forest spreading away from them in all directions, so ancient.
He was aware of every small natural sound in the undergrowth, and
the other sounds beyond normal hearing. The hunters of the forest
had heard the voice too. They had pulled their horses to a halt and
signaled their hounds to be quiet. Darq did not want to attract
their attention. He did not fear them exactly, but neither did he
want to confront them. He told himself it was because the sight of
them might drive Amelza mad for, if they should approach, the
girl would see
them. She was different from other humans in that way. ‘We should
go,’ Darq said.

‘Yes,’ Amelza
agreed.

Darq knew the two of them shared the same
fear, but also knew that if either of them spoke of that fear aloud
it would become far worse. He held out a hand and Amelza took
it.

Just as they left the glade, Darq looked
back. It seemed to him that, for a moment, a spectral figure
floated above the pool. It was like a dancer, arms held out
straight, hovering on one foot, the other leg bent up. It had smoky
holes for eyes and its long waving hair was white.

‘Come on,’ Amelza said, her eyes fixed on
the path ahead of them. She pulled on his arm. He followed
her.

Darq returned to Olivia’s cottage and, because he
knew he could not get back into the tower, slept with Amelza in her
bed for the rest of the night. Shortly after dawn, Olivia came in
to wake her daughters and uttered an outraged cry when she caught
sight of Darq snuggled against Amelza’s back. ‘Darquiel!’ she
cried. ‘You are a bane, I swear, by all the gods and their swift
messengers! Get out of that bed!’

Darq woke up from a rather unpleasant dream,
and was instantly alert. ‘I had to come here,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t
get back in at home.’

Olivia sat down heavily on a chair. Silbeth
and Amelza were also awake now, both eyeing their mother anxiously.
‘Do you wish me such ill?’ Olivia asked Darq. ‘Will you bring the
wrath of Olopade down on my head? Why do you do this to me? You are
an ungrateful wretch, young har.’

‘I won’t tell anyhar,’
Darq said, getting out of bed. ‘I’ll go back home at once. I won’t
tell them where I’ve been.’

Olivia sighed. ‘What do you take me for?
Come on.’ She grabbed Darq by the wrist and dragged him from the
cottage. Despite his protests, she would not talk to him until they
reached the tower gates. Here, she demanded to see Phade, and the
guards, seeing who she had with her, did nothing to obstruct
her.

Phade was not yet out of bed, but came to
his office on the second floor at once, still wearing his dressing
robe. As the office overlooked the yard, Darq could see the guards
talking together down there, occasionally glancing up towards the
window. They knew he was in trouble.

Phade’s eyes widened when he caught sight of
Darq, but he remained outwardly calm. ‘What is it, Olivia?’ he
asked.

Olivia thrust Darq at him. ‘I found this in
my daughter’s bed this morning.’

Phade’s lips twitched a little, and Darq
could tell he wanted to smile, but he restrained himself. ‘Indeed!
That’s quite a feat for a harling who was locked in his room last
night. Darq, are you such a magician? Can you turn into smoke and
pour through a keyhole?’

‘No,’ Darq answered. ‘I
climbed out of the window.’

‘Thank you, Olivia,’ Phade
said. ‘You may go.’

Olivia hesitated. ‘I know it’s not my place
to say so, tiahaar, but… the harling is not unsafe in the forest.
He knows his way, in this world and the ones you cannot see.’

‘I’m sure,’ Phade said.
‘Thank you, Olivia. You were right to bring him to me personally.
Ag knows where he might have strayed if you’d sent him home
alone.’

Olivia ducked her head and left the
room.

After she’d gone, Phade stared at Darq for a
whole excruciating minute. Darq did his best to return the
stare.

‘It is not advisable to
disobey the orders of your elders,’ Phade said.

‘The order was
unreasonable,’ Darq said, sounding braver than he felt, for he
could see in Phade’s calm manner just how angry he was. ‘Olivia is
right. I am safe.
There’s no reason I can’t go around by myself.’

‘My order was
unreasonable?’ Phade sat down on the edge of his desk. His hair was
still messy from sleeping and the front of his robe hung open at
the chest. ‘Do you presume to think you know better than I
do?’

‘I just don’t know why you
want to lock me up. Olivia isn’t scared for me, and she’s human, so
why are you scared?’

‘Sit down!’ Phade ordered,
pointing to a row of chairs near the door.

Darq hesitated for a moment before he
obeyed. There was a wide space between him and Phade now. It made
him feel uncomfortable.

Phade folded his arms. ‘I’m not scared,
Darquiel. Let’s just say I’m concerned for your welfare. It’s not
the forest you should fear, harling, nor the night creatures, nor
ghosts, nor beasts of the air. It is hara you should fear.’

‘Why?’

‘I can’t tell
you.’

Darq sensed that Phade had erected barriers
in his mind to shield his thoughts. He did that often when Darq
asked difficult questions. Did that mean he lied?

‘All you need to know is
that I’m entrusted with your safety,’ Phade said. He pulled his
robe closed and belted it more tightly. ‘It’s my prime
concern.’

‘Where did I come from?’
Darq asked.

‘The ethers,’ Phade
replied.

‘Who was the one who bore
me, my hostling?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ Phade ran
his fingers through his hair. ‘A friend asked me to care for you. I
imagine your parents are either dead or disgraced. Your life is
here now. And as we are both condemned to live with this
incontrovertible circumstance, you will obey me, as if I were your
hostling.’ His dark eyes appeared to have gone completely black.
‘You will not go out alone again. You will stay in your room for
another week. And you can be sure the window will be
locked.’

‘That’s not fair,’ Darq
said. ‘Why can’t I go out with Zira?’

‘It’s called punishment,’
Phade said. ‘When you do something bad, you have to see the error
of your ways. You lose privileges. If you’re good, you get to do
things you like. I’m sure you can understand the
concept.’

Darq felt so full of rage,
he was shocked at himself. He didn’t like being told what to do or
having his movements restricted. This har wasn’t even his parent.
What right did he have to issue orders and give punishments?
I’ll run away, Darq
thought, but because he was so angry, his thought was too loud and
Phade heard it.

‘If you attempt any such
thing, I’ll do more than lock you up,’ he said. ‘I have no wish to
hurt you, Darq, but if you continue in this way, I’ll have no
choice but to administer a more physical form of punishment.
Perhaps that’s something you will understand.’

‘Amelza said you’d beat
me,’ Darq said sarcastically, hoping to imply insult that a human
child could know such a thing.

‘You would be wise to
listen to your friend in the future, then,’ Phade said, perhaps
deliberately misinterpreting the message. ‘If you are good for a
week, then Amelza can come to the tower and play here in the garden
with you.’

Phade sent out a mind-call to Zira, who
presently came to the office. ‘Take Darq back to his room,’ Phade
said. ‘Have his breakfast taken there. There will be no lessons
today because Darq needs time to think about things on his own.
Don’t you, Darq?’

Without a word, Darq followed Zira out of
the room.

The guards had lost no time in gossiping
with the household staff, so Zira already knew most of what had
happened. Once they were in the whitewashed corridor outside
Phade’s office, Zira pinched Darq hard on the arm. ‘If my family
ends up in trouble because of you, I’ll kill you,’ he said in a
low, hard voice.

‘You’re not allowed to
have human family any more,’ Darq said, repeating something he’d
picked up from Zira’s thoughts, which were occasionally
troubled.

Zira uttered a cry and smacked Darq across
the head. ‘You’re a little beast! I hope to Ag all harlings are not
like you. You’re unnatural and vile!’

Darq rubbed his head for a moment, strangely
unmoved. He was surprised and awed by the fact he no longer felt
angry, even though Zira had hurt him. ‘You’re just afraid of me,’
he said. ‘And if you hit me again, I’ll blind you.’

‘Nohar likes you,’ Zira
said. ‘You’re not a child, you’re a malevolent adult hiding in a
harling’s body. Everyhar thinks you’re a freak. The only person
who’ll speak to you is my sister, and the whole world knows she’s
“touched”.’

‘Your mother likes me
too,’ Darq said primly. ‘You don’t want to ask how I know, because
if you do, you’ll also realise how much I know about what goes on
in your head!’
Darq laughed. ‘I wonder, does Phade know how much you dream of
him?’

‘Beast!’ Zira hissed. ‘I
do no such thing.’

‘Yes you do. You do more
than dream. You touch yourself and imagine it’s him.’

Zira growled and Darq considered the har
both looked and sounded like an angry dog. ‘You’re too young to be
able to mind touch,’ Zira said. ‘You’re just a spiteful liar.’ He
took hold of one of Darq’s arms and hauled him up the
passageway.

Left alone in his room to
await his breakfast, Darq stared at himself in the mirror. He
remembered what he’d heard and seen at the pool the previous
night. There are four of me.
‘Where are you?’ he asked aloud.
‘Who are
you?’

But there was no message in the mirror. Only
his reflection stared back at him: an adult hiding in a harling’s
body.


Chapter Three

Phade came to Darq’s bedroom early the next morning.
Darq had hardly slept because his mind had been in a spin all
night. For the first time, he had begun to think about himself.
Where had he come from? Who were his parents? Why had he been given
to Phade? Did he have brothers somewhere? It seemed the only way to
get the answers to these perplexing questions would be to win
Phade’s favor. And Darq knew he’d overstepped the line the day
before. Zira would have told Phade everything. Well, nearly
everything.

As soon as Phade unlocked the door and came
into the room, Darq could tell the har felt a little contrite.
Memories of Phade’s own childhood, which had often been unhappy,
had plagued his dreams. Echoes of them wafted round Darq’s room,
lamenting. Now Phade smiled, obviously in an attempt to put Darq at
ease. Darq reflected that Phade looked better when he was smiling,
or when his heart was soft. When Phade was in a good mood, Darq
appreciated more what Zira saw in him.

‘What are we going to do
with you?’ Phade asked, shaking his head.

‘I didn’t ask to come
here,’ Darq replied. ‘I didn’t ask to be made. Who were my parents?
I know you know.’

‘Zira’s not wrong about
you,’ Phade said. ‘I know harlings are different to human children,
but surely not this different. You’re too adult.’ He sat down on the bed. ‘Tell
me what you remember about hatching. Do you remember anything
before that?’

Darq considered and a hot wave coursed
through his flesh. It was as if Phade’s question had been a magical
key to unlock a door Darq had known nothing about. For just an
instant, he saw utter blackness, but within it there was movement,
something violent, and the sound of screaming. ‘I remember
something bad,’ he said. Should he tell Phade? He decided to
bargain. ‘I’ll tell you, but only if you tell me something in
return. Who are my parents?’

‘I don’t know,’ Phade
said, and perhaps he was lying, because his thoughts were again
impenetrable to Darq. ‘You came to me as a pearl. Perhaps your
hostling died.’

‘But who brought me here?
You said yesterday it was a friend.’

‘An old friend. He didn’t
explain much. He just asked me to raise you here, because Samway is
safe and hidden and…’ Phade narrowed his eyes. ‘Enough. Tell me
what you remember.’

‘Screaming,’ Darq said,
briefly closing his eyes. ‘And… something like fighting, but it was
in darkness. I couldn’t see anything.’

‘Perhaps that’s because
you were in the pearl,’ Phade said, ‘though it’s interesting you
recall so much.’

‘I think I was stolen,’
Darq said. ‘That’s the only possible explanation.’

‘That conclusion is not
unreasonable,’ Phade agreed.

Darq hugged his knees through his bed
covers. ‘My parents must have been important.’

Phade folded his arms. ‘You don’t know that.
Perhaps we’ll never know the circumstances of your conception. The
fact is, Darq, you are with me now, and I don’t want there to be
hostility between us. You’ll carry your childhood with you for the
rest of your life. Let’s make sure your memories of it are mostly
happy ones. Respect my wishes and I’ll respect yours.’

‘You think I’m in danger,’
Darq said. ‘You must do, otherwise you’d let me out
alone.’

Phade stared at him thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps I
am over-protective,’ he admitted. ‘You don’t really get along with
Zira, do you? You need a harish companion, so that you can go out
together. Amelza is a good friend, I know, but she wouldn’t be able
to protect you, if you ever needed her to.’

‘Make her har like Zira
is, then,’ Darq suggested. The idea seemed logical.

Phade smiled. ‘I can’t do that. She can’t be
made har like you.’

This was news to Darq. ‘Why not?’

‘Hara can’t incept human
females. Also, she is too young. She could become Kamagrian one
day, perhaps, but not har. Kamagrian are similar to us, but not
exactly the same.’

Darq was delighted with this information.
‘Make her that, then!’ he said. ‘I don’t want her to shrivel up and
die like humans do. I like her.’

Phade smiled and reached out to ruffle
Darq’s hair. ‘I know. I’ll bear it in mind, I promise.’

Emboldened by this strange new intimacy,
which made him feel slightly drunk, Darq laughed and said, ‘Zira is
in love with you.’

Phade didn’t laugh as Darq expected. ‘Did he
tell you that?’

‘No. It’s what he thinks
about. He’s sad you didn’t go to him after althaia, that it was
somehar else.’

Phade exhaled through his nose and folded
his arms. ‘Hasn’t Zira told you it’s very rude to pry in other
hara’s thoughts?’

Darq glanced away. ‘I don’t know. He might
have done.’

‘You mustn’t do
it.’

‘It wasn’t prying,” Darq
insisted. To him, this seemed true. ‘He thinks so loud about you
it’s like he’s singing.’

‘Well, whatever — curb
yourself,’ Phade admonished. ‘If you hear something like that, tune
out and turn off. You do know how to do that, don’t
you?’

Darq shrugged.

‘Darq, don’t listen in. It’s bad. Also, you
are far too young to know about what happens after althaia.’ Again
Darq got a brief impression of Phade’s bittersweet childhood
memories. ‘Enjoy being a child. Enjoy being innocent. It won’t last
forever, and one day you’ll wake up feeling sad because it’s gone.
Understand?’

Darq shook his head. ‘Zira says I’m not a
child, so what’s the point of trying to cling on to something I’m
not?’

Phade sighed again.
‘Physically, you are a child. That’s the way it is and the way we will look at
things. You upset Zira yesterday. You should apologise.’

‘He pinched and hit
me.’

‘You should
both apologise. Believe
me, Darq, life is far easier if hara can get along.’

Darq could see that Phade was right. If you
displeased somehar, things often got awkward. But how to cope with
the dilemma that something you wanted to do was in opposition to
what others wanted? Presumably, you just had to find a way to do it
so that nohar would know about it.

‘So, if I apologise to
Zira you’ll let me out of my room?’ Darq asked.

‘If I went back on
punishments, that’d be wrong,’ Phade answered. ‘I must stand by
what I said, otherwise the punishment is worthless.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Darq
said. ‘You made me see what happens when I’m bad, and all day
yesterday and all night I was in the punishment. I felt what it
would be like not to be let out for a week, and I suffered. You
came and explained to me why you did it, and now we’re friends, so
what’s the point of there still being this horrible thing between
us? I won’t climb out of my window again at night. I understand
everything you’ve said. I agree with you. Why must I still be
punished?’

Phade stared at Darq for several seconds. It
was clearly difficult for him to believe he was talking to a
one-year-old harling. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘But be nice to
Zira. Threatening to blind him indeed! A harling your age should
have no such ideas. Come on, get up. We’ll go and have
breakfast.’

After breakfast, Darq went to the room on the first
floor that Phade had appointed as his classroom. It was a light and
airy place, its walls lined with book shelves. The shelves were far
from full, but Darq put other things on them that interested him,
such as animal skulls he found in the forest and brightly colored
fungi that eventually shriveled up and smelled bad. Zira was
already there, still looking furious.

‘I’m sorry,’ Darq
said.

Zira raised his eyebrows. ‘What for?’

‘Saying those things to
you. I won’t blind you.’

Zira smiled. ‘If you tried, there might be
rather a scuffle. All right, apology accepted. I’m sorry I whacked
your head.’

Darq was astounded at the power of the
simple words ‘I’m sorry’. It was like a magic spell. ‘Will you take
me to see Olivia?’ he asked. ‘I think I should apologise to her
too. I didn’t want to get any of your family into trouble. I just
like being outside and… well… can we go to the cottage?’

‘Of course,’ Zira
said.

‘I could pick her some
flowers,’ Darq offered, ‘or find some branches with red berries
on.’ He realised that a bit of coy simpering might also be useful
and batted his eyelashes a few times.

Zira responded exactly as Darq wished.
‘That’s a thoughtful idea. She’ll be pleased. Afterwards, we can go
into the woods, if you like. We can do today’s lessons there.
Perhaps Ma will let Amelza come with us.’

This is
amazing, Darq thought. It’s so easy. He giggled as he’d
heard human children do when they sought the favor of
adults.

Zira ruffled his hair. ‘Perhaps you’re not
as freakish as I thought,’ he said. ‘Maybe it’s just that nohar
round here really knows how to be with harlings. We’ll just have to
learn.’

So will
I, Darq thought. He felt he’d made a major
breakthrough already.


Chapter Four

Loki har Aralis’ first name would have rested far
more comfortably on Darquiel’s shoulders. It was the name of a
trickster god, and Loki the harling was anything but a
trickster.

He was the half-brother of Darquiel, but did
not know it. He lived in the Gelaming city of Immanion with his
parents, in the country of Almagabra. As far as Loki was concerned,
he had only one other sibling, who nohar talked about. From gossip
around the palace Phaonica, Loki had determined that his much older
brother, Abrimel, was in prison somewhere, a criminal. His parents
wouldn’t speak about it, nor his hura, Caeru, nor his tutors and
servants. They would say things like ‘when you’re older’, which was
no use at all. Loki was inquisitive and bright, but knew his place.
When adults said ‘no’, he complied with their wishes.

He was as unlike Darq as it’s possible to
get. Where Darq was literally dark, Loki was fair. He enjoyed the
company of others. He was popular among his peers, not least
because he was a son of the Tigrons and therefore royal. His father
Calanthe took him everywhere with him, whenever it was possible.
His hostling – well – that was another matter, but then Pellaz was
always busy. ‘Don’t worry,’ Cal said once. ‘I was just like that
when I hosted Tyson. Maybe some of us are just cut out to be better
fathers than hostlings. He’ll be fine when you grow up.’

Adults, of course, did not normally say such
enlightening things to harlings, but Cal was different to all other
adults Loki knew. He loved Cal so passionately, it sometimes made
him hurt inside. He had nightmares about Cal disappearing, or
flying away on a great bird, or being smothered by strange shadowy
monsters. Loki would wake weeping from these dreams and run to his
father’s rooms. He could always climb into bed beside Cal and
whisper his fears, and Cal would sling an arm around him say, ‘No
chance. I’ve had my lot of disappearing.’

It was Cal who had given
Loki his name, and also who told him what it meant. ‘Isn’t that
a… bad name?’
Loki asked; polite but slightly alarmed.

‘No,’ Cal replied. ‘It’s a
very strong name. I chose it on purpose. It comes from a country
where the gods of the north live.’

‘Can we go
there?’

Cal grinned. ‘I think one day we might,
yes.’

Loki grew up surrounded by
love, and given every privilege a young har could want: his
own sedu to ride,
his own rooms and attendants, noble-born harlings imported from
several realms to be his companions. He never brushed his own hair
or cut his own fingernails. He had no idea how food was prepared;
it was simply delivered to his table, perfect, whenever he was
hungry. The Tigrina, Caeru, doted upon him as if Loki were his own
son. Loki had many relations, like his hura Terez in Immanion, and
Mima in Jaddayoth, who was Terez and Pell’s sister back from when
they’d been human. She wasn’t har, but she was Kamagrian, which was
apparently similar. Loki called her his huri, rather than hura, to
make the distinction. The Parasilians in Galhea, on the other side
of the great ocean, were also part of his extended family. Loki was
comfortable within this organism. He was praised and pampered by
every har who was a part of it. He was the heir to the throne in
Immanion.

You can be sure that Loki would never, under
any circumstances, have climbed out of his bedroom window at night
and teetered perilously thirty feet above the ground. He liked
approval, and did all that he could to get it. A cynical har might
say that there was an underlying selfishness in Loki’s manner.
Perhaps he learned the game long before it even occurred to Darq
there was one to play.

He was always extremely courteous, and the
only thing he didn’t like was disrespect — not that many other
harlings would dare to show it to him. This rather prim attribute
might have originated from Cal’s influence, who often told him he
should never ‘take shit’ off anyhar (a delicious secret Loki never
told a living soul, because the language was bad), or it might
simply have been because it was in his blood, the particular
corpuscles that had come from Pellaz, his hostling. Pellaz could
wither hara with a glance, and on several occasions Loki had slunk
from his hostling’s presence feeling utterly wilted. He noticed
very early in life that Pellaz rarely apologised, even when he was
wrong about something, and Loki took this to be the way a son of
the Tigron should also behave. However, in his view, one should
never do anything that requires an apology. Really, it was very
simple. Thus it followed that by the age of nearly seven, Loki had
never said the words ‘I’m sorry’ and had had no cause to.

The early years of Loki’s life had been full
of adventures, of only the safest kind, but devoid of more
significant events. He had traveled the otherlanes at only two
years of age, held by his father on the front of his saddle. He had
visited his relatives in Megalithica, and in Roselane, in
Jaddayoth. In fact, one summer, he and Cal had spent three weeks in
Jaddayoth. Cal had taken him to wonderful places, like the
underground city of Sahen, and the cliff city of Shappa where the
narrow streets were nearly vertical. Like all privileged
individuals, Loki grew up thinking life was grand, or perhaps he
didn’t even consider that. He simply took it all for granted.

Once a week, the Aralis family met together
to share a meal. This was on the evening of Solisday. When the
weather was fine, which it usually was in Immanion, the fairest of
Wraeththu cities, the six of them would sit round a table on
Caeru’s terrace, which faced the ocean. Sometimes, there were
visitors, such as Parasilian hara from Galhea: Cal’s other son
Tyson, or Pell’s brother Snake and his chesnari Cobweb.
Occasionally, members of the Hegemony would join them for special
occasions like birthdays and festivals.

One Solisday evening, in the height of
summer, the Aralisians met as usual to share a meal. Loki, arriving
with his father, could tell at once that Pellaz was not in a good
mood. He sprawled in his seat, with his feet up on the table, his
beautiful features set into a scowl. Loki knew better than to seek
approval from his hostling when his face wore that expression.
Terez was also already present, and he and his chesnari Raven were
usually late arrivals at these gatherings, much to Caeru’s
annoyance. Tonight, Raven was not there, however. Loki got the
impression Terez had been summoned very quickly. Something must be
wrong, he realised.

Loki went at once to the Tigrina and hugged
him; gentle Caeru, who was so willowy and fair. That day, Loki had
been into the city with his father, who had taken him to a hair
stylist, where only the very rich stepped over the threshold. He’d
had his hair cut very similar to Cal’s and now felt extremely grown
up and handsome. Pellaz cast him a glance and raised an eyebrow.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘you could be brothers.’

‘He looks very like his
father,’ Caeru said, a hand hovering just above Loki’s head so as
not to ruffle the artful messiness.

‘Doesn’t he just,’ said
Pellaz, in a voice that sounded to Loki as if it was full of
wasps.

Loki wanted to look
exactly like his father, of course, and was warmed by Caeru’s
comment. The fact was he had his hostling’s eyes, which were very
dark, and also his lips, which were fuller than Cal’s. His skin
tone was somewhere between the two of them, darker than Cal but
fairer than Pellaz. But his hair was the same shocking white gold
as his father’s and he was of a similar build, long and lithe. At
nearly seven, Loki looked like a young teenage human. Within a year
or so, he would be adult, when feybraiha, the Wraeththu equivalent
of puberty, would steal over him. In harlings, the process
occurred very quickly, taking weeks rather
than years. Like all harlings his age, desperate to be adult and
gain some freedom, Loki awaited this magical time
impatiently.

‘You look like you’re
sitting on a nail,’ Cal said to Pellaz. ‘What’s up?’

Pellaz sighed deeply. ‘Communication from
the north,’ he said.

Cal sat down at the table,
and Loki sat beside him. ‘The
north?’ Cal enquired.

‘Yes.’

‘In what respect?’ Cal
helped himself to an apple from a bowl on the table and began to
munch it. Loki could tell that his father was now also somewhat
tense. He sat very still, hoping that if he became invisible, the
adults would talk more frankly in front of him.

‘There have been anomalies
in the ethers around Freyhella,’ Pellaz said. ‘The Council in
Freygard considered we should be informed.’

‘What kind of anomalies?’
Cal asked.

‘I don’t know. They
suggest we send a delegation to see for ourselves.’

Cal raised his eyebrows
and stopped chewing. ‘Really!’ he said, after a few
moments. ‘Who made contact?’

‘I’ve no idea. The
Listeners received a message, that’s all.’

‘Who will you
send?’

‘I expect Eyra will see to
it. The Listeners and the ethers are his province.’

Cal gestured at Terez. ‘I think our deadly
assassin should go.’

‘I am not an assassin,’ Terez said,
clearly pleased at being called that. ‘But I’ll go if you want me
to, Pell.’

‘Yes, maybe,’ Pellaz said
irritably. ‘Be part of the delegation.’

Cal took another bite of his apple and shook
his head slowly. ‘Well, after all this time, all this silence… I
thought Freygard had dropped off the map.’

‘They must be really
concerned to contact Immanion,’ Terez said. ‘I hope to all dehara
this doesn’t mean something’s happening again.’

‘We’d have felt it,’
Pellaz said sharply. ‘Snake and Cobweb are always alert. They never
rest and never will. If there’s the faintest glimmer of abnormal
activity, they’ll sense it, probably long before it
happens.’

At that moment, Raven arrived, which meant
the conversation ceased for some minutes. Raven was another
favorite of Loki’s, mainly because his skin was so black, when you
stroked his arm it made the taste of dark chocolate appear in your
mouth. He smelled good, like purple berries, aromatic coffee and
thick syrup. All in all, he was a delight to the senses. Raven sat
down, and Caeru’s servants began to bring out the first course of
the meal.

‘Freygard’s been in
touch,’ Terez said to Raven. He outlined what Pellaz had told
them.

‘And you of course will be
heading north now,’ Raven said. He glanced at Pellaz. ‘Shall I go
with him?’

‘As you wish,’ Pellaz
said. ‘Freygard asked for a delegation. That could be a dozen hara.
We’ll meet at Eyra’s office in the morning.’

‘I think I’ll go to
Freygard too,’ Cal said.

There was a moment’s silence around the
table, then Pellaz said, ‘Why?’

Cal pushed Loki’s shoulder playfully. ‘I
think our son should see it.’

‘You can’t be serious,’
Pellaz said.

‘Why not?’

Pellaz blinked at him meaningfully, and Loki
sensed a secret.

‘Come on, Pell,’ Cal said
in a cajoling tone. ‘Let him see it. Let him smell the air, the
sea. He should visit. You know he should. It’s…’ He smiled at Loki.
‘It’s a very magical place. All hara should go at least once in
their lives.’

‘I’d really like to go,’
Loki said hopefully.

‘I don’t know,’ Pellaz
said, clearly uncomfortable. ‘It might not be a good
idea.’

‘Trust me,’ Cal said.
‘It’ll be fine.’

Pellaz nearly choked.

‘Why shouldn’t he go?’
Caeru asked. ‘Think about it, Pell. What happened is ancient
history. It’s nothing to do with Loki, and relations should be
patched up politically. Cal should go and build bridges.’ Caeru
fixed Cal with the hardest stare he could manage. ‘That
is what you’ll do, isn’t
it?’

Cal displayed the palms of his hands, pulled
a rueful face.

Unexpectedly, Pellaz laughed. ‘Yes, you’re
right. You should all go.’ He smiled at Loki. ‘You’ll like it.
Well, I expect you will. I’ve never been there.’

‘Perhaps you…’ Cal
began.

‘Shut up,’ Pellaz said
mildly. ‘My presence will do nothing to facilitate any
bridge-building, I assure you.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘I do hope
you don’t have knives concealed beneath your good intentions, my
beloved. Please assure me that is not the case.’

‘My good intentions are
laden with flowers,’ Cal said. ‘I’ve never seen Freygard
either.’

Later, in Loki’s own rooms, Cal told his son to look
upon the trip as work. ‘It won’t be long before you’re sitting in
the Hegalion yourself,’ he said. ‘You should develop the diplomat’s
forked tongue as soon as you can.’

‘Forked tongue?’ Loki
asked dubiously.

Cal laughed. ‘A figure of speech. I think
you’ll be an exemplary diplomat.’ He took Loki’s face in both hands
and kissed his brow. ‘You’re so grown up. Time has flown by. I
can’t believe it.’

Cal’s words made Loki feel insecure somehow.
It implied a growing distance, an approaching horizon when the sun
would set on gilded days. He hugged Cal fiercely, suddenly having
to swallow a lump in his throat.

‘Hey,’ Cal said. ‘What did
I say?’

Loki pulled away. ‘I don’t know. It felt
like winter coming.’

‘There’s no need to worry.
Life will be full of wonders, Loki.’

Loki smiled bravely. ‘Why are we going to
Freyhella?’

Cal grimaced. ‘Some time ago, the ethers and
the otherlanes went strange. It was part of some trouble we had to
deal with. Now, something odd has happened in Freygard, and the
hara there want our opinion.’

‘What was the
trouble?’

Cal glanced at the ceiling for a moment,
skewed his mouth to the side. ‘It’s a long story. Basically, before
you were born, the Gelaming were involved in a conflict with some
hara who let’s just say didn’t really have the well-being of
Wraeththu at heart. We formed an alliance of tribes, and Freyhella
was one of the tribes that showed up. They’re fiercely independent,
and really didn’t want to ally with us, but…’ Cal shrugged.
‘Anyway, as soon as the conflict was over, they sailed back to
Freygard and closed communication. They must be worried now to
contact us.’

‘Will we sail to
Freygard?’ Loki had never been a long distance on a
boat.

‘No. We’ll use
sedim as usual. It’d
take too long on a boat.’

Loki was disappointed by that. He liked the
thought of traveling over the sea.

Two days later, the sedim leapt out of the
otherlanes in the hills beyond Freygard’s walls, bearing a
delegation of Gelaming. Loki was impressed at once by the majesty
of the landscape, even though the cold hit him sharply. Freyhella
was shrouded in mist and seemed watchful. There were forested
mountains and deep fjords fanged with sharp rocks. This land might
be the haunt of dragons and wolves with burning eyes. The air
smelled strongly of brine and fish.

Immanion had sent a party
of twelve hara, which as well as including members of the Aralisian
family, also included the Hegemon Eyra Fiumara, Hegemony Clerk
Velaxis Shiraz, and a few guards. Velaxis always unnerved Loki. He
was a watchful har, like a sly cat and his abundant hair was the
color of untouched snow. He favored winding it with black pearls
and usually dressed in clothes of white or black.
He was the sort of har who knew everything and
everyhar. Loki knew this because Pellaz often said snide things
about him. Velaxis was very friendly with Rue, and Loki knew Pellaz
thought that was a strategic friendship. It didn’t surprise Loki
that Velaxis was part of the group.

The Freyhellans had sent no welcoming party,
which even Loki knew was a little odd, if not rude, and the
Gelaming rode into town along the main road, which followed the
river. The call of seabirds drifted mournfully through the mist
and, as the party approached the walls of Freygard, the sound of
water on wood could be heard, and the gristly clunk of hulls
rubbing together. As they drew nearer to the gates, the peaked
roofs of Freygard could be glimpsed through the swirling vapor;
still and dark and immense. Wooden hex-beasts snarled from the
highest eaves, moisture dripping from their bearded chins. Loki
could hear voices, the sound of wheels on cobbles, the tock of
blacksmiths’ hammers. The warm scent of horse dung mingled with the
aroma of the sea. He had a strange feeling inside, as if he’d
walked into one of his own dreams. He felt he’d been to this place
before. He felt excited, wistful, fearful and ecstatic, all at
once.

‘Do they have strong magic
here?’ he asked Cal.

Cal glanced over at him. ‘Why do you say
that?’

‘I feel
strange.’

Cal had no opportunity to respond to that,
because the gates of the town opened ahead of them and a delegation
of Freyhellans rode forth. Like Cal and Loki, they had pale hair.
They rode stocky chestnut horses whose manes and tails were the
same pale color as their riders’ hair. Their leader urged his mount
ahead of the others, and touched his brow in a gesture of
respectful greeting. ‘You are welcome, tiahaara. Allow us to
accompany you to the Hall of Assembly.’

Eyra, a thin-faced har who wore his dark
hair in multiple braids, had assumed leadership of the Gelaming
group. ‘We are happy to oblige,’ he said, and the company rode
beneath the arch of the gate.

Cal appeared content to blend into the
background, as if he were there simply to observe events. Loki
perceived a slight tension in his father. There was history between
Freygard and the Aralisians, Loki already knew that, even if he was
unaware of the details. Cal had told him about the war, when the
tribes of Wraeththu had had to ally against a common threat, but
Loki had sensed something else beneath his father’s casual words, a
feeling that had smelled like burned meat.

The Hall of Assembly stood upon an immense
dais in the center of the town, so that it was approached by a
flight of steps on all sides. Banners on poles surrounded it,
hanging limp like seaweed in the damp, motionless air. The building
was surrounded by a wide square, and smaller administrative
buildings and stables lay behind it. It was in this hall that the
archon of the Freyhellans held court.

The great chamber was stuffy, filled as it
was with hara clad in musty furs. A huge fire grumbled in a hearth
the height of two horses. Smoke-blackened beams arched high
overhead, and massive pillars, with twisty carvings, supported the
roof. As Loki followed his father inside, he found he was short of
breath. He felt light-headed and wondered why. After all, it wasn’t
as if he was unused to large gatherings or strange places.

There were so many hara in the room; Loki
could see little of what transpired. Cal asked Raven to take care
of Loki while business was undertaken. Loki stood by Raven near the
back of the crowd, while the Gelaming went to the dais at the end
of the room to confer with the Freyhellan councilors. Voices were
low; it was a private conversation, not for all present in the
room. Raven sighed, perhaps in boredom. ‘I wish somehar had been
polite enough to show us to guest quarters before this,’ he said.
‘Then you and I could leave here, do some sight-seeing.’

Loki was straining to catch a glimpse of the
Freyhellan archon, but the dais wasn’t that high, and there were
too many tall bodies in the way.

‘Maybe we should go
anyway,’ Raven said. ‘What do you think?’

Loki smiled up at Raven. He’d always do what
adults wanted of him.

They walked down to the beach, past the
docks, where the long boats of the Freyhellan warriors and fishing
boats of more squat proportions were moored. Pale-haired hara
worked on their nets, sitting on upturned lobster pots, with their
dogs nearby, which were nosing through seaweed and flotsam. The
Freyhellans paid scant attention to the strangers among them, or
else delivered the occasional expressionless glance. Loki felt
uncomfortable. He sensed they weren’t welcome in this place, in
which case, why had they been invited?

Raven ignored the less than companionable
emanations from the locals and took Loki down to the shoreline. ‘In
this place,’ he said, ‘your huri Mima was thrown from a ship. She
and her friends washed up here.’

Loki shivered. ‘It’s such a cold damp place.
It doesn’t seem very magical now. Were the hara rude to Mima
too?’

Raven laughed softly. ‘I don’t believe so.
It was long ago. This is all about politics, Loki. The convoluted
web of relations between tribes. The Freyhellans are suspicious of
us, because we are powerful. In situations like these, we are
courteous and reserved. We observe local customs. We are
patient.’

‘I understand,’ Loki said.
He wanted more than anything to be a good ambassador for his
tribe.

‘I wasn’t always
Gelaming,’ Raven said, ‘so I appreciate how others feel sometimes.
It is up to us to allay their fears, to be respectful. Project that
intention, and you’ll find that eventually hara warm to
you.’

‘I will.’

They walked towards the headland, where the
black cliffs were pocked with caves. A few harlings were sitting on
the sand outside one of the caves, having built a fire. They were
frying shrimp in butter, a battered old skillet placed right on the
flames. Raven went up to them, and Loki followed, trying to project
respect.

‘Smells good,’ Raven
said.

The harlings all stared at Raven, in a
manner so outrageously without manners that Loki squirmed in
embarrassment for them.

‘We’re visitors,’ Raven
said, ‘from the south.’ He hunkered down among them.

One of the harlings reached out and briefly
touched one of Raven’s hands.

‘You’re Gelaming,’ said
another in a strongly accented voice.

‘Yes,’ Raven said. ‘We
are.’

‘Why is your skin painted
that way?’

Raven laughed. ‘It isn’t. It’s made that
way. It helps me be attuned to strange things. Have you seen any
strange things around here?’

One of the harlings poked at the shrimp in
the skillet with a charred wooden spoon. The others exchanged
glances. Then the one who had first spoken said, ‘They can’t
understand you. They don’t speak your language.’

‘How come you
do?’

‘My father was from the
south. I speak both tongues.’

‘Useful,’ Raven said. ‘So,
is there anything you can tell me about what’s going on
here?’

‘You mean, like the spirit
window?’

‘Yes,’ Raven said, ‘like
that. I’d like to see it.’

‘We’re not supposed to go
there now. It’s unstable, they said.’

‘Can you tell me where it
is?’

Loki could tell, from Raven’s tone and
posture, that he had slipped into Hegemony officer mode. He was
determined to get some information.

‘You shouldn’t go,’ said
the Freyhellan harling. ‘Things can come out of it.’

‘But I have my magical
skin to protect me.’

The harling regarded Raven with some scorn.
It seemed he believed Raven was mocking him.

‘That was a joke,’ Raven
said. ‘But even so, I’m more than capable of protecting myself.’ He
reached into a pocket and pulled out a glittering Almagabran coin.
‘You can have this if you show me the spirit window.’

‘All right,’ said the
harling, getting to his feet.

‘Thanks.’ Raven helped
himself to a shrimp before standing up.

The harling led them along the cliffs to
where a path snaked upwards between brittle, salt-bleached shrubs.
Raven asked the harling his name and received the short reply:
‘Taldri.’

The Freyhellan ran up the almost vertical
path, Raven and Loki struggling to keep up. At the top, Taldri
stood with hands on hips to wait for them. ‘It’s back here,’ he
said. ‘Not far. It came where the water spout rises.’

The top of the cliffs was a series of slick
black platforms, interspersed with puddles. Loki found the surface
treacherous. His boots slipped alarmingly. He took Raven’s hand,
even though he wanted to appear adult and aloof in front of Taldri.
Taking Raven’s support, however, was preferable to losing his
dignity in a fall.

The area around the spout hole was covered
in tiny limpets; presumably they’d been thrown there by the spout.
A grove of gnarled ancient hawthorns huddled nearby, leaning
together like malevolent imps, stunted and deformed by salt and
wind. Even from a distance, Loki perceived a strange sensation
pulsing from that grove.

‘There,’ Taldri said,
pointing to the trees. ‘I won’t go in there any more. My friend
Eshric found it, and he has been ill ever since. He went too close
for too long, I heard.’

‘Thanks.’ Raven flipped
the promised coin to Taldri, who caught it deftly.

Taldri hesitated a moment, then said, ‘Be
careful.’ He ran off across the black rocks, pale hair flying.

Raven raised his eyebrows at Loki. ‘They
should have a guard here if it’s so dangerous. I’ll take a look.
Wait here.’

‘Don’t!’ Loki said, unable
to contain himself.

‘It’s OK. I won’t go too
close.’

Loki edged a little nearer as Raven went
into the grove. The small hairs on his skin had started to lift.
There was a buzzing sound in his ears.

Presently, Raven called. ‘Come closer, Loki.
It’s quite safe.’

Nervously, Loki approached the dark of the
trees. He could see Raven limned in a strange violet light. ‘What
is it?’ Loki asked.

Raven wheeled round. ‘Loki, get back! Don’t
come in here!’

‘But you said…’

Raven came out of the trees. ‘It’s a real
phenomenon. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve no idea what it
is.’

‘You called me,’ Loki
said.

Raven frowned. ‘I didn’t.’

‘I heard you.’

‘Strange,’ Raven said,
‘but perhaps a warning. We should leave.’ He took Loki’s hand
again.

‘What does it look like?’
Loki asked, as Raven dragged him swiftly across the slick
rocks.

‘A sphere of violet
light,’ Raven said, ‘then nothing at all but a feeling, then a
sound. It doesn’t belong here.’

They returned to the Hall of Assembly to find that
the Freyhellans had become slightly more hospitable. A table had
been laid with food and now hara milled about talking. Loki saw
Eyra Fiumara conversing with a tall har whose flag of pale hair
cascaded down his back. Loki had a strong desire to see his face.
It was almost a compulsion. Cal was sitting on the table with his
feet on the back of a chair, staring at Eyra’s companion, his face
set into a faintly sour expression he was attempting to present as
cynical amusement.

‘Who is that with Eyra?’
Loki asked Raven, as they made their way through the crowd towards
Cal. ‘Do you know?’

‘That’s Galdra har
Freyhella,’ Raven replied. ‘Archon of this tribe.’

Cal noticed his son’s approach and smiled
more genuinely.

‘How did it go?’ Raven
asked.

‘Well, we’ve endured the
airs and graces,’ Cal replied. ‘Later, we’re being given a guided
tour.’

‘I took a look at the
phenomenon already,’ Raven said. ‘They were right to inform
us.’

‘What is it? His
Mightiness, Emperor Galdra, informs us it’s some kind of gateway,
like an otherlanes portal.’

Raven shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea if it’s that
or not. The harlings around here call it a spirit window. They say
things can come out of it.’

Cal nodded. ‘We were told that. Shadows.
Shadows that stand outside houses, looking in.’

Raven grimaced. ‘Nice.’

‘Definitely spooky.
Nothing bad has happened, except to the harling who discovered the
thing. He’s been weakened by it. Healing does no good. There’s no
evidence the phenomenon is hostile, though. It could be that a sort
of alien energy from it affected the harling. It might not have
been a deliberate attack.’

‘In your opinion,’ said
Raven, ‘is this anything to do with… well, what happened
before?’

‘It’s too early to guess,’
Cal said. ‘As others have said before, Wraeththu traveling through
the otherlanes might have had effects we
were unaware of, that affect this reality. We have no way of
knowing.’

‘And as you are the only
har of our acquaintance who can travel the otherlanes without
a sedu, I guess
it’s down to you to investigate this,’ Raven said.

‘I’ll take a look,
naturally,’ Cal replied, ‘but even with my experience, I’ll not
risk anything stupid. I’ll report this to Thiede.’

‘Maybe we should contact
Galhea. It might be worth Snake and Cobweb taking a look
too.’

‘That could be a good
idea, yes.’ Cal got down from the table. ‘It’s difficult to
negotiate here. The Freyhellans hate having to involve us. But this
is beyond them.’ Cal sounded irritated by that.

Loki had been stealing covert glances at the
Freyhellan leader, but now when he looked over at Eyra, he saw that
Galdra was staring back at him. Astonishingly, he was facially very
similar to Cal: a chiseled face with wide high cheekbones and a
finely drawn mouth. A severe jolt shook Loki’s body. He felt
strangely ashamed.

Cal had noticed that Galdra was staring.
‘Keep your eyes to yourself,’ he muttered.

‘Cal,’ Raven said in a
warning tone. ‘Was this really a good idea?’

Cal uttered a wordless sound in
response.

Galdra turned away, but Loki felt the
Freyhellan’s attention was still focused upon him. He felt very
uncomfortable. ‘Cal, why did he look at me like that?’

‘You are my son,’ Cal
replied lightly, ‘and I am not his favorite har.’ He grinned. ‘Come
on, let’s try the local cuisine. I’m starving.’ He guided Loki
further down the table.

The Freyhellan leader kept his distance, and
eventually a har of the tribe approached the Gelaming, who had
gravitated towards one another, in order to conduct them to their
accommodation. They were taken to a house reserved for official
guests to the town, which was comfortable and spacious. Loki liked
the peaked eaves that were covered in carvings of strange mythical
beasts from the sea: serpents and merhorses and giant octopi, some
of them a meld of several different creatures. Cal said they were
put there as protective spirits. Loki could believe there was some
kind of life in them; they appeared to stare down disapprovingly at
the hara who had been placed beneath their protection.

Galdra was due to arrive within the hour to
conduct them to the site of the phenomenon. The Gelaming sat in the
main salon, along with their scant luggage, while Eyra and Velaxis
questioned Raven about what he’d seen.

‘What did you think of
it?’ Cal asked Loki.

‘I didn’t see it really,’
Loki replied, ‘but I heard Raven call me to go to him while he was
looking at it. Only he didn’t. The thing must have done
that.’

‘Called you,’ Eyra said,
pondering. ‘Hmm.’

‘Perhaps it calls to
harlings,’ Terez said. ‘It was discovered by one, who has suffered
ill effects. To me, that seems sinister.’

‘I agree,’ Eyra said.
‘Well, soon we shall see for ourselves.’

‘The Freyhellans should
close off the area,’ Raven said. ‘I think they’re lucky they
haven’t had more unpleasant consequences, leaving it open to all
like that.’

‘You got a bad feeling
from it, then?’ Velaxis asked.

Raven shrugged. ‘Not bad particularly, but I
didn’t understand it or recognise it. Fire is dangerous, in the
hands of a har who does not know about burning. I think it’s the
same.’

A sharp knock came upon the door, and
without waiting for a response a Freyhellan walked in to announce
he was Fyala, their housekeeper. ‘I prepare breakfast, and keep the
place in order,’ he said, in thickly accented Almagabran. ‘I don’t
do lunch or evening meals. Tonight, I believe you are the guests of
our archon for dinner, in any case. If you stay longer than
tomorrow, the inn ‘Fair Winds’ does good meals.’

‘Thank you,’ Eyra said
icily.

Fyala ducked his head and withdrew.

‘Wait!’ Eyra
called.

After a moment’s hesitation, the Freyhellan
reappeared.

‘Do your duties extend to
coffee?’ Eyra asked icily. ‘If so, please bring some
here.’

Fyala grimaced. ‘I’ll have to go and buy
milk.’

‘Then do.’

Fyala closed the door.

Eyra shook his head. ‘Our friends are going
to great effort to make us feel welcome.’

Cal laughed. ‘Yeah.’

They were sitting down and had only just
begun to drink the coffee, which it took Fyala over half an hour to
prepare, when the door opened again, this time without the
forewarning knock. Galdra har Freyhella marched into the room,
accompanied by two armed hara. For a moment, Loki was frightened,
wondering if the Freyhellans were going to turn on them now, lock
them up or attack them. They were tall and dressed in tailored
animal skins and leathers. Their necks were hung with protective
fetishes of horsehair and shells. Their appearance contrasted
strongly with the well-groomed Gelaming, whose flowing garments
were of jewel-colored velvet and soft linen. There was a wild
dangerous edge to the Freyhellans that the Gelaming did not have.
Galdra’s expression was far from warm. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked
abruptly.

‘Indeed,’ said Eyra
fastidiously. ‘Remember we are here at your request, tiahaar. A
little more courtesy would not go amiss.’

‘I am courteous to you,
tiahaar Fiumara,’ Galdra said. For a moment, his eyes rested on
Loki, who wanted to squirm back into his seat. ‘My feelings for
Gelaming have never changed. However, I appreciate you have at your
disposal resources that we do not. That is why I asked you
here.’

‘Then let’s get on with
our business,’ Velaxis said, rising fluidly to his feet.

Loki had noticed that Galdra’s gaze never
wavered from Eyra or himself. It was as if he couldn’t bear having
to look at the other hara in the room. What was the hidden history
between Freyhella and Gelaming? Loki knew in his gut it was more
than tribal politics.

‘It seems you look upon
this visit as a holiday,’ Galdra said, as the Gelaming put their
coats back on. ‘Bringing harlings here.’

‘This is the son of the
Tigrons,’ Eyra said, indicating Loki. ‘It’s part of his education
to visit other tribes, hardly a holiday.’

‘What is your name?’
Galdra asked Loki.

Loki told him, in a small voice he was
powerless to make louder.

Galdra raised his eyebrows and almost
smiled, but his eyes were dark and furious. ‘That name comes from
this land,’ he said.

‘I know,’ Loki said. ‘It’s
the name of a god.’

‘Then it’s fitting your
family brought you here, to see where you came from.’

Cal came up behind Loki’s chair and put a
hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘Stay here,’ he said. ‘We don’t know
how dangerous this phenomenon is.’ He glanced at Raven. ‘Would
you…?’

Raven raised his hands. ‘Harling-minder
again. No problem. We’ll explore the house.’

Loki didn’t think he needed a minder, but he
was glad Raven was staying behind with him. He was confused and
upset, feelings he rarely encountered. In just a few exchanges,
Galdra had unsettled him greatly. He felt responsible for
something, almost guilty. He couldn’t understand it. Was Galdra
angry because the Gelaming had used a Freyhellan name?

After the party had left
the house, in a cloud of emotional energy that felt positively
infected, Loki started talking before Raven could say anything.
‘That Galdra hates me,’ he said. ‘He makes me feel bad. I don’t
like these hara. They’re so… so angry all the time! It’s because of
my name, isn’t it?’
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