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Introduction
We must be thankful for all lessons that life bestows upon us. In grief and hardship, in pain and conflict, lies education of the highest order. When we can rise above ourselves and affirm our tragedies, so we grow more into our potential. Weep not in the moment, but face towards the future, when you can look back and see the lesson for what it was.
Aghama gives to us that which we need; everything we experience is for our highest good, even if it does not seem so at the time of tears. We simply have to be wise enough to realise the truth of it.
Velisarius har Kakkahaar, from ‘We Who Are Stars’ ai-cara 120
I began this account a long time ago, and reached a point with it when I could no longer continue. It was simply too painful. The quote above is set there for a reason. It was only later, after I had moved to Immanion and worked there for some time, that I found the heart to finish it. And the Tigron Pellaz himself is partly responsible for that.
There is great store set upon the fact that Wraeththu are superior to humankind, but the truth of it is that we have the potential to be greater. We derive from humanity, and even those of us who proudly call ourselves ‘pure born’ or ‘second generation’ still carry within us the material of our forebears. There have been great conflicts in our short history, many dramas enacted upon the stage of the world, and it is these that scholars use as illustrations in their discourses on how we can progress as a species. But to me, the smaller conflicts are just as important. While tribes might clash, and the lessons learned from these wars be world-changing, our personal battles are of equal value. These are the dramas we encounter in everyday life, in our small corners of the world; in work, in play, in love.
After a silence of years concerning these very intimate matters, I spoke with Pellaz har Aralis, simply because I knew he had firsthand experiences of the destructiveness of love. In the summer, I had been lucky enough to attend a gathering at the palace Phaonica with my employers, and near the end of the evening found myself in a group with the Tigron himself. We were sitting on a wide balcony overlooking the city. I remember the smell of the night, the heady perfume of night blooming jasmine, and for some reason it took me back a few years. In my head and my heart, I was in Alba Sulh again, smelling flowers that had died long since. Thoughts weighed heavily upon my mind, and I found myself wondering whether it is possible ever to forget.
Gradually, for one reason or another, the company drifted away, until it was just Pellaz and I sitting there. I did not feel uncomfortable; he has a way to put you at ease.
‘What’s on your mind?’ he asked me.
‘Oh, nothing important,’ I replied, embarrassed my wistfulness had been so obvious.
He laughed softly. ‘Why not tell me the truth?’
I realised then he was probably the best har to speak to about it. His history was common knowledge, because he was one of the most famous hara in the world. Therefore, he was allowed few secrets.
‘I was just thinking back,’ I said. ‘I was thinking… I was thinking of a lost love.’ I shook my head. ‘Why do I still dwell on it? It is a long time finished. I’ve worked very hard to rise above it all, create my life as I want it to be, yet still the memory steals upon me sometimes.’ I grimaced. ‘It still feels like a battle I did not win.’
Again, Pellaz laughed, louder this time. He said to me, ‘Never doubt it is a war, but perhaps the trick is to discern who the combatants really are. Is it you and another, or is it simply parts of yourself: one the wiser self, the other a mean little sneak sabotaging all its better’s plans and intentions? Our goal in life is to understand ourselves, nothing more, nothing less, because all other work and progress springs from that endeavour.’ Then he smiled at me. ‘Just write it down,’ he said. ‘It’s what I did. You’ll find it helps.’
Pellaz wasn’t the first to give me that advice, but he was the har who gave me the courage to complete the work. The account that follows was begun at the start of my time in Kyme. I finished it last night.
Gesaril Har Sulh
Lunilsday, Flowermoon 7
Kyme is a town that has never been young. Even when humans lived in it, I know that the dust of antiquity swallowed their dreams and muffled up their memories. It’s not that I don’t like it here, I do, but it’s a strange, heavy place. I’ve been here four days and it feels like being in prison, even though I can go out if I want to. Codexia Huriel has given me a room in his house, and it’s very dark and creepy. The furniture is old, the floorboards slope, and there are noises in the walls after dark. Every time I get into the bed it makes a single long groan, then never speaks again all night.
Huriel has told me I must write about my experiences, and that this is part of the healing process, but I can’t think of anything to say about it all just now. I don’t even want to think about it, but no matter how much I say that to myself, it consumes my every waking moment. I am haunted, and maybe I’ll always be haunted. Nohar else can see the ghost, and it doesn’t stand at my shoulder; it’s some distance away, but always at the edge of my vision. I know: I sound insane. So perhaps writing about it will be an exorcism. I’ll start my story, if story it is, just before the journey here.
Huriel interviewed me in Jesith, in the phylarch Sinnar’s office, although Sinnar wasn’t there. I didn’t know what to expect from the Kymian, and I know I was pretty defensive. I could tell he thought I was a brat. Sometimes, these words just come out of my mouth, and there’s a voice in my head yelling at me to stop, but it does no good. So I bratted the poor har for over an hour, and we didn’t get anywhere. I didn’t know what was going to happen to me, whether I’d be punished or seen as mad, whether I’d be sent home or on to another teacher. My time in Jesith was over, I knew that. Hara believed I’d fouled everything. Really quite disgusting. My parents had sent me there to get an education, but I’d simply gone faintly insane and acquired a bad reputation instead. Part of me hated myself, another part felt indignant, because it really wasn’t all my fault. But nohar would believe me. It was my word against that of a har who was greatly respected around these parts. I was in so much pain, I couldn’t even feel it any more. All I could do was scratch and spit; it was my shout against the injustice I felt.
‘Your future is really up to you,’ Huriel said to me patiently.
His patience especially infuriated me. ‘What do you mean?’ I snapped.
He placed his hands on his crossed knees. ‘Well, you can go home if you wish, or continue your education.’
I laughed. ‘Or you could lock me up.’
‘What is your choice?’ Huriel enquired. I noticed with gratification that his teeth were gritted.
I shrugged. ‘Whatever.’
Huriel breathed out through his nose. He wanted to be any place but in that room with me. ‘We know about your problems,’ he said, ‘and, to be frank, in your position I would want to address them and move on. It’s clear you need supervision, and I suggest you come back with me to Kyme.’
Again, I laughed. ‘What’s wrong with you? Don’t you know what I’m capable of?’
He fixed me with a look that said so much. I lost about half of my swagger in an instant. ‘You will be quite… safe with me.’
‘You don’t want to do this, so why bother?’ I said. ‘Will your charity make you feel good?’
‘I hope so,’ Huriel replied dryly, again saying so much more than the simple words implied. He got to his feet. ‘Well?’
I thought for a moment about going home to the Shadowvales, and my willowy father drooping all over me, asking why I’d come back. I thought of my hostling, who is so far away with the fairies, I swear the concept of reality is less real to him than dreams. Whatever might happen in Kyme, it had to be more tolerable than that. My skin itched all over. I felt fierce and restless. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘But I’ve addressed my problems, as you put it. What can I do in Kyme?’
‘Continue your training, but in a more academic manner,’ Huriel said, gathering up his notes. ‘I have a lot of old texts I’m working through. You could help me with that. I could do with an assistant.’
‘Will you continue with my caste ascensions?’
He nodded. ‘It’s desirable for hara of our community to advance,’ he said. ‘The library at Kyme is the biggest resource in Alba Sulh. We’re called upon by phylarchs for our knowledge and expertise. We undertake magical commissions, and offer education. Under the circumstances, your phyle will not be charged for your education.’
And that was that.
The next day, we began the long journey north. There was no har for me to say goodbye to, and we left Jesith just after dawn. All the previous night, I’d lain awake wondering whether my erstwhile teacher would come to me, at least to say farewell. (I can’t even write his name yet, not without flinching away as if from a blow.) I wondered whether I should leave a note for him; an apology or an embittered rant. I wrote so many of them in my head. There was a sick sticky lump where my heart should have been. He probably wasn’t even thinking of me. So, as my horse followed Huriel’s from the town, I didn’t look back once, didn’t think. I looked ahead.
Huriel didn’t like me, and it was impossible to use my wiles on him. He was faintly attractive to me – I liked his dark auburn hair – but I might as well have been a rat he’d picked up by the tail from a rubbish dump for all the attention he sent my way. He clearly thought his immense wisdom and experience was way beyond my ability to comprehend. He barely took care to guard his thoughts and on one occasiononce I picked up the impression he considered my head to be full of air. He just hoped I was capable of putting things in alphabetical order. Strangely, none of this offended me. I quickly realised his non-attention was actually a relief. Usually, the looks hara give me make me light up like a flaming torch, and I become this thing that sort of smoulders and claws. Sometimes, I really don’t want to do that, but I just can’t help it. My dreamy parents cursed me with beauty, but Huriel wasn’t impressed by it. I was glad for this change. It meant I could be myself – my real secret self - and be quiet. We hardly conversed at all.
The dehara who organise the weather must have looked kindly upon us, because the cold spring rain kept away. I enjoyed seeing new places. As we moved further away from Jesith, the pulsating hurt inside me would sometimes fade a little. I found balm in the raw landscape. Occasionally, moments passed when I did not see his face before my inner eyes, when the wound where my heart used to be didn’t hurt quite as much; but these were temporary respites. One time, as I watched a hawk hovering high in the cold blue sky, I realised that I had no idea how long it would take to recover from this grief I felt, or if I ever would recover. I still feel that way. Is grief to be my constant companion now? I just can’t imagine life without this hungry ghost.
Whenever Huriel and I stopped for the night in a town or village, hara would look at me with interest, but their sensual glances merely annoyed me. I was feeling very peculiar. Once, perhaps noticing this, Huriel steeled himself with obvious great effort and asked if I ‘needed anything’. I knew what he meant, but said, ‘Like what?’
‘Do you want to take aruna?’ he asked, deadpan.
I laughed. ‘With you? Do you want to with me?’ I knew the answer to that, of course, but even so I enjoyed his discomfort.
‘Gesaril, I would rather eat my own tongue, if you must know. Do you need to or not?’
‘You’re too romantic for me,’ I replied. ‘Don’t worry, I can contain myself.’
‘Is there still a problem?’ Huriel asked, a triumph for him, since the words made me go cold and awkward.
‘No,’ I answered. ‘I’m enjoying being alone for a while, that’s all. Surely even you can understand that, given my problem.’
He nodded once. ‘Good. I’ve taken on the task of being your mentor. Regardless of our opinions of each other, you must approach me if you have any needs, or want advice. I hope you feel you can speak to me.’
‘Of course,’ I said. ‘You’ve been very open and welcoming.’
He didn’t respond to that.
We came into Kyme from the west, and I loved it at once. It was so full of atmosphere, sort of brooding and mysterious, far darker than the Shadowvales, where I’d grown up. I liked that aspect. Life in the Shadowvales is often like wallowing in sweet marshmallow. I sensed a whiff of threat in Kyme, as if ancient resentful spirits lurked in the hanging eaves of the buildings.
Huriel lives in what I suppose was once a grand town house owned by rich humans. It has a courtyard in front of it, stables, and a large garden at the back. He’d told me he was part of the inner cabal of the Library Codexiae, close to Malakess, the High Codexia himself. Huriel is very smug about his good connections. Anyway, he let me wander around the house and pick a room for myself from the seven that were available. I didn’t choose the biggest or the airiest, but a middle sized room right at the top of the house, on the third storey, which has a sort of haunted feel to it. I wonder why I like that, seeing as I’ve so recently got rid of a haunting that scared the wits from me (and I’m not talking about the haunting of love). But I’ve seen no real ghosts yet, despite the scratching sounds in the walls, and the room feels like mine. I lie on the bed alone for hours, just dozing. I don’t want to think, because all the wrong thoughts pop out, but how can you stop yourself when your brain is so active? I don’t want faces in my head, but his is there before me constantly. He is so strange-looking. I really don’t know why he affected me the way he did. It’s an aura he has. It’s like a flame, and other hara lie around his feet like insects burned to crisps, drawn to the light only to perish within it. I realise now that part of me really is dead, as surely as if he’d taken a knife to it with his own hand. I am angry because he made me out to be a liar, a delusional fool and a manipulative schemer. Perhaps I am those things in some ways, but I was not alone in what happened between us. It is not fair I was made the scapegoat. Yet even knowing this, I can’t find it in my heart to hate him. If I had friends, they’d say to me that time will heal everything and I’ll get over it and forget about him. Can this be true? How can it be possible to feel this way and then for it all simply to disappear? I hope it is true. I really do.
Now, I am tired. I have exhausted myself with feeling. I kneel upon the wide windowsill, my cheek pressed against the glass. I look two minutes into the future. My hands in my lap look too thin, too vulnerable. My notebook lies open and I can see that one of my hairs has fallen down and lies curled there on the page half filled with writing. Once he put his hand upon my hair, and he said to me that he would always be there for me. Now I am alone. Two minutes into the future. I will put down my pen.
Aloytsday, Flowermoon, 30
Yesterday, I got such a horrible shock, it’s inspired me to start writing again. I haven’t done any for about three weeks, because to be honest, I haven’t felt like I’ve had anything to say. The thought of writing more about pointless longing just tires me out and I can’t be bothered.
I haven’t seen that much of Kyme yet, because I tend to stay around the house and garden. It’s such an old place, and the atmosphere comforts me. It’s like going into a ‘no place’, where nothing else exists. There’s a walled orchard I like and I go there every morning, just to sit on a mossy old stone bench and listen to the birds. In the distance, I can hear the sounds of hara going about their lives. I want to be like them, do normal things, think normal things or else not think at all.
Huriel has put me to work, and I actually quite enjoy it. Huriel changes when he’s among old books. Some of his haughtiness goes away. He’s glad I’m interested in his work. Malakess has given him the task of transcribing some very old human works on the occult and ceremonial magic. I love the old fashioned words and like to read them aloud. I think Huriel likes to hear them too. He doesn’t hate me as much now, because I’ve been behaving myself. He has a staff of two hara – Ystayne and Rayzie - who cook and clean the house. They seem all right, although they’re wary of me. I don’t know how much hara in Kyme know about me, or how I nearly ruined one of the most respected hienamas in the country. Because I think they’re thinking bad thoughts about me, I don’t want to speak to them, but I might be wrong.
I now have almost a pleasant friendship with Huriel, and we’ve got a pretty boring daily routine, but it makes me feel secure, so I’m not complaining. Life is slow and regular. We’ve agreed to leave my caste ascension work until I’ve settled in some more.
Sometimes, I can go for hours at a time and not think about my nemesis. I never thought I’d write those words and mean them. I sent a letter to my parents, again not sure how much the hara in Jesith might have told them, but explaining that my education had taken a turn for the better, and I’d been taken on by none other than a Codexia of Kyme. I talked about the books, which I know won’t interest my parents at all, and described how wonderfully dark and strange Kyme is. They won’t like that either. If something doesn’t emanate light and loveliness, my parents tend to put their hands over their ears, shut their eyes, and start humming loudly.
But, on to my shock…
High Codexia Malakess spends a lot of time in Almagabra, fraternising with the Gelaming, and making plans for the world. From what Huriel’s told me about him, I couldn’t help imagining him as looking like some kind of human wizard with a long grey beard or something. I know that’s ridiculous, but the idea of him just oozes fustiness and old age, as in pictures I’ve seen in some of Huriel’s books: serious men pointing at arcane instruments of alchemy, not looking at one another, their postures stiff and graceless. Anyway, yesterday morning at breakfast, Huriel said that Malakess was back in Kyme and coming to visit. He wanted to discuss with Huriel his recent meetings.
‘Do you want me to make myself scarce?’ I asked.
Huriel frowned. ‘No. Just don’t get in the way or be impertinent. Do you think you can manage that?’
‘I’ve been perfectly good, as you well know!’ I said.
Huriel’s frown changed to a smile. ‘I know. I have noticed. You might be bored though. Perhaps you should finally go out and about a bit. Take the day off.’
I realised, by the cold feeling that went through my stomach, that I might be developing a phobia about the outside. ‘I don’t mind working.’
‘Gesaril,’ Huriel said sternly. ‘I get the impression you really should go out.’
He could read my mind, I suppose. ‘Oh, all right, then.’
We hadn’t even finished breakfast when somehar knocked at the front door. One of Huriel’s staff went to answer it, and then conducted the visitor to the dining room. I looked up from the remains of my meal, saw him, and the cold inside me turned to ice. Ysobi har Jesith was standing at the threshold. (There: his name). It was like some hideous ghost. He was very tall, more so than hara tend to be, with the same bony-faced attenuated appearance. The impression lasted only a moment, but even so, it hit me like a punch to the stomach. Hara were talking, but I couldn’t hear anything. Eventually, the sound of my name penetrated my trance. ‘Gesaril… Gesaril!’ It was Huriel. ‘This is High Codexia Malakess. Where are your manners?’
‘I’m sorry,’ I blurted, physically incapable of looking at that har again. ‘I feel ill. Excuse me, tiahaara.’
Almost blind, I lurched from my chair and ran from the room. I fled to my own room, threw myself on the bed, and erupted into a fit of weeping. I realised, with horrible sick despair, how much I was still in love with Ysobi, no matter how I’d tried to squash all the feelings flat, fold them away and close the lid on them. How could life be so cruel? Why did it have to throw this har who looked like Ysobi in my path? Malakess har Kyme. Not a grey beard in sight. He was beautiful to me.
Huriel came to find me only minutes later. No doubt he’d been embarrassed having to explain to his great teacher that he’d taken on a lunatic like me. ‘What on earth’s the matter with you?’ he asked me.
‘Nothing,’ I said. Pathetic.
‘You look like you saw a ghost down there. What was it you saw in Malakess?’
Couldn’t Huriel see it himself? He knew Ysobi well, and had trained him here in Kyme. I thought the similarity was obvious, and certainly didn’t want to say it. An inventive fiction was in order. ‘I’m sorry, Huriel. I must have embarrassed you. The fact is, I think I’ve got a problem about going out. I was thinking about it when Tiahaar Malakess arrived, and it made me feel physically sick.’
Huriel sat down on my bed and folded his arms. ‘We’ll have to do something about that.’
I nodded. ‘Yes… I really am sorry. Ag knows what it must have looked like, me running out like that. I thought I was going to vomit.’
‘Stay up here for a while,’ Huriel said. ‘Calm down. Then go into the garden, take some air. Perhaps you’d feel better going beyond the grounds with somehar else. We’ll talk about it with Ystayne and Rayzie.’
‘Do we have to?’
‘There are no secrets in this house,’ Huriel said. ‘They’re good hara. They’ll help you.’
He patted one of my legs and then left me.
I curled onto my side, and I swear I could smell Ysobi’s personal scent around me. Morning sunlight came in through the window, filtered green by the Virginia creeper that had stretched tendrils over it. The day was so beautiful and mellow and there I was, remembering the way Ysobi used to smile at me, how he was always so pleased when I got something right in my caste work, because I could be such a nasty petulant thing and liked to annoy him by not working. When I did something well, he saw it as an achievement for both of us. Back then, in those days when I had begun to see him as more than a teacher, I thought he had exorcised the ghosts of my past, but in fact he’d invoked them. He’d opened me up, as if I was spread-eagled on a dissecting board, and had started fiddling around with my insides. He didn’t know about my past, of course. I didn’t tell him, when I should have done.
Curled in on myself, I tried to banish the image of Ysobi’s face from my mind. I wept because I knew I could never see him again. He had a chesnari, who had fought for him and won. Once Ysobi had truly realised what I’d felt for him, he’d acted horrified and had backed off, even though he’d been responsible, for the most part, for making me feel that way. I know he’d wanted to make me love him but once he’d achieved that, it became a nuisance, so he’d abandoned me without a second thought. Jassenah, his divine consort, had been free to gloat. I wonder if they ever talk about me? If so, it’s probably to laugh. I was just a harling to them, and a messed up one at that. Their pity would be worse than their scorn. Why, why, why did my stupid parents send me to Jesith?
Such thoughts are pointless. It is torture. Love is a vile thing. It’s a disease. I’m still infected, but once I’m over it, and I’ve decided I will get over it one day, it’ll never ever happen again.
Later
After an hour or so, I felt stable enough to go back downstairs and out into the garden. One of the staff, Ystayne, was out there, kneeling on the lawn next to the herb bed, cutting some sprigs for lunch with a pair of tiny silver scissors. He was so precise about it. It made me feel warm inside for some reason. I wandered over to watch him and he glanced at me over his shoulder. ‘I heard you had a fit at breakfast.’
‘Hmm, yes,’ I said. ‘I’m scared of going beyond this house.’
Ystayne twitched a smile. ‘Oh dear. Do you want to come into town with me later?’
As my phobia was only partly fictional, I said, ‘Thanks. I think perhaps I should.’
‘Yes, don’t let it get too strong a hold.’
There was a pause, then I had to ask. ‘Do you know about me, Ystayne?’
He didn’t look at me. ‘Everyhar knows about you, Gesaril. Gossip flies as quickly here in Kyme as it does anywhere else.’
‘What happened in Jesith… It wasn’t all my fault, not really.’
He glanced at me again then and grinned. ‘Looking at you, lovely, I can see that perfectly.’
‘I’m not lovely on the inside.’
Ystayne stood up. ‘Who cares? Come to the kitchen after lunch.’
Ystayne, of course, is not your typical Kymian in the Codexia sense. In fact, the community comprises two sorts of hara: the scholars and academics and then everyhar else who looks after them while they wrestle with their mighty thoughts. As I sat on the lawn, it occurred to me that I must eventually be intimate with hara again, and that Ystayne would be more than willing to accommodate me in that regard. Another realisation occurred. I’m more scared of taking aruna than of going out into town. I have no desire for it at all. Physically numb. Ysobi has done this to me. Wretched wretched har. Perhaps if I train myself to hate him, things will be easier for me.
Huriel asked me to join him and Malakess for lunch. There was no way I could eat in front of that har, so I still had to pretend to be ill. After lunch, when Huriel and Malakess had once again retired to Huriel’s office for more talk, I went to the kitchen.
‘You do look off colour,’ Ystayne said. ‘Are you sure you want to come out today?’
‘Might as well,’ I said. ‘If I feel weird, can I hold onto your arm?’
‘Do so anyway,’ Ystayne said. ‘I’ll enjoy the envious looks it’ll earn me.’
And he did get envious looks. We laughed about it. He took me to the market, and I didn’t feel strange at all. I wanted to look around some of the old buildings, soak up the atmosphere. Ystayne showed me the black church, which is really bizarre. It’s supposed to be a religious building, but it looks like the sort of place where people would have been sacrificed by men wearing cowls. Why would someone build a church out of black bricks? Perhaps they were cheaper. Or maybe the builders really were evil dark magicians. How funny.
We ended our walk by taking tea in a café in the town square. There were trees all around us, the sunlight coming down and flowers growing in old barrels by the café door. Ystayne flirted with me and I half-heartedly responded. He’s not a bad-looking har, and quite young, probably second generation like me.
Eventually he asked me: ‘Do you sleep alone?’
‘Yes, but for the ghosts,’ I replied. ‘Why?’
‘We wonder, Rayzie and me, exactly why Huriel brought you here from Jesith. The answer seems obvious.’
‘It’s not what you think. He’s never touched me.’
Ystayne raised his eyebrows. ‘Is the har mad?’
I took a breath. ‘I have problems. Huriel knows that. He doesn’t desire me, and that’s good. I need to be alone for a while, sort my head out.’
Ystayne could not hide his disappointment. ‘That’s a shame.’
I laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll come knocking on your door the moment I change my mind.’
Ystayne pulled a face. ‘Sorry, am I that obvious?’
‘Yes.’ I reached out and flicked the end of his nose. ‘I don’t mind.’
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