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‘Lift your head to me...’
His is the kiss of a timorous lover. Feel his inhuman lips on the throat, the heat of it. The bite, when it comes, is cold. Begin to sink as the blood flows into his mouth; it is almost soothing. No pain. No pain at all. His teeth grind into the muscles; ecstasy and torment. Life, the very being, is flowing out. Unholy nourishment. Holy nourishment. Drained slowly.
The trauma of it feels like being torn, but it is no more than suddenly having the ability to experience reality in a different way. Waiting for the end... for what? Cannot foretell. No longer flesh, no longer blood. Soul. Free.
Gimel
‘…and this dire change, hateful to utter…’
Paradise Lost, Book 1
A renegade burned out among the stars last night.
My brother and I were visiting the open air theatre in the Avellan zuko with the Di Corboran family, for the opening night of the new Zamzummim production. The play, as is usually the case with Zamzummim confections, was the light in the centre of a jewel; coruscant. As well as the noble families of Sacramante - humans all - many members of the artisan eloim throngs were present, including Miahel Shahakim who was being brought out by his elders for a second cycle. This inevitably caused a stir among the patrons. Miahel had been confined to the atelier courts for over forty years; now he emerged, fresh as a dew-heavy bud, sleekly fed and quivering with unspent energy. His presence was almost as gratifying as the Zamzummim play. Almost.
Beth and myself were alone in representing the Metatronim throng that night; our father was incubating a new epic lyrica at the time and needed the support of his kin around him. We had always been somewhat estranged from our family throng; Metatron’s creative parturitions barely touched us nowadays.
During the interval, all artisans present in the audience, together with their patrons from the great families of the city, repaired to the salon above the stage for refreshment. Here, long windows were thrown open to the night, and the balconies were festooned with heavy swags of woven flowers, oozing a frenzied perfume. The night was alive, as only a late summer night can be.
Below us, in the zuko square, the rank and file of the city milled in a great crowd, queuing at the essence-blenders’ stalls to buy their cocktail cordials. They were not permitted within the theatre itself (indeed could not afford it), but dressed up in their best clothes to celebrate, in their own way, outside. Occasionally, they’d be brave enough to glance up at the balconies, hoping for a glimpse of a famous eloim artisan.
For several minutes, I leaned upon the rail, gazing out across the city of Sacramante, breathing in its riot of scents; the hot flesh-smell beneath me, the flower haze above. In the room behind, Oriel Zamzummim bashfully courted praise for the first half of his production, nervously pointing out that, as yet, the praise was undeserved. What if no one liked the second act? Nevertheless, he accepted the congratulations and kisses of his admirers; none of it was undeserved, in my opinion. I had no fears for the second act.
Spreading out my arms along the balcony rail and leaning backwards, I showed off the precise lines of my new velvets while, just inside the room, my brother, Beth - as ever a potent charm in black and gold lace - grilled Oriel for information about his current work in progress. Beth is an artist; I knew he did not really care what Oriel was doing. Exhibiting interest was simply a political move. I raised my head and watched him with a faint smile on my face, waiting to catch his eye. So beautiful, my brother Beth - I love no other more. Just as our glances collided through the throngs, our glasses raised in delicious complicity, a terrible sound came from outside: a cry, a wordless shout.
At that moment, everything went utterly still, but for the light shooting from jewelled throat to jewelled throat, from candelabra to chandelier. Nobody spoke, because the sound, so immediate in its intensity, told the artisans present all we needed to know. We felt it too, felt it deep and hard beneath our skins. As one, the silent gathering slid out onto the balcony, human patrons in quick pursuit. Below us, all the eyes of the crowd were raised in the direction of the atelier courts. The high, dark tower of the campanile could clearly be seen, with its baroque crown of stone lace, so intricately worked. Something moved there, something that generated a hiss within each throat and sent fingers flying to open mouths. A figure clawed at the fragile lace of the bell tower; a tiny, stick-like figure at this distance. I saw the gleam of cloth of gold, the gleam of golden hair; white hands and face like little marble stones. I felt Beth behind me; he entered my mind through the door that is privately his. ‘Who? Who!’ I felt behind me for his hand, clutched it until my fingernails bit flesh.
‘They have closed all doors,’ I informed him. ‘I cannot tell.’
Another play was being enacted on the campanile, but we were too far from it to discern the details of its drama. There was movement, jerky movement, and time hung suspended like an iron sword. Then the wind of flight was in my blood, in the blood of all of us, and the figure fell. For a brief instant we were permitted ingress through the splintered doors of a ruined mind; I felt the body arch, felt the hurricane of impending destruction in my flesh, felt... nothing.
Moments later, a scream shattered the balmy night air; and again, and again.
I gasped and buried my head in the supple fall of my brother’s hair. His arm curled around me. It was over.
We were in the centre of a numbed ganglion of scratched nerves. Nobody spoke, but the breathing was loud. Then, quite nearby, the proprietor of the theatre summoned one of his people through the stunned silence. There was a whispered enquiry and the servant departed. There was no more fuss than this.
‘Perhaps it was a stunt,’ a Di Corboran woman said, brightly, fracturing the hush.
Beth’s arm tightened around me. ‘Perhaps,’ he answered, though I saw, reflected in his eyes, the same bitter-cold dread that was in his heart. In both our hearts. We knew that cry; it was the lament of a soul’s death, yet, at that distance, we could not identify the source, or put a name to it.
We, the eloim throngs, for whom death is but a far threat, (as is rare disease to men and women), were having to face the Dark Brother with increasing regularity. Death was not occurring through decay or sickness, but through suicide; the ultimate, unbelievable obscenity. At first, we had thought the self-destructions a bizarre coincidence - freak events - or else a natural culling of defective spirits, but now... How many dead? Five, six? And in the space of only seven months. Was this condition confined to the city, or were other eloim, abroad in the world, suffering the same decline? Would it pass? Would the sardonic brother furl his wings once more and leave us be? What was engendering this terrible despair, causing eloim to seek the kingdom of their most feared enemy? So far, our elders, the Parzupheim, had refused to view these events with importance. Now, concern was growing among the throngs. Soon, surely, investigation must be made and action taken.
The theatre-master’s servant returned and whispered in his master’s ear. People were beginning to move back into the theatre for the second half of the play, discreetly holding on to each other - men, women and eloim alike - and trying to recapture the heady pleasure of the early evening. There was little point in letting whatever tragedy had occurred blight the performance. The performance is the life of the city, our life, and beyond all considerations of personal grief. Whatever information the servant had imparted to the theatre-master would not be discussed until the performance was concluded; it would be improper to do so before, and disrespectful to Oriel. Poor Zamzummim; I am sure he saw acute omens in what had happened. Yet the performers, as if driven to excellence by the shade of calamity, sailed through the rest of the play with exuberance and zest, clawing back the cowering spirits of the audience into the moment, and making them soar and ache with passion.
After the performers had left the boards, I made a point of visiting the eloim’s private balconies high above the stage, in order to applaud Oriel Zamzummim warmly for his efforts. He was an appealing figure, dark and intense of countenance, yet dwarfed by his overwhelming brethren of greater height and stature; I accorded them a brief, cordial glance.
‘Gimel,’ Oriel said, half rising from his seat as I approached. ‘Gimel.’ Just my name, so softly.
I leaned forward and briefly touched his hand. ‘Come to the house soon,’ I said. ‘And when are you going to create a part for me in one of your successes, hmm?’
He smiled vaguely. ‘I wouldn’t presume, sweet lady,’ he said, pressing the ends of my fingers to his brow.
‘Well, I request it!’
That cheered him up a little. ‘You honour me.’
I accompanied him to the astral dome above the balconies, where everybody was heading for liqueurs. I felt quite light-headed, and somehow drained, as if I had been weeping for hours.
Leone Di Corboran, the special patron of the Metatronim throng, sought me out and plucked me from Oriel’s arm. He had the news, of course, and it was only right my patron should tell me.
Leone had never denied himself any of life’s pleasures; he was a large and solid man, but for all his size not without his attractions. ‘Where is Beth?’ I asked him, as he opened his mouth to speak. Around us, everyone had gone into huddles and were speaking quickly, in low voices.
‘He begged me to give you his apologies,’ Leone said. ‘He has retired to the inner salon for a few moments alone.’
‘Without me?’ I was astounded.
‘Listen to what I have to say, Lady Gimel, listen. Then, you might understand why your brother needs a brief privacy.’
Calmly, he imparted the information that the figure we had discerned on the campanile tower had been none other than the celebrated sculptor, Tasha Rephaim. I was appalled; Rephaim, not yet in the full flowering of his first cycle, had been on the cusp of enormous popularity within the city. I could not understand why he should seek extinction. Leone spoke crisply, sensitive to my feelings yet eager to rid himself of the burden of information, of how Tasha had wailed into the bell - the sound that had alerted us - and then opened his throat to the wind. He had bled himself down over the stone, until weakness had caused him to slip and fall, to smash himself upon the rounded, well-trodden stones of the northern atelier court. It was not his scream we had heard after that, however, but that of his mistress, who had found him lying there. She was one of us, an eloim poetess. I knew her well, and her pain misted up my eyes over the golden brandy Leone slipped into my hand. I could tell that the lady’s pain was condensing hard within every eloim heart, as we smiled and nodded at our friends, talking, in voices that barely shook, of the capricious bent of the artistic soul.
A well-padded patron lady, who was eavesdropping, said to Leone, ‘Perhaps this hysterical temperament is only to be expected amongst these creative souls.’ She smiled at me and patted my hand. ‘But then you, my dear, are not like that.’
‘Indeed not,’ I replied, lightly.
‘Of course not!’ Leone said. ‘Yet maybe my bright goddess of the awning is sickened, nonetheless.’ He put a proprietorial hand beneath my elbow. ‘See, she is white, white as milk-ice.’ He leaned close to my ear and whispered, ‘Perhaps you would like some air, my dear.’
‘That is most thoughtful of you, sir. I am indeed feeling a little distressed.’
As we left the lady’s company, Leone added, ‘He was a friend of your brother’s, of course, this Rephaim.’
I nodded, speechless.
My patron took me out onto the star terrace that poked perilously above the city, and proceeded to woo me under the cover of concern. A light drizzle had begun to fall; the sky’s response to Rephaim’s death, rinsing the evidence of his atrocious act from the stonework of the campanile. My heart was bursting with Rephaim’s spilled blood; again and again, it tugged within my breast as I relived the sculptor’s last flight. I could barely fend Leone off.
Beth did not speak at all on the way home, and I laid my fingers over his in silence. Our carriage flew like a black prayer over the cobbles; Beth had ordered the flanking lamps to be doused, as a mark of lament. The great walls of the atelier courts were also unlit, and the gates opened in silence to let us pass. The narrow streets and modest plazas were empty of life and slick with rain, while above them the soaring ateliers brooded, their dark windows as blank as weary eyes.
Once in the house, Beth wept for a few minutes, and then walked like a sleeper into the brush-court, where he painted furiously for the rest of the night. In the morning, I found him there, slumped beside his easel, an empty philtre of bitter-oak in his hand. Oblivion then, I thought and looked at the canvas. Madness there, little other than I had expected, and grief and love, but mainly madness. I made a sound - without inflection - but a sound nonetheless.
Beth raised his head and looked at me through red eyes. ‘It has come, then, to the steps of our home,’ he said. ‘We are not safe.’
‘You and I are quite safe,’ I replied, though unsure of him.
He shook his head. ‘No. The evidence can no longer be ignored; it will not simply go away. We have contracted a sickness from the blood of our patrons. We must have!’
I opened my mouth to protest, but Beth would not let me speak.
‘Gimel, listen to me.’ He looked up at me with feverish eyes, urging me to remember a conversation we had had the last time one of our people had died. ‘It is obvious that the eloim have contracted a soulscape malady. There is only one cure. We both know that, no matter how much the elders want to deny we are prone to such afflictions. Perhaps we are not as different from humankind as we like to think.’
Beth had been incubating this theory for some weeks, which I had indulged to begin with, believing he simply needed some kind of frame on which to hang his fears. I did not want to believe he might be right in his assumptions.
‘You talk of evidence,’ I said, carefully, ‘but there is none to support your theory, Beth. I understand how the suicides make you feel - I too am horrified by them - but still think you should control your fantasies as to their cause.’
Beth ignored the criticism. ‘The only evidence I need is what my instinct tells me! I know I am not alone in reaching this deduction, Gimel. We cannot wait any longer. The time for debate and discussion is past. We must travel, sister; it is up to us.’
I turned away from him, lacing my fingers into a constricted knot. ‘I don’t think so, Beth. We are too insignificant, too young. Let others take the lead.’
He scrambled to his feet, roughly pulled my shoulder, so I had to face him again. ‘No. I trust only myself - ourselves. We must travel and find ourselves a soulscaper, Gimel, a soulscaper suited to our needs. It has gone on too long, come too close. The sickness breathes upon our necks. I, for one, can wait no longer for others to act.’
His vehemence shocked me. ‘Perhaps you are right,’ I said, ‘but do you really think a human can help us? I am not convinced of it. Rephaim was your lover, Beth. Naturally, you are distressed by his death, but I still think we should wait.’ In truth, I did not cherish the thought of travel. I prefer to laze than move.
‘Then wait here without me,’ he said and left the court.
I sighed and sat down among the paints and canvases, sullying my skirts with pigment, grease and chalk. Later, I would go and pack. He knew I could not bear my life without him near me.
Rayojini
‘…thou from the first was present, and with mighty wings outspread dove-like sat brooding on the vast abyss…
Paradise Lost, Book I
Above the continent of Lansaal is an inland sea, which the Lannish people call the Womb of the Land; the lands of Atruriey and Southern Khalt flank its northern shore. A short sea journey north of the famous Lannish port of Toinis lies an island that is a relic of some past sub-terran flexing. It is but a vast table mountain, whose sheer sides rise up out of the water without blemish. No person can scale these cliffs; the only way up is through the heart of the mountain, by way of the wide shafts and scramble routes. The mountain is named Tapar. On its wide, flat summit lies an immense petrified forest, and within this natural construction rears the city of Taparak, home of the soulscapers. Taparak is a city of silicon and stone, shaped as if by an artist’s hands. It was my home too, in the beginning.
Listen then, for I am a soulscaper and have the gift of the story tongue. I am Rayojini, daughter of Ushas, daughter of a skilled line. I have the way of it; into the mind like a bat, I go, and out again, dragging Fear in a net, for that is my profession. I was born in Taparak and, for a long time, could imagine nowhere different. It is a hot, dry place, but the Taps milk the sky-cloud of moisture, channelling it down through the mummified claws of the forest’s hands. Inside the mountain, below the city, there are lakes of icy water, clear and fragranced with the cloud spirits’ soul-scent, and close to the lakes are the sponge-root farms; terraces of pale, phosphorescent fungus.
As a child, I ran through the bough-streets of Taparak, my imagination used only for play. I, as had my playmates, had heard our elders speak of the soulscape, but to us, it was a distant country. We visualised it as a land of monsters and fabulous people - our childish ideas not too far from the truth - and once, in our games, I was crowned queen of this place. Pretty Heromin, son of Sarcander the Wanderer, became my slave for a day. Our soulscape was a place that shimmered with the inchoate buds of later carnal blossoming. As such, it was instrumental in our development.
Sometimes, Ushas, my mother, would call me to her side from play, and I would go clambering like a moth-grub from branch to branch, among the higher reaches of the city, helping her to gather the sweet-clay of scraper bugs - insects that live within the ossified bark - which we took home to make into bread and cakes. Then a client might come and blow upon our door-chimes, and my mother would send me outside again, lighting the resin-bowl before I’d even left the hollow.
Until the age of eight years, I was a simple girl, with no more thought in my head than the sun-gilded notions of a child at play. I was not insular, having many friends, imaginative (though not excessively so) - as was required of a budding soulscaper - and certainly not prey to any sons of the Fear. All this changed on my eighth birthday. I remember it clearly even now. Ushas and I had home-hollows root-vicinity at that time; it was long before my mother gained ascension within her guild. We often talked of the day when her soulscaping accomplishments would secure us a more prestigious high drey among the clouds, although our discussions were a game of wishes rather than a real desire to move home. The hollow was more than enough for our needs and, though a long way from the sky, convenient for ground level amenities and dew-gathering. We lived alone because my mother had never wanted to marry particularly - I did not know who my father was - and for her, one child was enough.
Ushas roused me early and I stretched into the morning knowing that today was the day I would at last learn something of my mother’s professional secrets. Today, I would step off the narrow, twisty path of childhood, with all its secret haunts, and put one foot upon the wide road of womanhood. It would be a long time, I knew, before I advanced more than a few paces up this exciting, new road, but at least it was a beginning. All potential soulscapers underwent a ceremony when they reached a certain age. It was a confirmation of our parents’ desires for us to follow in their footsteps, although it was not irrevocable. However, because of the nature of the rite, changes of heart in later life were rare.
I was to be chanted into the future, by none less than my mother’s guild-scryer, Vasni. Vasni was an extremely powerful individual and, even while he still lived among us, a legend among the Taps. At fourteen, he had castrated himself and had consequently experienced extraordinary visions; most of which had prophesied specific events, all of which had come to pass. He was not only a scryer but also a superlative soulscaper in his own right. Now, he was getting old, so his travelling days were over. In Taparak, work is slim for a soulscaper - there being so many of us - which is why we travel so widely. Since his retirement from active range-guild service, Vasni had to content himself with scrying, but he still held a high position within the guild as a mark of respect for his talents.
Ushas dressed me in new trousers and shirt for the occasion, neatly embroidered with the symbols of our family and of the family profession. I was allowed to rinse out my mouth with bitters-root solution - a terrible taste - but it dyed my teeth and tongue a beautiful cyclamen pink colour with indigo shadows. This was the ceremonial mouth decoration of the soulscapers in our trunk-community and, when I smiled, everyone was sure to know that I too shared this honoured occupation. I had known for some time that my life would begin to change after this event, and had begun to prepare myself for it. The days of play would be past, and I must discipline myself to a deep, and often incomprehensible, education. Naturally, even though I was aware of the hard work required of me, I looked forward with pleasure to the new status I could enjoy. Even trainees in the craft were accorded respect in Taparak - from those outside the soulscape, as well as from those within. Because most of the city’s population had some connection with soulscaping, (even if they were not fully fledged scapers) I did not expect instant elevation to a higher position within the community, but I would no longer be treated as a simple child. Also, I would have access once more to companions who had already undergone this rite of passage. The lovely Heromin, for example, had recently knelt to the scry, and I missed his company.
Ushas marched me out into the main root thoroughfare, striding along in her brightly dyed, layered skirts, telling anyone who paused to greet our day that she was taking her daughter, Rayojini, to Vasni the scryer. ‘Her distance is to be endowed this morning,’ she said, a ritual phrase. As a response, people pinned shards of polished bark into my hair.
Our beliefs might seem strange to those who hale from other lands, where it is understood that no person has one future alone. It might seem primitive or wayward that, in our society, a person’s life is chosen for them at the age of eight, when so many (an infinity in fact) of possible futures await them. Much later in life, one man was to say to me (a lover, so he was frank) that it is as if the Taps cut away all but a sliver of their children’s lives, and that to condemn them to one future alone was a torment worse than slow murder. He was a foreigner, of course, and what he said might have been true in the mindscapes of foreign folk, but to us, it is the way, and no scryer ever blew out a future that caused a parent to break down in despair. Vasni and his kind are compassionate as well as wise. My mother and I were happy enough, swinging along through the morning; me with my bright, beautiful smile, and Ushas with her news for everyone.
Vasni lived high in the city, on the seventh of the central trunks, no less, and two tiers down from the aesthetes. Ushas and I walked the thoroughfare from Great Root to Spiral, where we entered a pulley carriage and were drawn aloft. The young man tending the pulley made bright and hopeful remarks to my mother, but she just smiled and said, ‘I promise you my daughter instead, when she’s a mind.’
I was flattered but didn’t, for a minute, believe either of them would remember the message for that long.
Ushas was always very lovely - right until the day she died, which was from a poisoning she picked up somewhere off continent, long after I’d climbed my own bough. That day, she was radiant; her long black hair twisted into ropes and greased in place, with sparkling metal pins threaded through the lobes of her ears. She leaned back over the side of the pulley-cart, her hair-ropes swinging free, hanging onto the cables. She had strong, bony features, perfectly sculpted, and wiry muscled limbs. Her skin had the matt, silky sheen of black plums. How she loved life in that body. In later years, I was glad she had died before she lost her beauty; it would have distressed her so.
We jumped out onto Vasni’s platform and Ushas blew heartily onto his wind chimes to tell him we were there. A boy, wearing a ceremonial robe of russet cloth, came out from the hollow to answer us, and took us into the smoky chamber where Vasni worked. All the light-boles were curtained with yellow sacking, round which the most vigorous beams of sunlight streamed in penetrating spears. What with the smoke and the sharp rays, and the row of elderly scry-women mumbling in the corner, it was a strange place for a child to find herself. Only two of my relatives, apart from my mother, had been able to attend the ceremony. Brothers of my mother, older men of (what seemed to me) vast experience and therefore intimidating, they squatted silently near the scry-women at the back of the chamber, still dressed in travelling coats as if they’d had to hurry to arrive on time. They were strangers to me; I hardly knew them.
Vasni rocked in front of his smoky embers, legs crossed, palms on each knee. Even as an old man he was handsome, run to forest thinness rather than the matronly fat carried by many of the castrati scryers. He wore a loose robe of stained orange; the symbols of his family and guild burned into the cloth. His arms were covered in fading tattoos, his brown-skinned skull shaved but for the liana-braids hanging from the back of his head. It was said that, as a youth, he had been stunning in appearance. One of my friends, a girl named Aishar, had once told me Vasni kept his genitalia, mummified, in a wrap of bark and silk, just to remind himself how much he had given up, back then. I had also heard that he was scorned for ending his line in that way; beauty is appreciated among our people, and the most favoured are expected to breed and thus continue their bloodline. I had seen Vasni before on ceremonial occasions, and he had once blessed me by touching my face, but he seemed a strange and awesome figure to me this day, and I shrank back behind my mother. She gently put her hand on my shoulder, and murmured a few words of encouragement.
Vasni leaned over the embers of his fire and inhaled the smoke deeply, before raising his head and saying, ‘Ushas, my child, let me greet you.’
My mother gently pushed me from her skirts and went to lean over the fire. She inhaled the smoke and then put out her tongue, onto which Vasni smeared a fingerprint of ash, or what looked like ash. Then he pressed his thumb onto her forehead and chanted a line or two. My mother responded with a soft murmur of notes, and then sank down into a cross-legged sitting position opposite him.
Vasni nodded in satisfaction and slowly raised his head again, fixing me with his steady stare. He beckoned. ‘You, child of the child, approach!’
Cautiously, I went towards the embers. Behind Vasni, the row of scryers started to chant, swaying from side to side. Vasni’s boy began to beat out a simple rhythm on a carapace drum. My uncles began to hum softly; a low, deep, masculine sound. Slowly, the sense of ritual stole around the smoky chamber and entered my mind and body. The outside world was eclipsed from my mindscape; rarely have I experienced such moments of total reality. My mother sat with bowed head, intoxicated by the fumes, although I did not know that then. I went around to where Vasni was sitting and, at his direction, sat down by his side. He smiled at me and, in the dim light, the indigo dye on his teeth looked as brown and tarnished as old blood. For a while he spoke to me of soulscaping, the history of our people, our responsibilities and vocations.
The Tappish are descendants of the great Deltan Kings of ancient times, a guild of healers who colonised the island. Being scholars and mystics, as well as healers, our ancestors had sought to probe the secrets of the human mind. They discerned two areas within the psyche, which are very closely linked; the mindscape, which is the realm of conscious thought and decision-making, and the soulscape - a deeper, more inaccessible area - in which the hidden desires and compulsions, the most esoteric symbols of the entire human race, reside. ‘Within the soulscape,’ Vasni said, ‘dwell all the gods that ever lived, all the thoughts that have ever been thought, all the memories of the human race.’
Perceiving interconnectedness between all living things, the ancient Taps believed that every individual was somehow linked through the abstract country of the soulscape. By understanding the soulscape, it might be possible to understand human motivation. The fortunate discovery of the properties of certain herbs and their parasites had been instrumental in developing the soulscaping craft. Through prudent use of the mind-altering substances they had found - burning the crushed wings of ‘scaper beetles’ - our ancestors had been able to prove their theories to be correct. They had learned how to expand their awareness and actually enter the soulscape themselves. By doing this, they found they were able to have a direct effect upon the soulscape’s reality: they could change it.
The soulscape, Vasni told me, can be visualised exactly like a vast city. ‘Your personal scape,’ he said, ‘can be seen as a many-roomed house within this city. Each of us has our own house there, and most people never open their doors to look outside. They do not know how to. Yet we Taps are able not only to go outside our personal dwellings in the soulscape, but also to enter other people’s dwellings too. We can travel wherever we wish to, on the streets and in the parks of this place, always aware of each house’s relation to the city, perceiving the greater picture. And, because we can see the houses from the outside, as it were, it is easy for us to discern where they are damaged and how to repair them.’
Through soulscaping, we can heal the human mind of most hurts and, because the majority of illnesses are connected with the mind, we can often cure the body of physical ailments as well.
‘But healing is not our only task,’ Vasni said, raising a stern finger. ‘No. We are hunters too.’ He spoke to me then of the great Fear that haunts the minds of humankind, always lurking in the shadows, seeking for weaknesses that are doors into the soulscape. Finding ingress, the Fear breeds madness, hysteria and weird moon-cycle delusions. While soulscapers travelled abroad, plying their trade, it was also their duty to be alert for the Fear, to pursue it into the soulscape, corner it and slay it.
The alarm I felt at this news made me confident enough to ask questions. ‘What is the Fear? What does it look like?’
‘Nobody but a soulscaper can see the Fear,’ Vasni answered, leaning towards me. ‘And they look for it in the eyes of their fellow creatures. A good soulscaper can always see the Fear, looking out, if they have trained themselves to recognise it. As to what it is, I can only say this: it is a very old thing, perhaps a renegade fragment of the soulscape itself that has escaped into the world. Once a person is infected with it, only a soulscaper can drive it away.’
‘Is it ever dangerous for us?’
Vasni pondered my query. ‘If there are dangers, they are those of ill discipline, carelessness and pomposity. A dedicated, well-schooled soulscaper would rarely accost something they could not handle. But... there are always exceptions. It is important for you to apply yourself diligently to your training.’
How exciting my future sounded! I would be trained to enter this subconscious realm and work with the creatures found there. I would be a healer and huntress. It seemed as if, one day, I would tread the soil of my invented playtime worlds, for they existed within the soulscape. All imaginative creations lived in this place, where myth was tangible and could be experienced through all the senses. I listened earnestly to everything Vasni said, wanting to please him, to show him I was capable of following my mother’s path.
He finished his narrative with a closing gesture; hands spread out, palm downwards, extended from breast to arm’s length. ‘Now, we shall see,’ he said. ‘Lean forward, child.’
His long, hard fingers curled around the back of my neck. I was puzzled for a moment and then, with unexpected force, he pushed my head down towards the glowing embers at our feet. I remember that I struggled. I remember the glow of the charcoals suddenly becoming large and livid in my eyes, looming towards me like fiery boulders. My mother, still slumped with her head upon her breast, didn’t even look up. ‘Relax, child,’ Vasni said, behind me, in a sibilant voice. ‘Trust me and breathe. Breathe deep.’
Close to, the smell of the embers was bitter and stifling; the heat scorched my throat. My eyes began to sting, and I blinked them furiously, hot tears falling down onto the charcoal; turned to steam, no doubt, even before they met the heat. I coughed, and it seemed that my whole body convulsed; the cough came from somewhere very deep inside me. It was terrible. I was afraid that Vasni was going to burn my face and that my ritual was to be one of scarring and torment. Vasni was pinching the nerves in my neck so tightly, I could not move at all. The only sounds I could make were insignificant mews, barely audible.
Just when I was sure I was about to pass out, if not lose my eyes and skin to the heat, Vasni yanked me backwards, right back, and thumped me in the centre of my chest with his free fist. I gulped air, so disorientated that I tried to swallow it, like food. Vasni pressed me gently onto the floor, into the rough, gritty folds of his perfumed sacking-mats. ‘Lie still!’ he commanded.
I lay on my back, trying to remember how to breathe properly. Vasni inhaled loudly, and I could visualise great columns of smoke being sucked off the fire and into his nostrils. His voice, when he spoke, was full of the power of the fire, and the women nearby bleated affirmatives between each slowly-intoned word. ‘Now,’ he boomed, ‘I will scry for the child’s future and, as part of this ceremony, invoke those who will watch over her in this life; the guardian-pursuers.’
The scryers behind him began to keen in high, warbling voices, and I lay there, with eyes squeezed tight, my fists clenched across my belly. My head was full of the potent smoke; I had never felt so dizzy, and my limbs ached in a strange way that was both uncomfortable and pleasant. What would happen now? Who were the guardian-pursuers? I had not heard of such people before.
Vasni chanted in ancient Tappish for a while and then slipped into the modern tongue. His voice was perfectly pitched; no crack of age, no falter of lips and tongue. ‘Heed us, unseen ones,’ he began, his voice sonorous above the crooning of the women. ‘We bring to you a fledgling soulscaper. May one of your number assign their soul to hers. May they urge her to excellence in life, protect her from the Fear, drive her ever to inquiry, fill her dark corners with their shadow, be with her from this moment until she leaves the flesh and crosses to the soulscape in body and mind. Hear us and approach! Reveal yourselves in this one instant to the child Rayojini, daughter of Ushas! Make yourselves known, oh unseen ones. This I, your servant, Vasni, request; I, who gave you my manhood for eternity. Hear me and approach!’
Instantly, there was silence. I could hear the women breathing, but the drumbeat and the chanting had ceased. Vasni’s presence filled the room, even behind my clenched eyelids. I could feel his life force beating like a slow, smoky wing across my soul.
It was then that I opened my eyes. Perhaps they were still full of smoke, or the effects of it, but it seemed as if the whole chamber was in utter darkness, but for the shape of Vasni and the dull glow of the embers. I could not see the walls, the light-boles, or even any of the other people whom I knew were sitting there with me. All was Vasni; Vasni like a living tree, his roots of spirit dipping down into the petrified heart of our city, down into the mountain, down, down, into the fertile ooze far below. I could almost see the living essence of the world rising up through his spine, fountaining out of his head, falling to the ground, sinking back into the deep shadows of the earth. And then it seemed as if Vasni too was fading from my sight, as if I was being drawn away, far away, until Vasni and his embers were like little dim pictures in the distance. Gradually, a formless darkness came between me and this image. It was winged, or cloaked, this darkness, and billowing like an enormous black wind-sail. I was filled with a dreadful terror, (had the Fear itself come for me?) but I could not escape. Closing my eyes made no difference, for I could still see, and could not move my head at all. My tongue seemed to have swollen to fill my mouth; I could not call for my mother. The roiling shape loomed over me and I screamed in my head. Was this the guardian-pursuer Vasni had summoned? It was a dreadful thing - so alien to the light and space of Taparak. I could not believe the soulscapers had access to, or affinity with, such creatures. It appeared to lean over me and, for a second, the darkness parted, like a veil being drawn aside. Within, I saw the most astounding thing: two beings, two auras of pale light, giving off a perfume as beautiful as spirit-scent. They looked like male and female, but even as a child, I knew the unseen ones could have no real gender, as we understood it. The female shape smiled at me and reached towards me with a glowing, white hand. Her nails were like bright red almonds. I tried to reach out in return, but even though they seemed so close, it was as if I tried to reach across infinity, a universe. We never touched. She looked at the male, and they nodded at one another. Then they took a step forward as if crossing from one tree platform to another. It was no difficulty for them. Both of them leaned down, and I felt as if my flesh was alight with their radiance. The female kissed my brow, followed by the male. My flesh began to burn there; a delicious, cold burning. I wanted to make a sound, any sound, but I could not. And then they were gone. In an instant. The chamber rushed back in to fill their space, ringing with the sound of women chanting and the low, steady call of Vasni the scryer.
I had met my guardian-pursuers, and that day I loved them as angels. Later, I learned otherwise.
Gimel
‘In the day we eat of this fair fruit, our doom is, we shall die. How dies the Serpent? For us alone was death invented?
Paradise Lost, Book IX
Thirteen dead. Thirteen: the number of all things fatal and dark.
We had been away too long, caught up in the wine of the world, drinking ourselves into heady euphoria. Thirteen had died in our absence. Yet despite these tragedies, the world had continued to turn unheeding, dragging its aging tide across the land. Our house, in the eastern atelier court was filmed with dust, so the first thing Beth did, upon our return, was to scold the servants. Four years we had been away. Too long. Out there, once our task - that of finding a suitable soulscaper - had been successfully completed, we had nearly forgotten the point of our travels. That is the allure of travelling; all eloim succumb to it eventually, if only for a short span.
We had crossed the inland sea from Sacramante, landing in the Lansaal port of Zhijelih. This was a central point, and we could take our time, travelling across the land towards Taparak. We had taken the precaution of bringing our own transport with us from Bochanegra - one of the fleeter Metatronim carriages, accompanied by members of our human domestic staff from home; a driver, his boy, and a body servant for each of us. These people were trusted individuals, to whom our safety and comfort were of fundamental importance. While it is impossible for eloim to make humans exactly like themselves, it is possible to grant them longevity. Our immortal blood, while not so potent as to grant immortality to humankind can, if imbibed on a regular basis, at least double their lifespan. All humans in eloim employ were subject to this practice. A rapid turnover of domestic staff would be inconvenient to the throngs; just as the servants learned to do their jobs properly, they would wither and die. If their ichor intake was monitored carefully, a human might well enjoy the bloom of youth for a hundred and fifty years. After that, unfortunately, their own metabolism seemed to take over, and they succumbed to a natural fading towards death. For reasons of security, there was a strict rule among the throngs that longevity should be bestowed solely upon the most loyal servants.
We assumed that many soulscapers would be wandering about Lansaal, which might save us having to enter Taparak itself. Aware of the scrying strength of the Taps, both Beth and I were anxious to avoid the city, if at all possible. While there were no recorded incidences of soulscapers recognising the eloim for what they were, we still harboured a basic unease about the Taps. If anyone could penetrate our disguise in the world, they could. And the concentration of soulscaping ability to be found in Taparak was something neither Beth nor I were eager to confront. What would happen if someone suspected we were not like ordinary travellers? I dared not think about it. All my people knew that the phenomenon soulscapers called the Fear was eloim-born; ghost fragments of memories of despair from the time of the Expulsion and Devastation - tragic events in our history, of which we were forbidden to speak. It would be catastrophic if this fact was discovered; old hatreds might rise to destroy us. The Taps were a constant threat to eloim-kind because of this. However, we respected the soulscapers because they were the guardians of humanity’s health and sanity. And yet, because of their penetrating insight into the minds of others, every time we approached a soulscaper we risked exposure. Beth and I stalked them because we had to, even though we feared them - but we feared their city more.
Beth, needing action and spontaneity, husked more than a pretty soul or two on the journey east. I myself had no desire to sup - anxiety about our business crushed my appetite - and I took only modest refreshment from my maid, when hunger became too pressing to ignore. As we had anticipated, soulscapers were plentiful in Lansaal, so there was no reason to delay our mission. I confess that I was not entirely happy about that. From the first, this idea had been Beth’s rather than mine, and I still questioned the wisdom of it. I feared discovery and was unsure whether we would emerge victorious from any direct confrontation with a soulscaper. What if they were stronger than we were? Beth sneered at my fears, although I was sure he was anxious about this himself. He refused to discuss it though. I told him we would have to be circumspect in our approach to these people - men and women alike - and yet the very nature of our mission meant we would have to be more open with them than I felt was wise.
‘Don’t fret, Gimel,’ Beth said, as we travelled towards the town where he had decided our search would begin in earnest. ‘I have devised a strategy.’
I stared glumly out of the carriage window, watching our manservant, Ramiz’ booted foot swinging from the side of the driver’s seat. We followed the coast road, and although the sunset flinging colour across the sea was breathtaking, I could take little pleasure in it.
‘A strategy? Don’t be absurd,’ I said.
My maid, Tamaris, who sat beside me, reached out timidly to touch my hand. Clearly, she sought to bestow reassurance. I uncurled my fingers from beneath the sleeves of my black lace and velvet travelling coat and squeezed back gently. Tamaris is such a loyal girl.
Beth laughed. ‘It is very simple,’ he said. ‘After we have secured lodgings in Lumeza, Tamaris and Ramiz can scout around for lone soulscapers. They can arrange meetings in discreet locations. There will be very little risk.’
‘I feel you have no grasp of the reality of the situation,’ I replied. ‘What happens when we meet these people? Do we tell them everything and trust they are sympathetic? It is a stupid plan!’
‘Of course we don’t tell them everything!’ Beth said scornfully, idly unravelling one of the tassels hanging from the window curtain. ‘We will induce them to enter our soulscape. Once they have bonded with us in that way, we can employ our usual methods for subjection. It can’t fail.’
‘Really? Why do you speak of ‘they’, in that case? Surely we shouldn’t have to do this more than once.’
Tamaris pressed against me more firmly; she hated it when Beth and I had cross words.
‘Gimel, be sensible,’ Beth said. ‘Soulscapers are familiar only with the human soulscape, and we are not human. I am convinced it will take an especially puissant individual to withstand the inner landscape of an eloim! This might take several meetings, but don’t worry, if we are lucky, the first may well be suitable.’
His optimism and cheerful anticipation did not reassure me.
Lumeza was a small, untidy community. We took accommodation in a fohndahk, at the edge of the town, where chickens ran about in a yard outside, gossiping noisily, and dust from the coast road furred all the appointments in the guest-rooms. I stood dejectedly in the middle of my room, which was barely furnished, while Tamaris made soft sounds of outrage, and dusted the spotted mirror with her sleeve. The windowsill was cluttered with dead insects and the air smelled fusty, like decaying corn. The floor, the door and window-frame and the wooden beams of the ceiling, looked dried out and splintery. From this miserable base, my brother and I would begin our vital quest.
Tamaris and Ramiz went out into the night, while Beth and I sat out in the dusty yard of the fohndahk to wait for their return. We drank orange wine in the heavy dusk, and did not speak. I was aware of the beating of my heart; I was nervous. Perhaps our servants would not find a soulscaper. Perhaps some unseen agency would save me at this final moment. Something would happen so that we could go home.
The moon sailed up the star-shot sky and the air cooled towards the graveyard hours beyond the midnight, chilling my skin through my lace stole. ‘To bed, I think,’ I said, putting down my glass, rubbing my fingers together for the sweet wine had made them sticky. I stood up, and pulled my wrap tightly around my shoulders. Beth was a pale shape before me, slumped back in his chair, dappled by moonlight coming down through the ilex trees in the yard. I could tell he was annoyed. Somehow, I had achieved a minor victory. And then there were low voices coming towards us through the night, and I recognised the bubbling sound of Tamaris’ laughter.
‘Why don’t you sit down?’ Beth said quietly, but I remained standing.
The soulscaper’s eyes and his teeth flashed whitely in the darkness; astounding against his matt, black skin. His laughter was deep and genuine. He accepted our offer of wine, begged by Tamaris from the sleepy fohndahk matron, whom she’d had to call from her bed. He had a name, of course, this first soulscaper brought for our inspection, but I cannot recall it now. He was a mature man, lean from hard travelling.
‘I’m told there is work for me here,’ he said, looking at me. I raised a hand without replying and gestured towards my brother. Let him do it. At that moment, I wanted no part of this business.
Beth smiled. ‘There might be. But it is a tricky matter. I am loath to discuss it here.’
The soulscaper’s smile seemed to freeze on his face, but I’m sure no one else noticed, perhaps because I was the only one looking for it.
‘Sounds sinister!’ he said, and put down his glass of wine. He did not touch it again. ‘Where, then, would you like to discuss this tricky matter?’
Beth extended his hands. ‘Please, bear with me. Perhaps we could take a walk together.’
The soulscaper eyed our gathering: tall, muscular Ramiz, with his gypsy looks, minx-eyed Tamaris in her witch’s gown of red and wreathed in ebony hair, and Beth and myself - how did he see us? Forbidding, aloof? Or just conniving rich children from the far opulence of Bochanegra? Then he smiled, and I swallowed reflexively, gulping the cold air. In that smile, I saw the certainty that he could take us on - all of us - if necessary.
‘A cool night for a walk,’ he said, standing up, ‘but perhaps bracing.’ He indicated for Beth to lead the way.
Tamaris and Ramiz paused to let me precede them - however informal our relationship could be at times, they were aware of their place - but I gestured for them to overtake me. I followed last, numbed with cold and dread.
We walked along a lane overshadowed by spreading trees. Tamaris murmured softly to Ramiz, looking back over her shoulder occasionally, perhaps to check I was still with them. Beth was talking rapidly, I could see his hands moving, but could not hear his voice, and the soulscaper strolled with slow dignity beside him, paying attention but apparently adding no comments, asking no questions. We climbed a stile into a tree-bordered field, far enough from Lumeza for any sounds we might make to be unheard by anyone else.
‘Gimel?’ Beth directed a challenging look at me, perhaps wondering whether I would shrink from this summons. I approached the soulscaper, dragging my skirts through the dew-damp grass. Tamaris and Ramiz lolled against the fence behind us; they were not to be included in this part of the proceedings but - as our dependent humans often are - were eager to spectate.
‘He will examine your soulscape,’ Beth said.
‘Mine?’ What had Beth told him?
‘Only if you want me to,’ said the man gently. I dared not look at him, sure my eyes would betray everything.
I nodded. ‘Very well. Will it... take long?’
The soulscaper had squatted down in the grass and was rummaging through the bag he’d been carrying. ‘No, I must ignite the fume. Perhaps your companions can move back. There is no breeze, I know, but the smoke can travel...’
Beth smiled at me tightly and sauntered back to the fence. For a few moments, the soulscaper prepared his materials in silence. Then, as he applied tinder to a charcoal he said, ‘Are you sure you feel comfortable with this?’
I stared at the grass. ‘Yes. It’s quite alright.’
‘You don’t have to feel ashamed,’ he continued, blowing on the flame. ‘Your illness is not your fault.’
I remained silent.
‘We could have done this at the fohndahk, you know. No one would have thought anything of it. I’ve treated people there before.’
Beth must have told him I was sick, and an invented skittish temperament was the excuse to get us to this isolated spot. Why couldn’t he see we were deceiving him? I should tell him now; raise my eyes, look at him. My limbs felt frozen, a paralysis not caused by cold. The soulscaper took off his coat and spread it on the grass.
‘Lie on this,’ he said. ‘Relax, close your eyes, breathe deeply...’
Numbly, I obeyed, telling myself I was undertaking necessary action. Later, I could rebuke Beth in the strongest manner for making me do this. Later, it wouldn’t matter. I thought of Rephaim falling from the campanile. I steadied my breathing. I let this kind stranger look inside my mind.
I was aware of distant noise, floating in a pleasant haze, where summer clouds scudded across a cornflower sky. I awoke to activity, anguished voices, violent movement. Someone trampled on my arm. I cried out and rolled off the soulscaper’s coat onto the wet grass. Tamaris was shouting, and there was a melee of floundering limbs beside me. I heard the dull thump of flesh against flesh, then silence, but for panting breath. I scraped my hair from my face and saw Ramiz standing nearby, bent over, his hands on his knees. Beside him, Beth stood upright, wiping his mouth. There was a dark, huddled shape on the grass between them. It did not move at all. The air was full of the intoxicating perfume of fresh blood. I found myself salivating, both nauseated and hungry.
Tamaris hurried towards me, put her arms around my shoulders.
‘Get up,’ Beth said. ‘Quickly!’
‘What happened?’
Tamaris helped me to my feet. I could not look at what lay on the grass.
‘He couldn’t take it,’ Beth said sharply. ‘I thought this might happen.’
‘It killed him?’
My brother shook his head. ‘No... but he saw... he knew.’ He sucked his upper lip, staring down at the motionless shape. Then he glanced at me. ‘Are you alright?’
I did not answer, but struggled, light-headedly, towards the stile. Tamaris scurried after me.
‘He went crazy,’ she said, ‘flinging himself about. Lord Beth ended it for him... in a civilised way. We could do nothing else.’
I could not bring myself to speak, painfully aware that we had contravened an unspoken law. We had killed; not through the sup, but in cold blood. Nothing felt completely real; the night around me seemed like an illusion. I could remember nothing of the man being in my mind. Beth came up behind me, reached to touch me. I shook him off.
‘Don’t speak. Don’t touch,’ I said.
‘Get her to bed,’ Beth said to Tamaris. ‘Ramiz and I will remove the remains.’
As I walked unsteadily back to the fohndahk, leaning on Tamaris’ arm, I was thinking how wrong the soulscaper had been in his assessment of his ability to protect himself. So wrong. His own madness was the last thing he’d feared.
He was the first, the first of many.
I forced myself to develop a shield of passionless dedication, rather than ponder the possible consequences of our quest. It helped to think that we were engaged on a holy mission and that each soulscaper we encountered was simply expanding the knowledge we needed to save our people. A kind of unreality took hold of me. Coolly, I did what had to be done, feeling nothing. Tamaris and Ramiz became quite adept at sniffing out lone soulscapers, although after the first occasion, we were more discerning about whom we actually let into our soulscape. We used the same story of my fictional illness, which allowed me to sit quietly and uninvolved while Beth did the talking. I felt queerly detached during these interviews, as if I really was mentally ill. Beth was pleased. My demeanour added conviction to his claims. I did not realise that a change was coming over me.
Both Beth and myself could speak Lannish, but we used only the Bochanegran tongue for our transactions. The soulscapers, all of whom, it is said, speak every language in the world, were as we suspected shrewd creatures to a fault. Several of them were keen enough to be acutely suspicious of us, despite our convincing fabrications and superbly delivered performances. I remember one or two of them actually believed my brother and I to be victims of the Fear. One man told me he did not like what looked out of my eyes. How could I respond to that? He was clearly seeing the truth of me; for all my pious motives, a dangerous killer.
Once we had approached an individual, and allowed them access to our own soulscape, we could not simply leave them in possession of this knowledge and pass on. Only the patron families in Sacramante were aware of our more intimate needs, as predators - for obvious reasons. To other humans, any creature needing to feed on their ichor for survival were simply legends; no more real to them than fairies or ghosts. However, it seemed that no soulscaper was strong enough to endure the weirdness of our inner landscapes; in short, it tended to drive them mad. We could not risk these pathetic casualties blurting something out to their colleagues, and so had to cull them in order to cover our tracks. At first, I was sickened by the necessity of having to dispose of these people, although Beth appeared to relish it; his sensuality had run riot since we’d left Bochanegra. Until that time in Lansaal, the only murder of humans by eloim I had witnessed had been the rare and regulated ritual of sacrifice, part of the agreement we had with the patrons. At home, regular supping was nothing more than honouring the holy trade; sustenance for pleasure. Except for the occasional sacred sacrifices, which were always confined to significant festivals or events, death was not part of our relationship with humanity. But as time went on, my heart seemed to harden to the culling.
Looking back, I feel that a beast was loosed in me in Lansaal - it was certainly loosed in Beth - an ancient beast from ancient times, which lurks still within the hearts of our people, waiting for the scent of terrified blood to wake it from sleep. This beast led me, let me stand by while Beth killed, let me - eventually - bend to the unwilling sup myself. May the Old Ones forgive me, but as the leagues rolled past our carriage windows, the pleasure of the hunt came over me too and I reverted to a forgotten, former wildness. Eventually, I no longer had to force myself to kill. And yet, at the time, I could not find the will to be ashamed of it, which means I must accept that this cruel greed is a part of me, thankfully hidden in the regulated, civilised world of Sacramante, but always present in the deepest corners of my soul.
Our kills became cleaner; there was little mess. Tamaris and Ramiz buried what remained of the victims, after Beth and I had taken any sustenance we desired. We found no one capable of withstanding the eloim soulscape. It was as if some higher power of the world condemned us for our actions. Every day brought us nearer to Taparak with our quest unfulfilled.
Eloim living in Lansaal were few and far between, and tended to be very unapproachable. Most were enclosed family groups, who were nervous of outsiders because of the need to keep their identities secret. Their virtual immortality caused them problems, and meant they had to move accommodation quite regularly, so that suspicion was not aroused among the local people as to their longevity. As it was, the majority of these families were either feared or viewed with scorn by their closest neighbours, because of the distance they maintained from the local community. Shrouded carriages, securely walled demesnes, and tribes of in-bred servants who would occasionally roam outside the walls, were fuel for gossip and speculation. Because the eloim were so careful, they made themselves weirdly visible. In Sacramante, we had evolved very complex and painstaking methods for camouflaging our differences from humanity. We could not have maintained these precautions without the cooperation of our patrons, but the provincial eloim did not have recourse to human supporters. Their lives were often fraught with danger.
Beth and I did manage to secure lodgings in one or two eloim redoubts - we missed the company of our own kind - but I found the Lannish eloim oppressive; their paranoia is infectious. Discreet enquiry assured us no one but Sacramantan artisans appeared to be suffering from the sickness of despair. Perhaps their consistent anxiety about being discovered left no room in the hearts of Lannish artisans for yet darker pressures.
Because eloim outside Bochanegra have no human patrons, they really do have a much harder time than their Sacramantan peers; there are, for example, no willing offerings for the sup from outside their own staff. Beth and I wondered how they ever managed to find time to express their creativity, and it was true all works of art we saw in these houses were frantic, doom-laden affairs. Their reluctance to seek sanctuary in Bochanegra mystified both Beth and myself. We concluded they must have a proud and defiant streak within them, and must, in some ways, enjoy their precarious existence.
We discussed our intentions with no one; as far as the Lannish eloim were concerned, we were simply the spoiled scions of a noble Sacramantan house, idly exploring the continent. Most advised us to return home as soon as we could. They thought we were too innocent to be roaming Lansaal, that in our ignorance we might betray their existence to humanity, although they disguised their self-concern as being worried about our safety.
As we approached Toinis, we stayed for two days with a venerable eloim diva, a sweet and incredibly ancient lady who, in order to protect herself, had resorted to supping only on the blood of chickens. Her name was Favariel Eshahim, and she claimed to be the last daughter of a lost eloim throng. Her skin was in a disgraceful condition - only to be expected, considering her meagre sustenance. She lived in an area plagued by a particularly stringent religious code - implemented by a particularly stringent local priest - so was forced to be meticulously careful in her behaviour. A myriad of diverse cults thrived in Lansaal, and a group of rich mystics had formed the Church of Pure Soul in Favariel’s area about sixty years ago. Any eccentrics were regarded as heretics by the infuriatingly active high priest, especially those who did not attend the church on a regular basis. Favariel tried to appease this quick-tempered zealot by sending yearly offerings of gold to the church - an act that allowed her a precarious security - and pleading a frailty of age that precluded church worship. ‘I fear he will live forever!’ she declared, when telling us of her difficulties with the man. ‘I only hope my gold lasts longer than he does! Whoever comes after him just cannot be as bad!’
She lived in a wonderful old house, which was falling badly into decay. And yet, with its rose-garlanded, crumbling walls, its ancient stone embellishments, the house only appeared more beautiful because of its dissolution. There was but one servant left in the house - an elderly peasant woman - who had been with Favariel for eighty years or more. At one time, she had provided her mistress with sustenance, but now Favariel refused to sup from the woman; she was too old, her blood was thin, and the strain placed on her heart by being supped might easily kill her. Favariel feared being left alone. She, more than any of the Lannish eloim we had previously encountered, was delighted to meet us, and laid the amenities of her household at our feet, insisting on showering both Tamaris and myself with gifts. Our luggage cases were stuffed with exquisite antique jewellery and elaborate gowns of pale, powdery silk. In return, Beth quickly painted a flattering portrait of her, and our servants insisted on letting her sup from their veins to her fill. By the time we left her, she looked much healthier, and a youthful bloom had come back into her flesh. We also arranged to send her a couple of human retainers from Sacramante, once we returned home. I thought it disgraceful that no other Lannish eloim clan had done anything to help her before now.
On our last night in her house, as we talked together after supping, she mentioned that she thought a lone artisan was wandering around the countryside, who behaved eccentrically to her mind. Eccentric, by eloim standards, presaged something extremely odd indeed. I pressed her for information, worried she might be referring to the business Beth and I were involved in, but she seemed reluctant to expand on her theory. ‘They leave signs, that is all,’ she said. ‘It has been going on for some years.’ After that, Beth and I were alert for the phenomenon, but came across nothing out of the ordinary.
Our experiments with soulscapers had continued to be depressingly unsuccessful. It got to the point where we had taken so many victims that the urge to sup was lost. Even Beth was sated, and we had to resort to outright murder; precious blood spilling untasted over the Lannish fields. The beast in both of us was exhausted, and a dim perception of the foulness of our behaviour began to clarify, once more, in my mind. In the end, it was me who called a halt to the procedure; it was pointless and wasteful.
We had reached the lively port of Toinis and, as usual, had taken lodgings in a secluded fohndahk. I was tired, disillusioned with our quest, disappointed with myself, and wanted only to return home. The encounter with poor Favariel had especially depressed me. Beth was still eager to continue, as he was enjoying our travels immensely. I think this was because his creative soul had opened up like a sunflower, away from Sacramante. As he feasted on the sweet ichor of the Taps, it seemed their mystic lifeblood flowed into his fingers, summoning marvellous scenes from the soulscape. Gone were the precise and mannered portraits he was famous for at home, which hung on the walls of patron galleries. Now, his paintings were undisciplined and fierce: no demure maidens in limpid bowers, but powerful sorceresses depicted against violent skies, cowering souls dismembered at their feet, soulscape monsters wheeling round their heads. He painted beautiful demons that smiled with frightening realism from the canvas; demons that - even though only representations in paint - promised pain and pleasure in equal measure. Beth had sold many of these savage, lustful canvases as we travelled; they intrigued the Lannish art dealers and commanded a high price.
One evening, we sat out on the fohndahk terrace, lazily drinking our way through a carafe of orange wine. Tamaris and Ramiz had ventured out into the night, intent on secret adventures of their own; the mysteries of humans closely allied to eloim households, into which we were too polite to pry. Beth was in such a lively mood, it was difficult for me to broach the subject on my mind, but eventually, I forced him to listen to me. ‘We cannot keep destroying soulscapers,’ I said. ‘They are too precious.’
Beth resented my sharp tone. ‘Then what do you suggest we do? I have no intention of returning to Sacramante until we have accomplished our task.’
‘But, Beth, they are too old, all of them, in spite of their smooth skin and silky eyes.’ My remarks were loaded with insinuations. ‘Their experience works against them. We need someone who has the Tappish ability, but who lacks the preconceptions of a mature scaper. You must know this too, in your heart.’
Beth gave me a keen look; I saw his fingers twitch around the stem of his goblet. ‘So, the answer is simple. We find a young soulscaper; a very young one. Someone who is out on their first scaping-range.’
I shook my head. ‘No, still too old. If you insist we continue in this madness, there is only one recourse. We must go to Taparak, and find ourselves a child. Someone who is yet untrained, and whose mind is more malleable. We have no choice. It is either this, or else we go home and wait for the sickness to find us.’
Beth sneered at me. ‘Gimel, you talk nonsense. We don’t have the time. A child has to grow. It will take years.’
‘All seeds of potential require a protracted growth period. You know I’m right, Beth.’ The truth was, he derived so much pleasure from our experiences with the soulscapers that he was disinclined to abandon them. Eventually, his hunger for the sup would return and, when it did, the blood of scapers would fuel the power of his art. A child would not endow him with such delights; eloim code forbade the supping of children.
He took a silence upon himself at my remarks, which I would not caress away. For all his tendency towards physical self-indulgence, Beth was not stupid. I knew I only had to wait.
Two days later, he relented. ‘Very well, we’ll take a boat to Taparak and find your child, Gimel,’ he said.
Content, I allowed him to kiss me.
Very swiftly, I proved myself correct on all counts; we stayed in Taparak no longer than a single night. I was so twitchy while we were there that I could not take pleasure in sightseeing, which was a shame, because Taparak is an astounding place. It seemed to me as if a crazed artist had carved the whole city out of petrified wood; walkways swept dizzily from massive trunk to massive trunk. Bird-catchers killed their prey by squatting in the higher tiers of the city and throwing missiles down onto the birds. This could prove dangerous for people below should the hunters miss their targets, which was fortunately rare. The narrow, root-patterned streets were full of people, most of whom seemed to be visitors from Lansaal, Khalt and the Delta Lands. Native Taps were recognisable through their colourful clothing and artfully braided hair. Carts rumbled over the uneven ground, drawn by small, determined asses that paused for no-one. We’d left our bulky carriage behind, with the driver and his assistant, at the Lannish coastal town of Cozca and, after having ascended to Taparak itself, hired a cart to take us to the visitors’ district where accommodation was plentiful. We installed ourselves in a ground level hostelry, while Tamaris went off to ingratiate herself with the local traders and ask a few cautious questions. We supposed that many visitors would be curious about local customs and that inquiries concerning scaper training would not be too unusual.
Tamaris was absent for several hours and was quite drunk when she returned. Still, she had accomplished what she’d set out to do, having forced herself upon a group of Taps in a taverna, in a manner only Tamaris can get away with. Charmed by her open friendliness, the Taps had teased her with stories, unaware that an astute mind was hidden behind the fluttering lashes and girlish smiles. Between us, Tamaris and I extracted the truthful aspects of all she’d heard, discarding the more obvious elements of tale spinning. The Taps were clever - especially the women - and had given little away, but we still had enough information to help us. It was clear that Tappish children underwent a ceremony at eight years of age, when they were introduced to their future vocation. This must be some form of initiation - perhaps an ideal time, for our purposes, to make contact with a Tappish child. I knew that the soulscapers’ abilities to influence the minds of others was far superior to any eloim’s - which was why we needed a soulscaper - but it was also true that the Taps relied on their mind-altering scaping substances to change their level of awareness, whereas an eloim could achieve a similar, if weaker, effect through concentration alone. I reasoned that this might mean Beth and I would possess a greater clarity of mind should we establish psychic contact with a Tap. Of course, we could not be physically present during one of these initiation ceremonies, which meant we would have to project ourselves - always an enervating experience. After our experiences in Lansaal, we were quite familiar with the procedure of soulscaping, but had not accomplished contact with a Tap from a distance before.
For once, Beth was happy to follow my lead. If hunting was his province, mind-seeking was mine. Tamaris’ most precious snippet of information was that initiation ceremonies took place early in the morning. I did not know how long we would have to stay in Taparak, and doubted whether we’d be lucky on our first attempt at finding a suitable child, but there was little point in wasting any time.
The following morning, Beth and I composed ourselves in my room at the taverna, lying down on the bed and breathing together, forging a link between ourselves. We had suffered many differences of opinion, even heated arguments, during our journey east, but once our minds touched, all hostility melted away.
‘You have hated me,’ Beth observed.
‘True,’ I replied, ‘but we knew this journey would be difficult.’
‘I’m sorry...’
‘I know that. Rise!’
We could not enter the soulscape, but we could move, disembodied, through the real world. The combined essence of our minds soared up through the tiers of Taparak, the ancient trunks shadowy to our altered awareness.
‘What do you see, sister?’
‘Many bright sparks, many souls...’
‘A child?’
‘There are hundreds of children. They are the brightest flickers. Look...’
‘Must we examine them all?’ The tone of his thought echoed his reluctance for so much tiring work.
‘Wait... Don’t strain yourself, Beth. Conserve your energy. I will search.’
My prowess for mind travelling had always been stronger than Beth’s. I knew I could not keep him away from his body for too long. The shortest journey was exhausting; making contact with another individual could actually be painful.
I released myself to the flow of the world’s rhythm, not struggling to search, but simply letting my instincts guide me. Lightly, taking Beth with me, I danced from spark to spark, pausing for the briefest of touches. The children sensed me, but I moved so swiftly, the sensation was too fleeting to cause them alarm. I felt my strength begin to falter and told Beth we would examine only two more souls, when a condensed node of energy attracted my attention. Within it gleamed the radiance of a child, but the diffuse glow around it indicated minds expanded beyond normal consciousness. Could we be so fortunate as to discover what we were looking for this soon?
‘Beth!’
‘I see it!’
Together, we streaked towards the brightness.
There is an old man, and it seems he summons us. He invokes beings that he calls the guardian-pursuers. Surely, he can only mean ourselves. What are we, Beth and I, if not that? We guard. We pursue... There: the child, her lovely gleam, her bright innocence, so trusting. And she too reaches out to us. ‘Be with her in life,’ says the old man, ‘drive her to excellence.’ Lead her. Guide her. Oh, it will be our privilege, sweet child. I am breathless before the beauty of her naked soul. We touch, and the link is forged. Clawing the residue of Beth’s failing strength into my grasp, I align our souls with the child’s. I can even see her name, as if it marks every cell of her body. Rayojini. Rayo. Daughter. She has been waiting for us. She is the one, the only, possible one.
Back in the taverna, I blinked into the morning light, my body filmed with sweat, my chest heaving, as if I had been running hard. Beth coughed beside me. I sensed him shiver.
‘It is done,’ I said, in barely more than a whisper.
Beth rolled painfully towards me, and put his damp brow on my shoulder. ‘I should never have doubted you,’ he said. ‘Forgive me.’
‘Beth, there is nothing to forgive. The journey brought us here... Everything that has happened... inevitable... ‘
He nodded weakly, and presently, fell asleep. I was drained beyond the point where I could comfortably sleep myself, and lay quietly, in deep relaxation, listening to the morning sounds of Taparak outside. A great burden had been lifted from my soul. I had divested its weight onto the child Rayojini, and I knew she would not feel it there. It could not harm her. Not yet. Not for a long time. The child was my little seed. As had been promised in the ritual, I would haunt her to womanhood. I would nurture and strengthen her powers from afar. She would flourish within the caul of my benevolence.
Leaving the island, I was quite happy to let Beth lead us further east. We ended up in Atruriey; a marvellous land. The people there reminded me strongly of our patrons, and we were welcomed as artists most warmly. I even think one or two of them suspected there was something different about us - beyond what might be excused as an artistic temperament and aristocratic feyness - but nothing was said.
Bloated with our actions in Lansaal, we had little need to feed for several months, and took only wine and water. I got involved with a travelling eloim theatre company, for whom Beth was happy to paint scenery and, accompanied by Tamaris and Ramiz, we stayed with this group for several years.
During this time, I maintained a subtle contact with Rayojini, watched her grow from afar. Sometimes, when she had girlish problems, which she found difficult to solve, I prodded her a little with an idea or a feeling, although I shrank from making my presence too obvious. I thought it unlikely that guardian-pursuers were, under normal circumstances, real beings. After having spoken to so many soulscapers in Lansaal, I thought these creatures were probably metaphorical images for the child’s own conscience. Therefore, it was vital that Rayojini didn’t seem to be more in tune with the idea of her guardian-pursuers than other children. If her mother or her tutors got suspicious, they might undertake a deep soulscaping on the child, and destroy my link with her. Still, it was pleasurable when I could help her. I liked to feel her earnest little mind praying to Beth and myself, thanking us, as her guardian-pursuers, for our guidance. The fact that she addressed both of us did needle me a little though, because Beth had scant interest in the child, leaving it to me to keep an eye on her progress. He never communicated with her at all and yet, in her prayers, I could see him through her eyes; beautiful, shining, powerful. When she grew up, would she start desiring this handsome image in her head? What then?
Then, one evening as we were sitting round a campfire in deepest Atruriey, a twitching started up in my fibres. Beth caught my eye and a feeling passed between us. We knew it was time to return home. Absurdly, I felt I would be leaving Rayojini behind, but I did not speak of this to Beth. I kept it secret, how fond I’d become of the child.
The city was in a hectic mood when we returned. Invitations to the Di Corborans, the Vielkorekhs, the Mougadis, littered the welcome-table in the hall of our house, some of them quite eaten away by mice. Our especial patron, Leone Di Corboran, dispatched two of his daughters, Leda and Vicretia, to our domain once the servants had gossiped in the zuko, and news of our homecoming had spread about.
Beth, feigning tiredness, although we had been back for two days, shut himself in his rooms, so I had to entertain the creatures alone. I had intended to visit the Metatronim family stronghold that afternoon, for news had come to us from a friend of dreadful occurrences during our absence; the sickness had not abated. In all honesty, I needed to see my family, just to make a head count and reassure myself that they were all in good health. Therefore, I felt extremely indignant when Tamaris informed me Leone’s daughters had arrived. Still, without our patrons, our lives would be very difficult indeed, so I pasted a welcoming smile across my face, and bid Tamaris show them up to my solar.
Vicretia was the sweeter of the two Di Corboran girls, although Leda possessed the greater wit. The last time I had seen them, Leda had just been married to her second cousin, whereas Vicretia had been a silent and delicate girl of thirteen. Vicretia had blossomed into a very attractive young woman; Leda, on the other hand, had just blossomed. I assumed she now had a brood of her own.
‘Fashaw, Gimel,’ Leda told me, breezing into my solar, trailing limp gloves like filleted limbs, ‘but you haven’t changed a bit! Four years you’ve been away too! Wild air suits you, truly. Look at me!’ She twirled before my dark mirror. ‘A pound for each year of your absence!’ I suspected it was slightly more than that. She bustled towards where I lounged, in artistic composure, on the divan. Her lips pursed in anticipation. ‘Oh, but you’ve been missed.’ I deflected the kiss by turning my head. She caught me on the ear.
‘Don’t lick me, Lee!’ I laughed sweetly, to sugar the sting. ‘You lie to me, anyhow. What of your other favourites, hmm?’
‘None as lush as you!’ she quipped, admitting to nothing.
I peered over her white, plump shoulder. ‘Hello Vee, how lovely you look! It’s been so long. Come, sit by me.’ I patted the divan, protecting the place with my hand, so that Leda could not stuff herself into it.
She fitted herself into a chair opposite instead. ‘So, are you ready for news?’
Silent Vicretia, dear little thing, eased down beside me like a floating feather. I curled my fingers over her own, but addressed her sister. ‘Always, Lee, always. So, tell me.’
‘There has been a riot of suicides among the artisans.’
Yara Sarim, whose family was in some ways connected with ours, had communicated with us, directly on our return, and had told us everything. This was not news, but I feigned interest. ‘Indeed?’
Leda nodded eagerly. ‘Quite so.’ She counted off on her fingers. ‘Camiel, Murek, Sasleel - it’s like a disease. And that’s not the worst. Two years ago - oh, it seems like history now - Lilthia Emim took a knife to both her parents, her brother and - finally - herself. You have been wise to keep your distance. Father says it must be an evil taint from the Strangeling, blowing over the city in the wind that affects the sensitively composed. Personally, I think it’s a result of hedonistic excesses and you, dear Gimel, are not prone to such; neither you nor your brother.’ She frowned. ‘Where is Beth, incidentally?’
I considered it politic, under the circumstances, to reinvent his excuse. ‘Oh, he’s working. Feels guilty being away from the courts for so long, I expect. He sends his regrets, but may join us for refreshment later. You will stay for refreshment, of course.’
‘Persuade me otherwise!’ Leda rolled her eyes. ‘Now, you must tell me of your travels. It must have been so exciting.’
I pulled a rueful face. ‘Hardly such. Beth was researching and spent most of his time sketching. I simply mooched around waiting for him.’
‘But all those exotic people!’
‘They are not that exotic beyond civilisation, dear Leda. I found very little to attract me, I must confess.’
‘You are a connoisseuse,’ Leda declared, patting herself in congratulation. ‘Nothing but the best for Lady Gimel!’
I could not help but flinch at that.
After half an hour or so of further pointless exchanges, I summoned Beth with the mind-chime, and ordered him to join us. He remonstrated, but I kept up the chord until he gave in. He could have plump Leda; she would enjoy it. Beth had been too picky recently, refreshing himself far too meagrely. I wondered whether he’d damaged himself by all the gorging he’d indulged in when we’d first arrived in Lansaal, four years ago. However, sustenance from Leda should restore him utterly. Me, a sensible refresher, and able to pace my supping, would lick an aperitif from the sweet flesh of little Vicretia. Being sensitive, she knew this already, and trembled beneath the light, cool touch of my hand.
Beth was magnificent when he came to the solar; his tawny hair polished as sun-burnished fur, his dark yellow eyes full of shadow-promise.
Leda gurgled in greed. ‘You are so thin!’ she exclaimed to him.
He flexed his darling paws in her direction, lacing the fingers. ‘While you, Mistress Di Corboran, are fat as a festival chicken!’
Cooing, Leda began to unlace her bodice. Slightly nauseated, I turned to Vicretia and leaned towards her ear. ‘Your first?’ I whispered.
She nodded, fearfully, eyes like a doe with one foot bound in a twine-trap.
‘Would you prefer to retire?’
Again, after a brief hesitation, during which her eyes flicked to the pouting Leda and back again, she nodded.
I rose and held out my hand. Leda was spread out in her chair, her large, blue-veined breasts exposed, into which my beloved brother had buried his head. She had her hand in his hair, mewing ecstatically as his teeth broke the skin above one nipple, as his tongue licked her, his lips began to suck. I felt a twinge of jealousy and hoped he would not give in to her demands for copulation, which were sure to follow. Perhaps leaving them alone gave her an advantage concerning that, but I had a mind for Vicretia’s comfort, and the sight of her sister writhing beneath my brother was not pleasant.
‘Come,’ I said, and led the bewildered girl from the room.
We sat down in the conservatory of eager vines that greened the sunlight from above. Poor Vicretia was pale as a forest flower, trembling uncontrollably. Yet even in her fear, there was anticipation, excitement. Not wanting to scare her unduly, I supped delicately at her wrist - no more than a gnat bite. She lay back against the trellis, her eyes turned up in her head, moaning softly. I took my time, but supped little. It was important she should find it pleasurable, this first time.
Afterwards, I brought her a cordial of summer fruits, lightly laced with brandy, for which she was grateful. The intimacy had unlocked her tongue. ‘So strange it felt,’ she said, ‘like floating away.’
‘Is that all?’ I smiled at her.
‘Beautiful,’ she said. ‘I’m flattered you chose me.’
In truth, it was not me who had chosen her, but her father. He had sent her to us after all, but I did not mention this. A homecoming gift, a new flavour. Leone always kept his children long from the sup in order to make them more intriguing, - sometimes until they were sixteen - but I was surprised he had kept Vicretia untasted this long. She must have been all of seventeen years old, and a year is a long time when your relatives are all satisfied participants of the sup.
‘I prefer a finer vintage, more delicately flavoured, than Beth,’ I said, to please her.
‘You did not hurt me.’
‘No, we never do. None of us. I’d have thought you knew this.’
She shrugged. ‘The tasted keep their secrets.’
Unable to face Leda’s flushed bloatedness, I requested her sister to make my excuses and sent her back to the solar alone. For a while, I relaxed among the greenery, digesting my refreshment, rolling my tongue around my mouth to catch the last sweet nuances of Vee’s flavour. Although at peace, I was full of the awareness that our lives were changing. The atmosphere in Sacramante, on our return, had been reminiscent of the paranoia haunting the eloim in Lansaal. The Sacramantan artisans were scared, and no doubt would expect us to produce an instant solution.
On the journey home, I had kept up the contact with our little soulscaper. Distance did not seem to lessen our link. She interested me acutely; I was in awe of her active, inventive mind. She had certainly come to regard Beth and myself in different ways. Beth was a pleasurable fantasy, but I liked to think she looked upon me as an imaginary friend. Often, when I looked into her life, I could hear her speaking to me. She liked to talk about her thoughts and feelings aloud. I still had not interfered overtly with her development - there was no need; I just observed. She must be all of twelve years old by now, but it would still be some time before she was ready to fulfil the destiny I had planned for her. Some part of me was resigned to the fact that our designs might yet fail; some part of me did not care. I was content; the sickness could not touch me, for contentment was its bane, I’m sure. Beth though, I worried for. He, like dead Rephaim, was one of those bright blooms that grow quickly flaccid on the vine, eaten by decay in an evening’s rain. I thought about the diminished throng of Favariel Eshahim; it seemed incomprehensible to me that such a decline could be allowed to occur. Perhaps it signalled that the time of the eloim was drawing to a close; we had lived upon the world too long. Perhaps the sickness of despair was an inevitable symptom of this wasting, and no soulscaper, however well suited to our needs, could ever save us. I knew this was an attitude I would have to shed quickly, because it was not one that could be presented to the eloim elders.
Notice had come to us - or more accurately had been waiting for us - that a gathering of the throngs had been called for by the Parzupheim, the most ancient and exalted of our kind. They were anxious to discover what Beth and I had achieved in Lansaal and Taparak. Our father, Metatron, had been ominously silent since our return. I had expected us to be summoned to the family stronghold in the eastern atelier court even before we shed our travelling cloaks, but no word had come from him. His ignorance could only mean he disapproved of our journey; we had not, after all, consulted with him about it before we left Sacramante. I knew he would be present at the gathering, and wondered whether we could expect public criticism from him.
I sighed into the vines. It was time I stopped worrying about greater issues, and applied myself to my personal well being. I needed to organise myself, emerge from the seclusion of the atelier courts and seek employment; I needed to perform. What I needed more precisely, of course, was the adulation I commanded as my fee. As soon as the throng gathering was over, I would see about securing a part in a theatrical production. The house of Zamzummim might be a good place to start looking. Indolence was ejected from my body by a wild spear of energy; I wanted to leap up immediately and hurry to Oriel Zamzummim’s court. The feeling was to be savoured, but not indulged just yet. First, I would wait here for my brother in the conservatory. Then I would lead him upstairs to bathe away the stains of florid Leda, and make him pure again. After that, we would sleep in each other’s arms. Tomorrow I would resume the normal pattern of my life.
Gimel
‘Subtle he needs must be, who could seduce angels…’
Paradise Lost, Book IX
Beth and I walked lazily through the cool, evening air, on our way to the gathering of throngs; two of our house stewards following discretely behind. Sacramante was in a summer flush, the night thick with heavy perfume squeezed from the tight flesh of the rose-vines along the walls. We paused to listen to a travelling trovadero, keening in one of the piazzas. I was recognised there and presented with a corymbus bloom. In truth, I was glad to be back.
The Castile Edificia had been built centuries back, on the apex of a gentle hill, whose toes gripped the slow-moving river to the east. It was a pale, many-towered building that dominated the skyline of the atelier courts, constructed of pale stone and hugged by flowering creepers. Like ourselves, others had chosen to take the walk that evening and, on the approach way, we came upon a silken clutch of Hyperachii, strolling arm in arm ahead of us. I was friendly with one of the males, Jevanael, and released my grip on Beth - who was trembling with nerves - to go and walk beside him.
‘Avirzah’e Tartaruchi just drove past,’ he told me, eyes aglow. The Tartaruchis were, perhaps, the most infamous of eloim throngs, and undeniably the most compelling. They had a reputation for wildness, indiscreet supping, and general over-indulgence. They were also incredibly talented; all their projects were maverick successes. Consequently, the Tartaruchi throng was one of the most affluent. Avirzah’e was the favoured scion of this House, a playwright, who courted heresy between the lines of his works. It was said he kept twenty lovers satisfied at any one time, but I believed this to be propaganda he’d put about himself. He was, undeniably, supremely attractive, with all the irresistible allure of a dangerous animal. I also had no doubt he had been keenly interested in Beth and myself for a long time, which we had purposefully not pursued. Naturally, such selfish reticence angered Avirzah’e, who was used to all his whims being gratified. The extent of this anger was beautifully illustrated by the fact that he ignored both Beth and myself with a chill that verged on offensive. Everyone else in our community - eloim and human alike - adored Avirzah’e. Beth and I liked to be different, though I suppose, in some ways, we were jealous of the Tartaruch prince. As we approached the main entrance to the Castile, I felt my blood quicken at the thought I would see Avirzah’e soon. This galled me immensely, and I attempted to banish my excitement. Comfort was to be found only in thinking he must feel the same way about us, and resent it as much.
In the courtyard of the Castile, we passed the sleek carriage of the Tartaruchis; horses steaming and stamping in their traces. The air was still full of Avirzah’e’s perfume; an eastern, exotic scent. I noticed Beth sniff and grimace.
‘Stench of effluent,’ he said, which made Jevanael laugh.
‘Be prepared for interrogation,’ he said.
Beth pulled a face. ‘I wouldn’t have thought Tartaruchi had much interest in this dilemma. They are undoubtedly immune to the sickness.’
Jevanael shook his head. ‘You are wrong. A Tartaruch infant burned itself to death three months back. Taken so young; a terror.’
‘Or an accident,’ I added. I did not believe a child could yearn for extinction, let alone grasp the concept of it, but I could understand the scare it had caused. Because of eloim longevity, and the scant need to reproduce ourselves, children are rare creatures among the throngs, and therefore to be cherished.
As I had expected, and dreaded, our great father, the Metatron, was waiting for us in the foyer of the Castile. I’m sure my heart actually stopped beating for a second or two when I first saw him, even though I had prepared myself for this meeting. Beth reached for my arm again, as we made a sedate approach. Metatron stood, like a statue clothed in deep green velvet, among the polished red-marble columns of the entrance hall, other families giving him a wide berth. That alone signified he was not in the best of humours. His glamour never fails to surprise me; it is always as if we are meeting for the first time. Our human allies claim that eloim grow only more lovely as they age; Metatron is a testament to that supposition. An incredibly ancient creature, albeit not so much as to qualify for a position in the Parzupheim, (although it was no secret he did much of their work for them), he looked as beautiful as raw light, that night. His dark hair was confined in a fillet of titanium; his fingers heavy with old silver rings. At his side, drooped the languid, sleepy-eyed Tatriel, a consort of his, but not our parent. Our mother had been travelling away for many years; we expected not to see her for centuries. As usual when he encountered us - which was generally by chance - Metatron clawed us with a penetrating glance and inclined his head. We bowed in respect. Beth and I had left the family courts many years before; we’d had no yen for family life, although it had been me who’d instigated the move to private court. The reason for this was because Metatron had made it known he wanted another child, and had taken me to his bed several times. I had no doubt, although it was never mentioned, that he had chosen me to carry his spawn. Among our family, there is a facetious legend that Metatron’s children eat their way out of the womb from within. Having no desire to spawn at that stage of my life, and even less to be gnawed at in such a grotesque way, I removed myself discretely from his attention, taking Beth with me. Sometimes, though, I still regretted my decision. The Parzupheim decreed who might be allowed to have children, and eloim of high stature, such as my father, were generally the ones granted the privilege. Sometimes - and especially so since becoming involved with Rayojini - I fancied the idea of having a daughter myself. Also, whatever ambivalent feelings I might have about Metatron, I respected and admired him greatly, for his beauty and his intelligence.
‘Are you prepared, children, to give account?’ he asked us formally. There was no greeting to be had from him, no sign of warmth, neither was any mention made of the lack of contact since our return. I had always suspected he still harboured a fury concerning our departure from the family stronghold, although he would never admit to it.
‘In all manner,’ Beth replied.
‘Good. You may both kiss me,’ Metatron ordered. Tatriel stepped back, with a serpent gaze. She had always seemed sly to me. Metatron took Beth first. He would nip the inside of the lower lip, and take a tiny licking of ichor. Such was his due; we could do nothing but submit. The nipping kiss was a pantomime of an ancient, forbidden custom, a custom that was never discussed in polite company. I waited patiently, dreading the promise of my father’s taste. ‘You have matured,’ he said to Beth, pinching my brother’s throat. ‘Present yourself at the Metatronim courts tomorrow eve. And you...’ He released my brother and turned to me. He smiled. It was terrifying. I delivered myself into his arms, awash with desire, sick with helplessness; I felt his power over me. ‘Gimel, you are such a fighter,’ he said gently, and touched my brow with his lips. I had closed my eyes. Only a sudden coldness alerted me he had let me go.
We walked slowly to the inner hall, joined by two other Metatronim, far cousins, whom our father had brought with him as entourage. Our stewards remained in the foyer, where the Castile chatelaine would feed them. I noticed that, on a cloth-covered table, a small, votive lamp had been kindled near the back of the entrance hall. Beyond its light, a tall, dark statue brooded in a web of shadows. Warmed oil was provided in a dish by the lamp. Beth and I anointed ourselves and bowed into the darkness. I shuddered and moved away quickly; the statue discomforted me, even though I could hardly see it. It was an image of one of the original eloim, who had not come to this Earth. His name was Mikha’il, and he was brother to Sammael, who had once been the eloim lord. Mikha’il was regarded as a traitor, although eloim repugnance was obviously tempered by grudging respect, otherwise there would have been no statue. Discussion of our history was not encouraged among younger eloim. Our elders wanted to forget the past, and relatively youthful people, like myself, complied with their wishes; we had been trained to fear our own history.
At the portico to the hall, the Sangariah himself was seated to record the proceedings, his staff present only to supply his utensils. The Sangariah was effectively the governor of the Castile, and handled day-to-day administration for the Parzupheim. Normally, one of his lesser scribes would take notes during meetings; his presence symbolised the importance of the gathering.
The current Kaliph of Bochanegra, Izobella, must have been informed there was to be a gathering of throngs, because she had courteously sent gifts to us. Just outside the hall, a bevy of youths and maidens sat waiting demurely for the serious business of the gathering to be concluded. They were garlanded in rose-vines, the thorns of which had provocatively pricked their faultless skins, conjuring aromatic gems that beaded redly upon the surface. As we passed them, Beth and I made a sacred genuflection, because we knew the significance of their presence. The crowning with thorns and roses, the piercing of flesh by thorns, was a traditional message to signify that Izobella did not expect to have these morsels returned to her. They were sacrifices. Because of this, the supping, the draining of their flesh, would be of holy intention. But, refreshment would not come until later. First, we must attend to business.
The hall was oblong in shape, with tiered seating around the edges. Most of these seats were already occupied. I supposed that every eloim throng in Sacramante was represented there that night. The Parzupheim had taken their places upon the platform at one end of the chamber and, as we entered, their amanuensis signalled that Beth and I should place ourselves nearby. The Parzupheim are antique beings of an almost ethereal appearance and, to those of us in our first cycle, seem distinctly alien. History lives in their eyes; it is said they can remember the birth of the world, when they came through from the other place. Looking into their translucent faces, I could believe that easily.
The Partsuf Oriukh Kadishah, a Metatronim like ourselves, raised his hands for silence, although there was very little noise within the hall. Everyone sat down. There was a moment’s silence as the Oriukh composed himself for speech.
‘I am gratified to behold so many of our brethren beneath this roof,’ he began, ‘and wish only that our gathering could be to discuss a happier subject. However, I will address the business succinctly. As you are all no doubt aware, we have lost thirteen souls to self-extinction. It is unprecedented in our history. Death is a trickster whose sleeves we thought we had shaken free of fatal cards, and yet now he comes to trespass in our courts. Our immortality has become a curse. Curiosity has become ennui; anticipation - despair. Our kin throw themselves into the face of Lilit’s cup-bearers, spurning life, desecrating our existence. We were born immortal; to extinguish that light voluntarily is an abomination, and one that affects us all. So, the madness takes us; so, we die. The question is: why? As you know, humanity, who are close friends of the Dark Brother, are plagued by a condition they refer to as the Fear. Eloim have never been prey to such sickness, but strong voices within our community have suggested that the tragedies we have endured recently may be caused by this unseen thing. This was a controversial suggestion, I know, and even I am unconvinced of its veracity, but certain individuals took it upon themselves to investigate the possibility, and concluded that we should find for ourselves a person who could treat the sickness and expunge it from our midst.’ He leaned forward, resting his chin on a clenched fist, his sleeve falling back to reveal a sinuous, tawny arm embraced by golden serpents.
‘There are, among humanity, special people. They are known as soulscapers. Doubtless all of you have heard this term before. Humanity, being a younger race, compelled by hotter and more dangerous fires than we, is often prey to madness, in all its forms. Soulscapers not only know how to eradicate the condition known as the Fear, but can hunt down all manner of defects in the mind and drive them out.’ Here, he paused again and directed a glance at Beth and myself. I lowered my eyes, although I could feel the attention of everyone present riveted on our heads.
‘Two of the Metatronim throng,’ the Oriukh continued, dryly, ‘took it upon themselves, four years back, to seek out a soulscaper of superlative prowess, a soulscaper who might be strong enough to face our sickness and purge it from the soulscape of eloim. My beloved siblings, I give you the Lady Gimel and the Lord Beth of Metatronim. I feel we should now hear them speak.’ He extended his hand to indicate the podium to the left of the platform. ‘If you would grant us your knowledge, my children.’
It was not an easy thing to stand and make our way to the podium. We were conscious of the scepticism among the eloim concerning our actions. I dared not stare into the seated crowd, afraid I would find the eyes of Metatron looking back at me. Did he intend to humiliate us now?
Both Beth and I genuflected towards our audience - ever the performers - and took our places, close together. We had previously decided that I would be the one to begin our report so, in my clearest voice, I spoke of the child we had found among the soulscapers and how we had been so fortunate as to be able to commune with her at such a suggestible time. I did not mention all the failures we had suffered prior to that discovery. Warming to the subject, I spoke long of our opinions of the Tappish child; her potential, her reservoir of scaping strength. In order to provide an entertaining narrative deserving of my people, I described the strange city of Taparak, among the petrified limbs of that ancient forest, the exotic insects that nudged through the hollow warrens, their nectars and juices. Then I went on to recount the ritual we had observed. The throngs were all entranced at this point; I was half-tempted to turn it into a song.
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