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Book One


Introduction

Today: a perfect day for
thinking back. It must all be said, now, before time takes an axe
to my memory. Outside, on the balcony, the air begins to chill. The
season changes. Curled leaves, brazen with death, scratch along the
marble terrace and the clear, golden sunlight is rustling with
ghosts.

Remember: laughter, fear,
delight, courage.

I came out to the balcony
to write. It’s been difficult to begin. For some minutes, I have
gazed at the distant mountains, which are smudged in a lilac haze.
Someone has turned off all the fountains. Below me, the gardens are
mostly silent.

They say to me: ‘What tales
you could tell’, and if I tell them, ‘again, more. There must be
more.’

This may become a history
book, but remember it is only my history.


Chapter One

He Faces Northeast, the
Direction of the Unknown

My name is Pellaz. I have
no age. I have died and lived again. This is my
testament.

At the age of fifteen, I
lived in a dusty, scorched town at the edge of a desert. I was the
eldest son of Joaquin Cevarro, whose ancestors for generations had
worked the land for the Richards family. The long dead patriarch,
Thompson Richards, had moved his clan south from the affluent north
decades ago, perhaps to seek their fortune from the land. The
landscape must have trapped them somehow, because they never left,
even when it became clear that riches were not to be found in the
soil.

To call the place we lived
in a town lends it an undeserved glamour, for it was really nothing
more than an extended farm, ruled over by a feudal lord we never
saw. The great Richards house squatted on a low hill against the
horizon, half a mile from our own humble dwellings. Its grandeur
seemed out of place, because there was no one as grand to
appreciate it, and in my memory it seems embarrassed somehow; a
city house that got lost in the wilderness. Sefton Richards was the
only surviving member of his family and he would let no one near
him, but for my father, and a dour married couple who worked in the
house, seeing to his needs.

Every year, ten of us were
summoned to the house and ordered to whitewash it. Through the
windows, we could see that it had very little furniture inside, and
there was never anyone in the rooms. Once I thought I caught a
glimpse of Richards himself, just a pale, haunted face looking out
of an upper window, but Mima said it was not him. She insisted I
had seen a ghost, with which she was convinced the house was
infested. That may be true. Richards’ reclusiveness was said to
harbour insanity, (perhaps because of the hauntings), but in most
respects he was a fair man. He was never harsh, although he did
little to better the conditions for his workers. Sway-backed
dwellings upon red dirt: There is little else to imagine. Perhaps
the conditions his family ran away from further north made him want
us to be dependent and uninformed, like children.

The farm grew cable crop,
which was a hardy, stringy, tasteless vegetable that Sefton
Richards had brought down from one of his rare visits north, some
years before. It did not grow high and its gnarled pitted fruits
burst with a sound like gunfire to release pale seeds in yellow
jelly that filled the air with the odour of decay. Despite its
uninviting appearance, the cable could be used for everything, from
bulk food for livestock to bed springs. It had been created
somewhere – soullessly and with these practical utilities in mind -
and as if resentful of its forced beginnings, it straggled meanly
over the parched ground: a monster plant that should not
be.

We lived in an isolated,
backward country and it was inevitable that we shared these
characteristics. I only realised this once I escaped it. Before
that, I existed in a mindless, innocent way, ignorant of the world
beyond our narrow territory, and content to harvest, pound and
stretch the cable fibre with the rest of my people. I never really
thought about things, not deeply. The closest I came to it was a
dim appreciation of the setting sun that dyed all the world purple
and rose, lending the landscape an ephemeral beauty. Even the eye
of a true artist would have had difficulty finding beauty in that
place, because our dwellings had not been designed with art in
mind, but the sunsets were pleasantly deceptive.

We first heard of what were
timidly termed the ‘troubles’ by travellers passing hurriedly
through our territory. Nobody liked to linger in this part of the
country, because there wasn’t anything to stay for, but my family
were an affable, hospitable crowd and their hospitality was
difficult to evade. They loved visitors and entertained them as
lavishly as they could, usually under forced conditions. But it
took a hard brute indeed to resist their advances.

My father especially liked
to hear news from the world outside, because it was generally
always bad news, which made his own life seem better. We didn’t
have television where we lived, and people rarely made the long
journey to the nearest town that sold newspapers. Sefton Richards
had deliveries of supplies made to us – perhaps he wanted to keep
us ignorant, his peasant workers. And the strange thing was, we
didn’t question it. With hindsight, I think we were wise not to
care, but eventually even that could not protect us. So, word of
mouth was the only way we got to hear anything, to which we looked
forward with ghoulish glee. Disasters were sure to bring a smile to
my father’s face. They were never tragic to him because he didn’t
know any of the people who had suffered. They were just characters
out of stories, and not even the most accomplished tale-spinner can
really taint the air with the stink of blood and
burning.

There were always troubles,
and each news item that reached our isolated corner of the world
was more terrible and incredible than the last. Plagues,
catastrophes, rampant crime, poverty, starvation, violence, war,
corruption, religious mania; we heard them all. It never seemed
real to me, because my life was so small and simple. It might have
lacked luxuries, but it also lacked the other less enjoyable
accoutrements of a supposedly more civilised existence. Crime was
virtually unknown to us, so when we heard about it, it was like
hearing stories of the ancient gods or something: horror tales that
happened outside the reality of normal day to day life.

These new troubles had
started in the north some years before, although no one seemed sure
of exactly when. Different visitors offered different reasons for
its cause. Some favoured the spectre of unemployment and its
attendant poverty; others waved the flag of continuing moral
decline; while yet more claimed that power plants were responsible
by insinuating noxious fumes into the air that warped the mind.
(Power plants? What were they? For some days, I imagined monstrous
vegetation that gave off gas, until the guest responsible for the
story enlightened me.)

‘The world we know is
disappearing,’ they ranted. ‘Not the final, sudden death we all
envisaged, but a slow sinking to nothing.’ Heads would be shaken,
sighs expressed. ‘You are lucky here. Savour it. And pray to God it
lasts, that the horrors never reach you.’

Squatting in the dirt
outside our house, I felt they never would. I listened to the tales
with the same grisly pleasure with which I had listened to my
grandmother’s stories of the werewolves that stalked the
desert.

So what was so terrible and
abominable that all other abominations were insignificant before
it? Gigantic explosions, or half the world sliding into the sea?
No. In a way, it was smaller than that, which is perhaps why it
grew to have such strength. It had a name: Wraeththu. A ghost of a
word that you could whisper in the dark, or use as a curse. Wraith
you! Die! It was a soft word, full of hidden power, but no one knew
its meaning. Wraeththu were people, individuals who called
themselves that, but it was also a movement, a youth
cult.

A man and a woman told us
all about it. Lissy and Ped Hanervogt were scholars, from a far
land. She was black and he was white, but they spoke with the same
musical accent that was almost like singing. They had come to dig
up bits of the desert, looking for the ancient past, but I sensed
their hearts weren’t in it. They intrigued me. They were
scared of something,
always glancing behind them, as if it might come chasing them.
Their unconscious attitude, more than anything, made the stories
come alive for me, when they finally deigned to share them with
us.

It happened early one
evening, as we sat outside the house having dinner. All of the
family were there: Mother, Father, my sisters Mima, Ixel and Tani,
and my brothers Terez and Dorado. The diggers had taken to sharing
meals with us every evening. It wasn’t just because Father was the
head of our little community, and therefore had more to offer than
anyone else. It was as if the Honervogts were frightened of zipping
themselves alone into their large, brightly-coloured tent that
they’d pitched behind our house. Father’s status, I think, made
them feel safe. They had a habit of drinking themselves into a
stupor before they could face the dark on the edge of the cable
fields.

My mother had already
noticed our visitors’ somewhat nervous behaviour and had pondered
whether they were on the run from something, but that evening
coarse wine tipped them over the edge and they spilled their guts.
That was exactly what it was like: vomiting until the stomach
bleeds and yet continuing to retch. Very strange.

I can still remember
exactly how my father looked that night: a dark, skinny
black-haired man, like a gypsy. King of his little kingdom. Utterly
content. We all adored him, and my brothers and I wanted nothing
but to grow up and be like him. He fascinated people. They opened
up to him. It was why Sefton Richards trusted him. If he had wanted
to, he could have been a great seducer. But his seductions only
went as far as encouraging people to speak freely. He mentioned
something about Wraeththu, hoping for more tales to while away what
he no doubt thought would be a long convivial night.

But instead of launching
into a collection of deliciously lurid tales, as most people did,
the Honervogts reacted quite differently. Lissy uttered a small
distressed sound, while Ped jerked on his seat as if he was on a
short leash and had been poked with something sharp. Lissy scraped
her fingers through her hair, gulped wine. Tension made the air go
hard. It was like a visitation.

Ped looked at his wife, but
he spoke to the rest of us. ‘People don’t realise,’ he said in a
soft, chilling voice. ‘They just don’t.’

Father frowned and
prudently refilled their cups with wine. ‘Don’t realise
what?’

Ped Honervogt shook his
head. ‘I – we – believe it will be the end of
everything.’

There was a silence while
my father digested this remark. ‘It is discipline they need,’ he
said at last. ‘Surely your policemen and soldiers can teach them
that.’

Ped looked up at him
wearily. ‘When I see you, and know that you do not understand, I
envy you,’ he said. ‘I have seen. I have seen what they do. I have
seen their faces. They always take their dead with them, always.
There is a secret. Don’t you understand? A secret. Wraeththu are
not what they seem. They are more than they seem.’

He sounded on the verge of
hysteria. Clearly the wine was interfering with Ped’s narrative
thread.

My father
frowned.

‘It is
why we changed our work,’ Lissy said in a calmer voice, before
Father could say anything. ‘To get away from it. We are
anthropologists. We were trying to study the phenomenon. I
say trying,
because it is not easy. You can’t get close to them. They are like
wild dogs. They melt into the territory. Chameleons of the city.
They melt into the stone, into the tarmac, into the garbage. But
they watch you from there.’

A chill had descended over
the table, even though the evening was warm. Mima sidled close to
me on the bench. This was her language: the supernatural, the
strange. She would react to it more strongly even than I would.
Terror hung in the air like the foul-smelling smoke from a gutted
house, where people have been burned alive inside. I could
feel it.

Lissy reached across the
table and took one of Ped’s hands. They smiled sadly at one another
and I shivered. It was like a suicide pact somehow.

Mother said gently into the
silence, ‘You can tell us about it. As you said, we are far away.
We know nothing.’

Lissy’s eyes had begun to
water, but she did not wipe the tears away.

‘If you want to know…’
said Ped.

Lissy shook her head. ‘No,
love. Don’t. Don’t ruin this. Leave them be.’

Ped laughed harshly, and
there was a sound of fracturing in it. ‘Liss, don’t kid yourself.
You think they’re safe out here? No one is. Everyone has a right to
know. Even out here in Paradise.’

Paradise? I glanced at Mima
to grin, but her brow was furrowed, her concentration solely upon
Ped. ‘Tell us,’ she said.

Ped drank some wine and
began to talk, his gaze unfocused. ‘Wraeththu. I shiver to say the
word. Something has happened to them. Where did they come from?
How did it happen? Why is
it spreading like a plague?’ He paused and lit a cigarette, with
shaking hands. He spilled matches over the table, and then the
smoke was coiling away from him like a spectre. He coughed, took a
long gulp of wine. ‘Perhaps it was just one group. Perhaps, once,
on a street corner of a damp, dimly-lit city suburb, an essence
strange and huge reached out from somewhere and touched them, that
first group: a catalyst to touch their boredom and their
bitterness, transforming it into a breathing, half-visible
creature. A new, changed creature.’ He looked each one of us in the
eye, slowly, in turn, with a gleam of madness. ‘Oh yes,’ he
murmured, ‘they have changed.’

‘Like the werewolves?’
Mima said. ‘The ones in the desert?’

Ped smiled around his
cigarette, his eyes sorrowful. ‘I think, yes, something like
that.’

Mima reached for my hand
beneath the table.

Ped tucked his box of
matches into a pocket of his denim shirt and seemed to have
recovered his poise. His voice, though, still had a dramatic edge.
‘As we studied their behaviour, it quickly became clear to us that
they had spurned the society that bred them, rebelling totally. In
the beginning, they were as ephemeral as werewolves or vampires,
haunting the towns with their gaunt and drug-poisoned bodies.
Initially, we did not think it was more serious than other cults
that have gripped the imagination of the young. Dress codes, quirks
and rituals. People grow up. They grow out of these things.
Wraeththu don’t. They prowl, full of hatred. They kill.
Passionlessly. At night, all streets have become places of fear.
The Wraeththu dress in certain ways to signify different factions.
They spit obscenities upon society’s sacred cows. Everything is
twisted. They live rough in all the shunned places. They fornicate
amongst themselves amid the debris they have created and they laugh
while they’re doing it. Wolves. No, hyenas. Carrion eaters. It’s
all been kept quiet, but we know that these animals have
slaughtered entire communities down to the youngest child. They
hate and despise people other than themselves. We don’t know what
they think their name means, but we do know what it means to
everyone else: death, rape and madness.’

‘But what’s being done
about it?’ Mother asked.

Ped drank more wine, then
gestured with his cigarette. ‘How do you contain the wind?
Wraeththu are different from the rest of us, on both the inside and
the outside. Hungry baleful fire smoulders in their skins. Some
people think it’s the Devil.’

‘Do you think that?’ my
father asked.

Ped took a draw, exhaled
noisily. ‘Whatever it is, you can see it looking out at you. I’ve
not seen close-up, but I’ve observed from a distance. Their eyes
shine like tigers’ eyes. They drink blood and infect others like a
plague. Kids want to join
them, because the world’s so fucked up, it seems
like the best option. Get some power back, some dignity. Perhaps we
have brought it on ourselves, heh? Some even die at their touch, or
so we’ve heard. They have dangerous initiation rituals of some
kind. But those who survive and join them are strong and proud.
Perhaps they have never felt that way before. They want to destroy
everything. Perhaps nature made them happen, because of all we’ve
done to the world. Whatever it is, it’s of nuclear scale. We cannot
contain it.’ He nodded towards Mima. ‘You see, werewolves really
could walk the desert again.’

Listening to all this, my
skin did not prickle with an invisible wind of presentiment. I did
not shiver, wondering, nor gaze out nervously at the vast stillness
of the desert.

Ped slopped more wine into
his cup. ‘Mister Cevarro, if you have any sense, you’ll chain your
sons to their beds at night.’

The remark was so ludicrous
that despite Ped’s obvious distress we all laughed at
him.

‘Don’t be fools!’ Lissy
exclaimed. She had been sitting silently, chewing the inside of her
cheek while Ped had told the story. ‘Don’t laugh. That’s no
defence. They come for boys. They steal them.’

‘I’ve not heard of this,’
said my father, trying to contain his amusement.

‘Why
boys?’ asked my mother. ‘Why do they take boys? You said kids join
them, so why do they have to take
anybody?’

Lissy shrugged
expressively. ‘We presume they are ultimately self-destructive. As
we said, they despise the human race. They want to end it. So they
won’t risk breeding. They want sex, though. They live in the moment
utterly. There is no future for them, only instant gratification.
No compassion, no feeling. Just an endless party. We have heard
that some of them even dance to the sound of their victims’
screams. It is music to them.’

‘I believe they despise
women,’ Ped said. ‘They hate them because they bear children,
perpetuate the race.’

Lissy frowned. ‘No, I don’t
think it’s that exactly.’

Ped sighed. ‘We disagree on
this point.’

‘I think they hate
themselves,’ Lissy said. ‘It’s a scream in the face of
despair.’

‘You sound as if you pity
them,’ Mother said, her voice slightly cold.

Lissy shook her head. ‘No,
it’s not that. I wanted to understand them, and for that you have
to step back and observe without judgement. I wanted to understand
why they had happened and how.’

‘Did you get your
answers?’ Father asked.

‘No.’
Lissy drank from her cup. ‘Ped is right. There is a secret. Perhaps we are
completely wrong about them. I don’t know.’

‘In a town a few miles
north of here, families are already taking precautions,’ Ped
said.

‘Has anybody been taken,
then?’ Father asked.

‘Not yet, thank God,’ said
Ped, ‘but I fear it is only a matter of time. It’s like the
weather. Don’t you understand? Like clouds. It just drifts and
drifts and wherever it touches everything is changed.’

This was surely going
beyond all that was credible. Even though Mima was still entranced,
I glanced at my brother, Terez, and we rolled our eyes at one
another and sniggered.

Ped noticed and turned on
us swiftly. ‘Death looks all of us in the face,’ he cried, ‘and
unless you listen to us, you are too stupid to save yourselves.
Will you laugh, boy, as the fiends of Wraeththu corrupt your body
and destroy your mind? Will you laugh as you watch helplessly while
your mother and sisters are slaughtered?’ He closed his eyes and
groaned, then leaned to the side and spat in the dirt.

I turned away from his
anger, stung by humiliation, but I could feel my father’s eyes upon
me. He did not rebuke Ped for his harsh words.

‘Forgive me, Mister
Cevarro,’ Ped said. ‘I am your guest and have repaid your kindness
with discourtesy. I do not blame any of you for not believing me.
It shouldn’t be true. I wish it wasn’t. No one should have to
listen to this and believe it.’

Not even then did I pause
and feel Fate’s breath on our necks. Mustering my pride, I took out
the sharp cable-cutting knife I kept in my belt, a cruel little
thorn. ‘If any of those weird types turn up here,
this is what they will
get from me!’ I declared and stabbed the air explicitly.

My father smiled then. He
patted my arm, but his eyes were troubled.

The story of Wraeththu had
brought a sourness to the evening. Very soon afterwards, Ped and
Lissy made their excuses and went to their tent. They left a
silence behind them. The passion in their voices, more than the
words themselves, had affected us all. Mother sighed, made a soft
tutting sound, and began to clear away the dishes. Ixel went to
help her, but no one else moved.

‘Papa,’ Mima said. ‘What
do you think about all that? Is it true?’

My father took out a huge
white handkerchief from his trouser pocket and slowly wiped his
mouth with it. Then he said, ‘I think it’s exaggerated. The
Honervogts are afraid, that is obvious, but what kind of people are
they to study those who prowl the city streets at night? They are
privileged. They don’t live that way.’ He glanced towards the
distant hill, where a single light burned in one of the Richards
house windows. He grunted. ‘Wraeththu, they say! If the world dies,
it will not be because of them!’

We must have looked
unconvinced, so my father smiled. ‘We are far from the northern
cities here,’ he said. ‘Somewhere between the Honervogts’ minds and
tongues, a gang of unruly, discontented thugs has grown into a pack
of demons. It is the same with all of them who come here, full of
tales. How can we dispute it, living out here? They think we are a
little stupid, I think, that we’ll believe anything. Stories are
the payment we receive for our hospitality. People on the road
often have little money, but they have plenty of imagination, that
is all. We have nothing to fear. It is all too far from
us.’

I wanted to say that the
Honervogts had money, but held my tongue. I thought that we had
heard the complete truth for the first time in many
years.

Mother came out then and
snapped at Terez, because it was his turn to do the dishes with
Ixel. Father got up to attend to his rounds: He always walked the
perimeter of the farm at sunset, checking fences, making sure all
was in order. It was a time he loved, being alone with his
thoughts. I imagine he had much to think about that
night.

Mima and I also went for a
walk, soaking up the last of the evening. We went out into the
cable fields, which had recently been harvested. Only a sour smell
was left behind and some sharp stalks sticking out of the soil. In
the distance, dark clouds gathered over the southern cordillera,
but in the western sky all was flame. Everything around us was
stained beautifully red and purple, Mima a stunning, raven-haired
wraith in the half-light. We talked again of the
Wraeththu.

Mima linked her arm through
mine and said, ‘What would you do, Pell, if they did come here, if
just one of them came here and…?’

‘I fell beneath their
terrible spell?’ I interrupted with a laugh.

Mima did not share my
laughter. ‘You are not quite a man, Pell. You act so young
sometimes. I’m afraid you would be vulnerable.’

I felt I ought to be
annoyed with her. ‘Mima, I am nearly sixteen. I’m not such a baby.’
I picked up a stone and threw it. ‘Anyway, they will never come
here.’

‘How do you know? You
can’t be sure.’ She squatted down among the cable stalks, her
beautiful dark eyes almost wet with tears. Sometimes, she made me
ache to look at her, yet other girls never affected me that way. I
was perhaps backward in that respect.

‘Mima, you’re
over-imaginative,’ I told her.

‘I wish you’d believe me,’
she said, beneath her breath.

But that was an end to the
subject for quite a while.

The season had changed, and
it was gloomy, oppressive day when Cal arrived at the farm. The
Honervogts were long gone. One morning, we woke up and their tent
had disappeared. We could only presume they’d moved on of their own
volition. Perhaps events would have turned out very differently if
they’d still been around.

The landscape could change
overnight from arid starkness to an almost tropical steaminess. It
could change back just as quickly. It had not always been that way.
The local priest who came to our house to give us an education (a
favour for my father) had told us so. He told us that in other
countries what was now desert had once been under the sea, and on
the rare occasions when it rained, the air smelled of brine. You
could find shells in the sand. Our country seemed unable to make up
its mind what kind of climate it should have. Father Adam said it
was the same the world over. He thought God was responsible. If
that was so, then Cal was part of the same thing, and I don’t think
Father Adam could ever have considered such a
possibility.

On the day when my life
changed irretrievably, I was sitting on the porch, sharpening my
mother’s knives. The silvery, grating noise suited well the warm
clammy air. Nothing could take the metallic taste from my mouth.
The skies were overcast, the ground damp and steaming. Insects
sheltered miserably under the eaves of the house.

He rode in alone on a
fine-looking pony. Later, I learned that it was stolen. He wore a
rust-coloured poncho that covered his knees and most of the pony’s
back. His hair was shockingly pale in the strong ultra violet that
always accompanied stormy weather. I watched him come slowly down
the muddy road towards me, past the other dwellings where other
families sat on their porches, past the lithe figure of Mima who
was hurrying home through the steamy air. She stopped and looked at
him, enquiry written all over her, but he never returned her
glance, just came straight on down to me.

Suddenly, a knife-life
depression entered my heart. The world seemed to change before my
eyes. All the buildings looked empty and sad, the dampness stung my
skin like acid. I think I knew then, in that brief instant, that my
destiny had been set. Already the land around me had acknowledged
my farewell. Then it had gone, that lightning realisation, and I
looked up at the rider who had halted his pony in front of me. As
he leaned down from the saddle, I noticed he was deeply tanned, his
wild yellow hair flattened by the humid air. His eyes were a
strange blue, almost purple. He leaned down and held out his hand
to me. I took it.

‘I am Cal,’ he said, and
then I knew what he was. I could not hide my fear. My eyes must
have been as wide as a kitten’s.

‘I’m Pellaz,’ I told
him.

‘A sharpener of knives,’
he said. ‘I could hear it all the way here. It drew me.’

His eyes were terrifying.
He could see inside me.

‘Are you a traveller?’ I
asked, a stupid question I regretted the moment it was
out.

His mirthless smile told me
I did not fool him. ‘Of sorts. I’ve been travelling across country
for about a week, I think. Time’s gone crazy. Lost track of it. I
have no money…’

This was familiar ground.
At once, I offered him the hospitality of our home.

While we ate that evening,
the rest of my family treated Cal with wary respect. They felt that
he was different from the usual wanderers who washed up on our
threshold. For one thing, despite his dishevelled appearance, his
manners were quite cultured and he treated my mother and sisters
with flattering courtesy. All the time I was thinking
Am I wrong? This isn’t how they’re meant to
be. But he was so different from anyone
else I had ever met. His history oozed out of him as vague
impressions: a web of secrets that revealed nothing but the
tantalising possibility of itself. All of my senses responded to
it: a bewitching smell, a sound I could barely hear, shadows on the
edge of my vision. Perhaps I was kidding myself, but then I’d
glance at him again, and an eerie light seemed to surround him that
I could perceive with a sense other than my physical eyes. He was
like the angels Father Adam told us about, who visited families in
disguise. How could an angel hide its shine? But there were fallen
angels too – devils. We had heard about them.

I had forgotten about what
the Honervogts had said. When I’d thought of Wraeththu over the
past couple of months, it was in terms of vicious fantasies, where
I was defending my family with heroic courage. I would stand
victorious upon a pile of corpses that looked half man, half
wolf.

They take
people.

I had not considered a
force anything but violent. I had not thought about
bewitchment.

Because of the weather,
Mother had laid out the meal indoors. We sat around the worn wooden
table in the kitchen, faces softened by the flickering lamplight.
Flasks of wine stood empty round our plates. Cal hypnotised us with
his voice. I watched him very carefully as he talked. His face was
lean and very mobile. Emotions flowed across his features like the
flutter of moths. He told stories exceptionally well and spoke of
things he had seen in the north. Everyone had got over the unease
conjured by the Honervogts and wanted to hear more lurid tales
about the Wraeththu. Only I knew that Cal was one of
them.

His hands were never still
and I could tell that half of the things he told us were lies. ‘Ah,
dangerous,’ he said. ‘Wraeththu can bite people in half. It’s true.
A man in a bar told me that, so it must be.’ He smiled into his cup
as he drank.

‘We heard they steal
people,’ Mima said cautiously. ‘Is that true?’

‘Well, yes. It’s for the
slave trade, isn’t it? They sell people for drugs, or cut them open
and sell their livers and hearts.’

‘We heard they were just a
mindless rabble,’ my father said. ‘What you just said sounds too
organised.’

Cal shrugged. ‘Don’t
believe anything you hear.’ He grinned. ‘But don’t disbelieve
anything, either.’

‘Are they near here?’ Mima
asked. ‘Some people told us they could be.’

‘They are always where you
least expect them,’ Cal said. ‘Don’t look so worried. Hang garlic
round your bed. You’ll be quite safe.’

‘You don’t seem to be
afraid of them,’ Terez said. ‘The last people who talked about them
were. Scared witless.’

‘I would resent anything
making me afraid,’ Cal said. ‘It is my choice alone as to what
frightens me. It should be your choice too. Don’t make other
people’s fears your own.’

‘There are many sides to a
story,’ Father said, replenishing the wine cups as always. He
appeared to be relieved in some way. Perhaps Cal’s words had eased
his mind.

I thought it was obvious to
me alone what Cal was, and why should that be so? My brothers were
equally suitable as prey, after all. If he’d wanted to, he could
have taken us all. For a long time afterwards, once I began to
analyse those early days, I believed he must have singled me out,
chosen the one on the edge of the herd that he was going to stalk
and bring down. Even after all that I have learned, I’m still
certain that he allowed me that vague awareness, simply because it
was part of his technique. My family and I had imagined having to
defend ourselves against a screaming horde of barbarians painted in
blood, with human limbs and heads hanging from their belts. How
wrong.

Cal never explained why he
was travelling, where to or where from. He told us nothing about
himself, but no one seemed to notice. I could tell that my sisters
were especially enchanted by him. He was typical of the strange,
fey yet masculine beauty I learned to recognise as Wraeththu. I
wanted to gaze at him, but his appearance was so disquieting, it
made me uncomfortable. I had never felt so peculiar in my life
before: so stretched, so uneasy, so alive.

My father asked Cal about
his family. He was silent for a moment, troubled, and then the
warmth of his smile moved the silence. ‘You are very lucky, sir,’
he said smoothly. ‘Your family are all with you and in good health
and...’ his eyes flicked for slightest instant at me, ‘they are
very fine to look upon.’

Everyone but me laughed,
because they felt flattered. For that one remark, they would
respect his reticence.

Why did no one ask the
obvious questions? Why were they not suspicious?

It was very late when Mima
and I carried the dishes out to the wash place after the meal. From
the kitchen came the faint sounds of people bidding each other
goodnight. The wash room was dark, but we did not light the lamp.
Only the special light of the starlit sky spun palely, whitely,
into the little room as we washed out the pots. We habitually
washed up in the dark when it was our turn. It was easy to confide
in each other then.

‘I have heard folk call
you beautiful,’ Mima said in a vaguely troubled voice. She reached
out with damp fingers for my hair, tracing its length over my
shoulders. ‘Hardly even human, are you? A changeling
child.’

I smiled at her, but she
did not smile back.

‘There’s something strange
about that boy,’ she remarked, rolling up her sleeves with wet
hands and gazing at the dishes.

‘Who?’ I asked, looking
away from her. ‘Cal?’

‘You know very well!’ she
said sharply and I glanced up at her. In the half-light, her eyes
were knowing and showed traces of contempt. She looked much older
than her seventeen years.

I shrugged and attempted to
change the atmosphere with a smile.

‘Don’t!’ she snapped and
then, ‘Oh, Pell, I’m afraid for you. I don’t know why.’

So, I was not the only one
with awareness. I should have realised that. Very little used to
get past Mima.

I could not
speak.

‘God, what is happening?’
she said. ‘Something is happening, isn’t it?’

Suddenly, she was young
again, and I put my arms around her. ‘I’m afraid too,’ I whispered,
‘and I don’t know why either… but in a way, it feels
nice.’

We looked hard at each
other. ‘He’s… one of them, isn’t he?’ she murmured in a
small husky voice. ‘Am I right, Pell? Am I?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I
really don’t.’

‘No one else suspects,’
she said.

How lost she looked. She
always hated not being able to understand things. Our mother just
called her nosy.

‘Suspects what?’ I wanted
her to say something definite. I wanted to hear something
terrible.

‘That
boy… Cal. I don’t know. It’s the way he looked at you. He’s barely
human, so strange. It’s almost as if he’s finished his journey
coming here. Pell, I’m sure of it. It’s you. It has to be you. The
stories are true in a way. They do
steal people. But not in the way we thought.
They’re very clever. I’m not prepared. I have no defence for you.
Pell, is it just me? Am I imagining things?’

I turned away from her and
pressed my forehead against the window. Was it just our
imaginations? I felt numb. My fate was no longer in my own hands, I
thought, and I did not really care. I strained to be truly
frightened, but I could not. I was held in the grip of the unseen
web, but it wasn’t a spider crouching in the centre: It was a
snake, weaving and swaying, hypnotising with its ancient
gaze.

For a while, the only sound
was the clink and scrape of Mima cleaning the pots by herself,
until I said, ‘We have to go back in there.’ My voice sounded like
someone else’s.

‘You do,’
she answered, ‘but I’m not going to.’ Wiping her hands, she started
to leave the room in the direction of the small bed chamber she
shared with Ixel. At the doorway, she paused. It was so dark I
could not see her properly. Her voice came to me out of the
shadows. ‘Take care. Really. Be
careful.’

‘Mima, don’t worry,’ I
said. ‘He’ll be gone tomorrow.’

‘Are you sure about that?’
She smiled in a small, tight way. ‘I love you, Pell.’ Husky and
forlorn.

I waited a while before
going to my room. Cal had been offered a place on the floor there
and when I went in, he was lying under a blanket with one arm
thrown over his face.

Terez and I slept on an
ancient wooden bed that groaned as if in pain whenever one of us
moved. Terez had waited for me to come in before he put out the
light. We did not speak afterwards, because of Cal being there. I
lay in the muted owl-light, wide awake, acutely aware of Cal
nearby. I felt restless, excited. What was this? Common sense
warred with intuition. If he really was Wraeththu, I should kill
him. I should not be lying here in a tangle of jangling nerves like
a lovesick girl. It made no sense.

I dared not look down at
him. I knew I would see his eyes glittering in the darkness and if
he saw I was awake he might say something.

An hour crawled by. Terez’s
gentle snores came from the other side of the bed, but my mind was
too active to sleep. It was as if a powerful enchantment was at
work, affecting me more strongly with every passing moment. I was
overwhelmed with the desire to speak to Cal, to ask him the one
question that clanged in my mind. Or maybe I should just tell him
what I’d guessed. But what if I was wrong? I had to prepare myself.
I was feeling scared now. I was tortured by the knowledge that if
nothing happened now, tomorrow Cal would be gone, no matter what
Mima thought. I realised it would have to come from me. He would
say nothing otherwise.

My right arm lay outside
the coverlet. It felt cold and sensitive and cumbersome. For a
moment or two, I clenched my fingers with reluctance before letting
it move slowly by itself towards the edge of the bed. I must have
been bewitched. We had laughed at the tales we had heard. Now,
absurdly, I wanted to be part of them. I was excited and curious.
In my mind, I had already left the farm and had carved a highway of
adventures into the wilderness. He must have put those thoughts in
my head.

My hand hit the wooden
floor without a sound. What could I do now? Prod him? Wake him
somehow? What could I say? I want to go
with you. What if he did not want anyone
with him? What if he laughed at me? My toes curled at the thought
of it.

I lay tense and still, my
mind racing and, as I struggled with a hundred impressive words in
my head, he curled his fingers around my own and gently
pressed.

I did not dare look down at
him and stayed like that for what seemed hours, until my arm
screamed for release. Until Cal pulled my hand towards him and I
slipped weightlessly to the floor.

He wrapped his blanket
round us and whispered, ‘You’re not afraid, are you. You’ve heard
the call. You knew me.’

‘I don’t know,’ I
murmured. ‘Tell me what you are.’

He whispered the word into
my ear like an invocation, a prayer. I shivered, as if a wave of
strange energy coursed through me. The word was beautiful, but what
I had heard about it was not. A small part of me, deep inside, was
appalled at what I was doing. I think, in fact, it was screaming at
me to wake up, but I turned away from it. This felt so
right.

‘You knew,’ Cal said. ‘You
knew at once. Not everyone does, but those who do are meant
to.’

‘Tell me the truth,’ I
said. ‘Are the stories real? I can’t be part of that, if they
are.’

‘Think of all the people
in the world,’ he said. ‘Some of them are good, some of them are
wicked. We are no different. The most interesting stories, of
course, are the terrible ones. And we don’t let anyone outside know
the truth.’

‘There is a secret,’ I
said. ‘We heard that. Some people were here recently, who once
tried to study you. I think it drove them crazy.’

Cal laughed
softly.

‘Why do you take your dead
away, so that no one can see them? What are you hiding?’

‘A truth too wonderful to
share with those who are not meant to know it,’ he said. ‘It is
beautiful and terrible, but not in the way people think. If you are
not afraid, and I don’t think you are, it will change you forever.
You will be like a god or an angel. Such power. Such secrets. You
want them, Pellaz, don’t you? I can smell it.’ He inhaled deeply,
his nose in my hair. ‘You called me to you.’

Did I? I wasn’t sure, but I
was happy to believe so, because it made me sound mysterious and
compelling. This mythical creature
had laid its head upon my breast in a kind of
submission. He might as well have been a dragon or a fierce lion. I
felt I had power over him.

‘What happens tomorrow?’ I
asked.

‘You walk away from the
life you know,’ he answered. ‘You didn’t need me to tell you
that.’

‘Where to?’

‘To follow another call,
the one that even among my own kind is heard by few.’

‘What do you
mean?’

He paused for a moment,
then said, ‘I belong to no particular tribe, Pell. Most of my
people were slaughtered in the north. The military took us by
surprise. Few of us escaped, and before we could flee we had to
destroy the bodies of those who died. We nearly didn’t make it and
had to split up. Since then, I’ve been wary of groups. I knew I’d
have to get away from what was going on in the north. It’s not the
main thing, if you can understand that. It’s not what we’re meant
to be. I’m making for Immanion. It’s a city. A Wraeththu city. A
tribe called the Gelaming are building it. They are legendary, even
among Wraeththu, and can work strong magic.’

‘Magic?’ I wasn’t sure
whether I’d heard him correctly.

‘You’ll see,’ he said. ‘I
will take you there. It is where the new beginning really starts.
Your life is about to become a thousand times bigger than it was
when you woke up this morning.’

I was silent for a moment.
‘We’ve heard nothing like this. It’s all so different. How do I
know it’s the truth?’

‘What have you heard?’ he
asked. ‘What is it that’s bothering you, even when your instincts
are screaming to follow the call?’

I had begun to tremble, so
he put his arms round me as Mima had done earlier. This did little
to calm me down. The embrace alone was part of the
problem.

‘Come on, speak. Speak.
Tell me.’

‘I only know what
travellers have told us,’ I said. It was difficult to speak now,
because my teeth were chattering. I felt cold, yet too hot. I am
half dead, I thought. Shrivelled by the touch of his almost alien
flesh: a wolf in man’s clothing, something beneath the skin. His
smell, pungent, alien, stifling the breath out of me, like a cat
over the face of a child.

‘And what do the
travellers tell you?’ he enquired. His amusement seemed wicked, as
if he was thinking: Here I have a child to pollute, torment,
seduce. Yet I did not pull away.

‘They say that Wraeththu
have changed somehow, that they’re not quite human. They say it’s a
youth cult, and then more than that. They say Wraeththu can have
strange powers, but we didn’t really believe that. They say you
want to kill all of humanity, that you are fearless warriors, that
you murder women.’ I took a deep breath. ‘They say you despise
women, and don’t have sex with them, because you want the human
race to die out, but you… They say you are like animals – with each
other. Is that true?’

‘Not exactly. Does it
bother you?’

‘It doesn’t concern
me.’

He laughed. ‘You are lying
here in my arms. How can it not concern you?’

‘I know what it means to
be Wraeththu,’ I murmured, hoping that would suffice.

‘You must answer me
properly,’ he said, in a louder voice, and I was afraid Terez would
wake. ‘It’s important.’

‘I’ve
never known anyone in that way,’ I spluttered quickly. ‘I never think about
things like that. Never. It doesn’t matter to me.’ I struggled in
his hold.

`It will,’ he said quietly,
relaxing his grip on me. ‘But not yet, and certainly not
here.’

‘Is that all there is?’ I
hissed. ‘Is that what you’re telling me?’

He pressed his forehead
against my hair. ‘No, no.’

‘That’s not what I felt
when I first saw you,’ I said. ‘It was something else, bigger and
more powerful. That’s why I’m lying here now.’

He put one hand against my
face. ‘You will be
Wraeththu. Perhaps you always have been, waiting here at the end of
the world. You’ve just been asleep, that’s all. But you will wake,
one day. I’m not lying here with you now simply because I desire
you. You’re right. It is
something bigger and more powerful.’

We lay in silence for a
while, listening to Terez rattling away above us. For the first
time since I’d left my bed, I turned my head and dared to gaze at
Cal. He was beautiful, but the strange thing was, it didn’t feel
like I was looking at purely male beauty. In some ways, he reminded
me of Mima: the curve of his cheekbone, well sculpted, but not
harsh. His brows were finely arched, and looked as if they should
have been plucked into shape, but were clearly not. I realised he
did not even smell male, but he didn’t smell female either. He was
a strange paradox. What was
the secret he was holding to himself?

His eyes were closed, but
he became aware of my scrutiny and opened them. He smiled at me. I
realised that I did not feel strange lying there with him. He was
like an old friend.

‘Pell,’ he said. It was
nearly a question.

‘What?’

‘I want to give you
something very special. Will you let me?’

‘I don’t know. What is
it?’

‘A rare thing among us,’
he answered, ‘and not given lightly. You will learn its
significance as time goes on. I want to do it because you fascinate
me, because there’s something important inside you. I don’t know
what it is yet. But I do know it was no accident I found you.’ He
leaned over me, supporting himself on one elbow.

‘OK,’ I said
carefully.

‘It is called the Sharing
of Breath. It’s a sacred and powerful act, almost like a ritual. It
will seal the pact between us, a pact of trust. Please know I have
your welfare at heart.’

I was nearly sick with
fright as his face loomed above me, satanic with shadows. I closed
my eyes and felt his breath upon me. I expected a vast vampiric
drain on my lungs, pain of some kind. I felt his lips, dry and
firm, touch my own. His tongue like a thread of fire touched my
teeth. He called it a sharing of breath. My arms curled around his
back, which was hardened with stress and muscle. He called it a
sharing of breath. Where I came from, we called it a
kiss.


Chapter Two

Desert Dreams

Before dawn, before anyone
would notice our leaving, Cal and I went away from the farm. Cal
was riding the pony - and I walked beside. I had never been far
into the desert before and the vast stony wilderness spread out in
front of us unnerved me. This was not just a fantasy: It was real.
We could die out here.

We had filled every
available and portable container we could find with fresh water and
I had plundered my mother’s larder mercilessly. I asked Cal why we
had to leave the road, thinking it was because he thought my family
would follow us and take me back. This, of course, was a distinct
possibility. For a moment, a pang of loss went through me, but I
banished it. I couldn’t risk losing my nerve. Cal replied that
there was only one way to go and we were on it. It clearly had
nothing to do with the fear of pursuit. He seemed to be in a bad
mood, because his words were terse, so I did not press
further.

After maybe half an hour of
walking, I stopped and looked back for the first time. On the
horizon, the Richards house bulked huge and desolate against the
faintest flush of dawn. I could not see my old home, but I knew
that presently Mima would be stirring. Would she know immediately
what I had done, that I had realised her fears? Again, a pang of
remorse needled my heart. Perhaps I should have left her a farewell
note, some kind of explanation. But it was too late now. My family
might disown me, anyway, if they suspected the truth. For a moment,
I considered going back, to retrieve that small, unenlightened
life, before anyone found out I’d wanted to leave it. I wasn’t sure
I wanted to wake up. Things always seem different in
daylight.

‘Regrets already?’ Cal
asked sharply, and I looked up to find his gaze upon me. He looked
amused rather than affronted.

I could have said yes then.
I could have said I’ve made a mistake. But the sight of him on that
pony, the glory of him, drained my will from me. I shook my head.
‘No. This might be the last time I’ll see this place. I’ve never
lived anywhere else...’ I began to walk forward again.

Cal said nothing more for
some time.

The desert had a peculiar
barbaric beauty. Grey rocks rose like frozen dragons from the
reddish, stony ground and sometimes strange warped plants sprouted
up rampantly from the stones, like unkempt heads of hair or
discarded rags. Lizards with flashing scales skidded away from us
and wide-winged carrion-birds rode the hot air high
above.

By noon, it had become too
hot to travel and Cal unpacked a blanket to make a canopy. I was
drenched with sweat because I was wearing all the clothes I owned.
I had thought it would be easier to wear them than to carry them.
The only shoes I possessed were canvas plimsolls, which I imagined
would drop apart after about three days of hard walking.
Fortunately, the feet inside them were quite
hardwearing.

We stretched out under the
shade of the makeshift canopy and ate sparingly of the food we had
brought; cheese, fruit and bread. Our water tasted tepid and sour.
Hungry insects gorged themselves dizzy on our blood.

Despite our closeness
during the night, I was still very wary of Cal. During the morning,
he had sometimes appeared cheerful, but other times he had drifted
off into tense, quiet moods, when he’d stared fixedly at the sky.
It was as if his own thoughts annoyed him. I could only guess at
what he might have suffered in the north. Perhaps he had witnessed
things I could not even imagine. Northern society had been
disintegrating for years. Even we knew that, safe in our far-away
farm. The people now had Wraeththu for a scapegoat. I could almost
visualize the brutality that must go on in those grey, mad cities.
The people must see Wraeththu as perverted wretches sinking further
into decay. I too had thought that for a time. Now, confident in
Cal’s company, I thought that panic and fear blinded people to the
cleansing fire that Wraeththu could be. From the ashes new things
would grow, not quite the same as they had been before the
fire.

Once the sun had begun its
way back to the horizon, we packed up our things and headed out
further into the desert. Far away, bony mountains rose like black
spines into the lavender haze. Beneath our feet the ground had
become more uneven, and sharp stones plunged into my feet through
my thin shoes. I stumbled several times, grazing my hands and my
knees. The rock was so sharp that the fabric of my trousers was not
enough to protect my skin. Cal rode ahead of me, staring into the
distance. After I’d turned my ankle for the sixth time trying to
keep up, my annoyance turned to anger. I was carrying a heavy bag
of food; my back ached furiously, my ankles were bleeding, my feet
were blistered, and my skin was rubbed raw by sweat and sweaty
clothes. There was no way I had begun this journey simply to be
Cal’s unpaid servant, jogging along behind his horse. Uttering a
curse, I threw down the baggage, which clattered onto the rocks.
The relief to my shoulders was instantaneous.

Cal reined the pony in
immediately and glanced round at me. ‘What is it?’

I ranted for a while about
my discomfort, feeling both hopeless and abandoned. Sheer willpower
kept the tears inside me.

‘Pellaz, I’m sorry,’ Cal
interrupted me. ‘Sometimes I don’t think. We will take turns upon
the pony. Come on.’

Stunned into silence, I
sheepishly hoisted myself onto the animal’s back, which sensed
immediately an incompetent rider and began tensing its
haunches.

Cal swung the heavy bag of
food over his shoulder and, holding the pony’s bridle, walked
beside me. ‘I’ve been alone for months now,’ he told me. ‘It’s easy
to forget how to share things’

I was going through a phase
of being uneasy with him, which came too regularly, and struggled
for something to say. Eventually, I managed to burble out,
‘Where have you
come from?’

He ran his hand down the
pony’s sleek orange neck, his expression slightly troubled. ‘About
ten miles north of your place, I came upon another farm. It was a
big place, affluent. You know - palm trees, verandas, drinks on the
terrace, that sort of thing. They were into horses in a big way --
and I was in a bad way. God knows what they thought when I lurched
into their polite little tea-party. My arm was cut to the bone and
stank like a carcase. I was sweating, swearing,
hallucinating.’

He laughed and so did I,
but I did not think it was funny.

‘I was nearly dead,’ he
continued. ‘Two days before, I’d been travelling on the road with a
friend. We stopped for a few minutes, while I went into the bushes.
We had a car, and a whole tank of gas. I was only gone for a minute
or two, but when I went back, the car was on fire and my friend was
lying beside it - what was left of him. Raw meat. God! Two men, a
woman and a child were watching. They didn’t smile, not anything.
But their hands were red with his blood...’

I did not like him talking
like this. My heart was beating fast and I wanted him to stop. I
did not want to hear any more. It made me nervous and sick. He
spoke of the life I had now chosen. One moment I begrudged his
silence, the next I loathed his confiding in me. He did not see me
though, did not see my discomfort, just kept stroking and stroking
the pony’s neck and carried on exorcising his bitter
ghosts.

‘I ran and I ran and I
ran,’ he said, his voice getting fainter, ‘and I fell, got up, ran
and fell again. That’s how I hurt my arm. I can’t remember doing
it...’ He straightened up and smiled. ‘Anyway, I was lucky. The
fine people at that very white, clean, prosperous farm weren’t
prejudiced. I think they suspected what I was, but they were only
curious, and wanted to do what they saw as the right thing.
Wonderful liberals. Fools. They cleaned me, fed me, healed me and
then, can you believe it, even offered me a job! Decorative as the
palm trees, that’s me. It would have been easy to stay, forget who
and what I was for a time, but I had to keep going. I couldn’t
stay. So I repaid their hospitality and kindness by stealing this
very expensive pony - and money. Look.’ He burrowed inside his
shirt and held out a crumpled bundle of paper.

‘You said you had no
money,’ I said. I had a lot to learn.

‘I know,’ Cal said wryly.
He put the money away again. ‘We’ll need this later, really need
it. I wasn’t going to waste it.’

After that, the atmosphere
between us improved greatly. He had not crossed the gulf, but at
least he had thrown me a rope.

For days we travelled
towards the mountains, conserving our supplies as best we could and
resting only when absolutely necessary. We were lucky to find water
on several occasions and the pony was content to pick at the sparse
vegetation along the way.

As time went on, I became
braver about asking questions, but Cal would rarely oblige me with
clear answers. Sometimes, he’d say nothing at all, and this annoyed
me intensely. I was angry he would not discuss his life with me.
Wasn’t it going to be my life too? I deserved answers. He had
suffered greatly and I could tell he told me only the smallest part
of it. I supposed he thought I was naive and sheltered, and didn’t
have the experience to console him.

At first, I also dreaded
any physical contact with Cal. In the dark, in the middle of the
night, his unexpected kiss had seemed a fitting start to a grand
adventure. But in daylight, things were different. Most of my
reticence, I admit, was due to a fear of making a fool of myself. I
believed I was not sufficiently bothered by sex to find him either
attractive or repellent. I would accept Wraeththu proclivities
because it was necessary if I wanted to be with them, but it really
did not arouse my interest. Perhaps Cal knew this. During the early
stages of our journey, it was as if what had happened between us at
the farm had never been. In my innocence, I thought I understood
the context of Wraeththu sexuality. It was this way or that way:
nothing abstract. I had made my position clear to Cal, and he
wouldn’t bother me about it. I convinced myself so thoroughly of
this, my remaining fears melted away.

Cal touched upon the
subject only briefly, and then only dropped meagre hints - to test
my reaction, I think. He once said, as we lay in a sandy hollow at
night, that I possessed a rare and stunning beauty. His words had
come to me out of the darkness. I could barely see him, and had
laughed, too loud, immediately, in sheer embarrassment.

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ I
snapped, more aggressively than I had intended, because I felt
nervous, and also scared.

He smiled in a horrible,
sneering way. ‘Pell, you know you are beautiful,’ he said. ‘It is
more conceited to deny it. If you think that kind of modesty is
becoming, you’re wrong. It’s just pathetically human. When someone
tells you you’re beautiful, you don’t have to say anything at
all.’

I squirmed in humiliation,
and would not speak to him, but I knew he was right. Mima and I had
always thought ourselves superior to others, and not just in looks,
but I had thought it ill-mannered to let people know that. It had
been Mima’s and my secret. Cal came from a different
world.

‘You want the truth,’ he
said, less harshly. ‘My people are proud, and because none of us
are truly ugly, we are never ashamed to admit we are beautiful.
Beauty comes from inside a person and transforms what is on the
outside. Only in a world where ugliness prevails is it a shame to
be vain, a cruelty to appreciate loveliness in oneself. Ugliness
comes from fear, from self-hatred. It is not a natural condition.
Beauty is a reflection of the divine.’

I didn’t know how to
respond to these remarks, but I was aware of a new feeling within
me. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but lacked the courage to
do so. Had I possessed, unknown within myself, the inclination to
desire another male? Perhaps I was being subtly brainwashed, and
yet sometimes, when I glanced at Cal out of the corner of my eye,
in the evening, in the red light, it seemed a woman stood there; a
woman who might have green hair or wings; something strange,
unearthly. Sometimes I was frightened, sometimes just confused. Was
my mind losing its grip on reality, affected by the fierce heat of
the desert? I was in awe of Cal’s magic, that which I could sense
beneath the surface, and his precise yet languid movements. His
cat-like pride in himself called to me, softly but insistent, like
an enchantment. His eyes mirrored an intimacy long-gone, but it was
caught within him forever.

On the evening of the ninth
day, we reached the foothills of the mountains. Plants had become
scarcer, so we gathered as many as we could carry to feed the pony
later on. Cliffs reared black and gaunt in impressive silence
towards the darkening sky. Splintered rocks littered the ground,
and strangely brackish, milky pools of water lay in their hollows.
Cal warned me not to touch them.

As there was neither brush
nor wood to gather, we could not light a fire when we camped for
the night. We huddled uncomfortably under a blanket, too tired to
keep going, too discomforted to sleep. For the first time since
that first night, Cal deigned to touch me. We sat with our backs
pressed into an overhanging rock with the blankets swathed round
us. Awkwardly, Cal put his arm around me, more because he was
feeling miserable than because he wanted to hold me, I think. I
experienced a blinding realisation that brought colour to my face,
which thankfully Cal did not notice. I had been waiting for this,
absurdly disappointed that he had initiated nothing physical
between us. What exactly did I want from him? I thought that
Wraeththu were on the way to becoming something inhuman, and
perhaps the forbidden and secret sensuality they shrouded in ritual
and reverence was part of their glamour.

That night, crouched under
the gaunt, black cliffs, I longed once more to touch his face, to
make him look at me, instead of the middle distance where old
memories replayed themselves on the night. But, as before, I could
not bring myself to move. My previous life had been cut off and had
floated away from me; Mima’s face was fading and her hands were
mere wisps that reached for me. However, I was still young,
inexperienced and afraid. The beast slept within me but I was not
ready to wake it.

The next day, we made our
way up into the mountains. Starting at dawn, we followed a winding
stony path between the rocks, always travelling upwards. Cal told
me he thought that once water had flowed down the mountains and had
cut this convenient narrow trail for us. In that time, the desert
would have been lush and fertile. People would have lived there. I
wondered how long it had been since others had climbed this path.
It might have been centuries. The mountains had been attacked by
huge pressures. We passed through a canyon, so deep it seemed we
walked underwater and, looking up, we could see stars. The sides of
it looked as if they had been hacked by a giant axe. Huge, scrawny
birds wheeled high above us in the light, their ragged voices
reaching us as mournful cries.

‘They are lost souls who
cannot give up this world,’ said Cal. ‘They will not pass to the
other side.’

I shivered, even though I
felt he was joking. ‘Will we have to leave Red behind?’ I asked. By
this time, our pony had a name.

‘Oh no, I’m sure it’s not
far now,’ Cal replied vaguely. ‘Look at this.’ He had found a
fossil in the canyon wall.

A thought struck me. ‘Have
you been this way before?’

‘No, not in reality. But
others have – others like me.’

My theory of us venturing
into territory untouched by humankind for centuries evaporated
abruptly. ‘Are we near Immanion, then?’

‘Nowhere near.’ Cal was
now sorting through some interesting stones that glittered pink and
blue along the path. ‘Look at this. It could be anything.’ He held
a rough crystal up to me.

I was riding the pony more
expertly now and it stopped when I wanted it to. ‘Cal,’ I said,
conscious of a slight whine in my voice. ‘Where we going?’ My
trousers had ripped at the knees, and I had fallen over earlier in
the day. While I waited for an answer, Cal thoughtfully licked his
forefinger and rubbed the graze on my knee.

‘Hopefully, by tonight, we
will reach the end of this pass.’

‘What do you mean
“hopefully”? If you’ve not been here before, how do you
know?’

‘Through strange and
esoteric means,’ he said blandly and then added. ‘It’s called a
map. I’ve seen a map.’

‘Where is it? I haven’t
seen you looking at one.’

Cal tapped his head. ‘In
here. Very soon, we’ll come to what looks like a vast moon crater,
and it’s more or less filled by a rather unpleasant soda lake. On
the shores of that lake is a rough little Wraeththu town called
Saltrock. It’s been there about eighteen months. I have friends
there, good friends, who have pioneered their way to this hellish
spot to build a safe haven. At the moment, it’s not much, but it
will be...’

‘How do you know, Cal?’ I
persisted. I couldn’t imagine Wraeththu indulging in anything so
mundane as the swapping of mail, and how could mail reach such a
desolate spot as this, in any case?

‘I’ve heard from them,’ he
said. ‘They’re expecting me. That’s all you need to know for
now.’

It really wasn’t, but I
could tell that further questioning would prove fruitless. It
seemed easier to go into a sulk.

‘Will you just bear with
me, Pell?’ Cal asked eventually.

I shrugged in the most
irritating way I could. I wanted to know everything and he told me
as little as he had to. Hadn’t I proved I was prepared to be a
willing convert to the way of Wraeththu? I deserved answers, proper
answers. I knew so little about what I was getting into. I could
cope with Cal’s alien strangeness because I had become used to him,
not because I understood him.

‘I have reasons for
keeping quiet,’ he said into the strained silence. ‘You will
understand soon. Some things it is best not to know, because it
would spoil all that is to come.’

‘Just
tell me something,’ I said. ‘Anything. What is to come?’

‘Our secrets,’ he
answered. ‘You are not yet Wraeththu, so I can’t tell them to you.
Once you are one of us, you will understand.’

This answer did nothing to
allay my frustration. It was too late to go back. I could only go
forward, into the unknown. I felt that Cal enjoyed my ignorance. It
gave him power over me, this knowledge he possessed that I did not
have. Resentment settled over me like a damp, depressing fog. We
travelled in taut silence.

By twilight, we emerged
onto a high path where the cliffs suddenly fell away beneath us. We
were at the lip of what once might have been a waterfall. Two
figures, almost completely covered in sand-coloured cloth,
materialised in our path like ghosts. They were armed with long
knives and appeared so instantly and silently, I uttered a cry of
shock and fear, jerking Red’s bit savagely.

But Cal spoke a few soft,
incomprehensible words to these strangers and they melted back into
the dusk.

‘Were they Wraeththu, Cal?
I hissed at him.

He put a finger to his
lips. ‘Sssh.’

My heart was beating fast,
but for once I held my tongue.

A path had been hewn out of
the rock to the valley floor, but it was very narrow and difficult
to negotiate. A strange, acrid stench reached my nostrils as we
descended. When we reached the end of the path, I saw ahead of us a
vast sheet of what looked like molten gold reflecting the sinking
sun. Steams and vapours coiled and slithered off its surface. The
valley floor was populated by grotesque mineral deposits that
looked like sculptures, the models for which I would not care to
meet. Mountains ringed the soda lake, and not too far away I could
see fresh water cascading down the black rock. Saltrock town could
be seen in the distance, nothing more than a ragged silhouette
against the darkening sky, lit by flickering yellow and orange
fingers of flame.

It appeared that someone
was coming to meet us. I could see a thin, rangy horse galloping
towards us along the lake’s stony shore.

Cal stopped walking and I
could see that he was smiling. ‘Behold exotica, Pell.’ His face was
transformed by a kind of joyful light, which for some reason
unsettled me greatly.

The rangy horse skidded to
a halt before us, its hooves throwing up a stinging spray of
gravel. It continued to prance excitedly as its rider leapt from
its back. My initial impression of this person was fragmented: an
exuberant tangle of flying rags and tassels, a wild mane of red,
yellow and black hair. Another reality shift shocked me cold: Was
this creature male or female? It was not completely clear to me.
The voice, however, sounded male. ‘Cal, they signalled it was
you!’

‘Seel,’ Cal said, and with
a peculiar restraint, obvious even to me, they embraced.

‘You made it,’ Seel said,
‘I wasn’t sure you would. I wasn’t sure you meant to come.’ He did
not let Cal go. There was a certain proprietorial air about
it.

‘I said I would. I’m
here,’ Cal said. ‘I have to see what you’ve done here, don’t
I?’

‘You should have come
before,’ Seel said. ‘You should have been part of it from the
start.’

What censure there was in
Seel’s voice was eclipsed by his obvious pleasure at seeing Cal. In
the twilight, I studied what I could of his purposefully tattered
clothing and artfully tangled hair of different shades. If Cal had
ever seemed alien to me, there are no words to describe my first
impressions of the second Wraeththu I had ever met. A twinge of
despair wriggled through me as I waited, small and silent, behind
them. Fumes rising off the lake were making me feel
sick.

Fortunately, Cal remembered
I was there. Partly disentangling himself from Seel’s welcome, he
waved an arm in my direction and said, ‘Oh, this is Pell. I
abducted him a week or so ago.’

Seel laughed, his eyes for
Cal alone. ‘You don’t change!’

Nettled, and feeling Cal
had exaggerated the truth, I inclined my head stiffly in
acknowledgement.

Seel assessed me in an
instant, fixing a grin across his face. ‘Welcome to Saltrock,’ he
said, in a way that made me feel I was irrelevant.

We strolled towards the
town with the horses plodding behind, their heads low. Seel linked
his arm through Cal’s and talked about things and people I did not
know. I did not even recognise some of the words. Wraeththu patois,
no doubt: It was only for the initiated, the insiders. Seel’s
presence overwhelmed me: He burned with a dynamism that eclipsed
even Cal’s charisma, although he was not as tall as Cal. When he
noticed I was trailing behind, he obviously decided to make a good
impression on Cal, because he swooped upon me and wrapped me in
leather-strapped, metal studded arms. ‘You look exhausted, kid.
It’s not far. You can lean on me.’

The only thing that kept me
from shrugging Seel off with a curse was that I lacked the
guts.


Chapter Three

The Shadow of Strange

I can’t really remember
what I expected to find in Saltrock, but I know I was surprised to
find it was a real town, or the beginnings of one. Admittedly, the
buildings were constructed of a mad variety of materials, with
seemingly little organisation. Some were quite large and made of
solid wood, others little more than thrown together metal sheeting
or mere tents of animal hides. Flaming torches and hurricane lamps
provided the only light and gave off an oily reek. The inhabitants,
or what I saw of them, were creatures as startling as Seel, who
seemed to exude great energy. Some recognised Cal as we passed
among them and yelled out greetings. Everywhere the drabness and
disarray was disguised by gaudy decoration. Wraeththu with painted
faces, who looked like participants of some strange savage ritual,
strutted through the crazy streets. Their attire was bizarre, like
Seel’s. I heard the sound of hammering and realised that some of
the ‘Sarocks’, as I later learned they termed themselves, were
still working into the night. There was much to be done and it was
important to them to finish their town, to make their statement
about their permanence in the world. Most people we passed were
armed with guns or knives. I caught a glimpse of a rusting, flashy
car sagging in a sheltered corner and a high-fenced corral that
teemed with restless horses. Nobody paid me the slightest
attention, but although Saltrock’s atmosphere felt strange, it did
not feel hostile.

Seel’s house was a little
way out of the centre of Saltrock, set apart from the other
buildings. It was an unlikely sight: a large wooden, Gothic
anachronism. Only skilled carpenters could have produced such a
thing.

Someone, with a crazy,
spiked mop of black hair, came to take our horses from us. I could
see the whites of his eyes, like those of a mad beast, and his grin
was nothing other than feral.

Seel was as yet unaware of
the simplicity of my origins, or the effect the local sights were
having upon me. He said, almost apologetically, ‘We have no
electricity here yet. You’ll have to rough it like the rest of us.’
The doors were not locked.

From what I saw within
Seel’s home, he enjoyed luxury that previously I could only have
dreamed of.

‘Eventually, we’ll get
some kind of generator,’ Seel continued conversationally, ‘but it
takes time. We have to acquire things as we can. We don’t have much
to barter with - yet.’

The entrance hall was
fairly bare, but smelled of clean wood. Stairs led to an upper
gallery with doors leading off. Three more doors led off the hall.
A boy – presumably Wraeththu - who looked around my own age,
sauntered out from the back of the house, wiping his hands on a
cloth. He was very pale, with an exquisite pixie face. His head was
shaved, except for a long black ponytail growing from the top,
which fell over his shoulder.

‘Flick, Cal’s here,’ Seel
said.

Flick cast a stony glance
over both Cal and myself.

‘Is dinner ready?’ Seel
demanded.

‘No. I’ve been
busy.’

‘You knew he was coming.
What the fuck have you been doing?’

Another shrug.
‘Stuff.’

‘Well, Cal’s starving. See
to it, will you!’

‘It’ll take a
while.’

‘It won’t!’ Seel almost
growled. ‘Believe me, it won’t. Just get on with it!’ His order was
accompanied by a dismissive wave of his hand.

Flick retreated without
further complaint.

I was astounded by this
exchange. Wraeththu: death, madness and weirdness. Wraeththu:
arguments about dinner. It didn’t add up, but it made me
smile.

‘I see it’s working,’ Cal
said laconically.

‘What?’ Seel
asked.

‘An enlightened and equal
society that will expose all that went before for the farce it
really was.’

Seel examined Cal for a
moment, as if unsure of whether he was serious or not, then rolled
his eyes. ‘In another life, I was a dictator,’ he said, with
humour. ‘Don’t judge, Cal. If Flick wants the privileges of living
here, he has to work. It’s the deal, OK? He’s lazy as fuck half the
time.’

So, Wraeththu – or least
some of them – had a strong work ethic. My mind struggled to make
sense of what I was learning. None of it seemed to confirm what the
Honervogts had told us.

Seel ushered us into one of
the rooms off the hall. ‘My nest,’ he said.

We dumped what luggage we
were carrying and followed him in.

‘Seel, this is unreal!’
Cal exclaimed.

Silk drapes and tassels
hung everywhere. The sofas were low, covered in tapestries. Lights,
suspended from the ceiling in bowls of intricately worked oriental
metal, threw out a dim, cosy glow. Perfumes smouldered in corners,
exuding a silvery smoke.

They take people. But to
what? Sumptuous rooms and a desire to recreate a fantasy of a life
that never was? Where is the horror in this? Where is it hiding?
The Honervogts were scared and they were not fools.

In the midst of Seel’s
comforts, I shivered.

‘Sit down, sit down,’ Seel
urged impatiently. It was clear he was trying to conceal that he
was proud of his home and pleased that Cal had admired it.
Cautiously, I lowered myself into a heap of black and gold
cushions. Protesting, a sleek pale cat with dark paws and muzzle
wriggled from underneath me and shot out through the door. Incense
smouldered behind me with a perfume so strong it made my head ache,
although the soda-stink still burned my throat.

‘Make yourselves
comfortable,’ Seel said. ‘I’ll fetch drinks.’

Moments later, we could
hear him arguing with Flick in the kitchen.

Left alone with Cal, I did
not know what to say to him. The last half-hour had passed like a
dream. I was dazed, while Cal appeared uncomfortable.

‘Well!’ he began, with a
pitiful attempt at forced heartiness. ‘Seel has worked his own kind
of magic here. The last I heard he was living in a
tent.’

‘It’s not what I
expected,’ I said inadequately.

‘Nor me, to tell the
truth.’ Cal paused. ‘So, what do you think of Seel?’

He did not look at me when
he said it and did not see me shrug helplessly. I was thinking that
he wished he hadn’t brought me there, and decided I knew now why he
had never touched me. He had been waiting for Seel. ‘He’s
interesting,’ I said. ‘How long have you known him?’

‘A while,’ Cal
answered.

The unhelpfulness of this
reply annoyed me so much I couldn’t be bothered to question him
further.

‘Seel’s the top dog around
here,’ Cal said, apparently unaware of, or deliberately ignoring,
the tension that must have oozed physically from my body. ‘This
place wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for him.’ He stood up and walked
around the room, examining things: statuettes of strange demons and
other artefacts that looked like weapons, but perhaps were not. ‘Of
all the hara I know, Seel’s the only one capable of achieving
this.’

‘Hara?’

‘Wraeththu.’

I thought, rather
uncharitably, that Seel was trying to be like Sefton Richards and
his ancestors, creating a life for himself that bore little
resemblance to what existed outside its narrow boundaries. In this
perfumed room, I could not smell rebellion. I could smell only
wistfulness, a sense of nostalgia for something that had never
been. But outside this house, something was happening. If Wraeththu
had once been nothing more than gangs of bored youths, now at least
some of them had managed to organise themselves into a community.
They worked into the night. They built, they created. Perhaps the
perfume lulled my senses, but I decided not to make any further
judgements about Saltrock until I had learned more.

Seel came back in clutching
a bottle in one hand and three long-stemmed glasses in the other.
‘This is a special occasion,’ he said. ‘Feel privileged. I’ve
raided my secret store.’

Cal took the bottle off
him. ‘This is older than Pell,’ he said, clearly impressed. ‘How
the hell do you get this stuff?’

Seel made a careless
gesture. ‘Treachery, corruption and thievery of course, how
else?’

Cal shook his head in
wonderment, and pushed out the cork. A puff of steam roiled
provocatively from the neck of the bottle. Cal sniffed it. ‘Smells
OK.’

‘And you should know, of
course,’ Seel said, arranging the glasses on a low table. ‘We used
to raid your parents’ cabinet often enough. Not that they ever
noticed the loss.’

‘What is it?’ I
asked.

‘Vintage wine,’ Cal said.
‘Fizzy. You’ll like it.’ He poured the sparkling liquor into the
glasses and offered one to me. He was wrong. I did not like the
taste much. As I attempted to sip it, I considered that Seel had
given me, perhaps without intending to, a small fact about Cal’s
past. In just one sentence, he had implied that Cal had once lived
well. His parents must have been rich. It was jarring to consider
that Cal had had another life, before he was Wraeththu, but in a
way it was also exciting, almost sensual.

Seel launched into a
detailed description of what he intended to do at Saltrock. The
wine had gone immediately to my head, and I found it difficult to
follow, or be interested in, what he was saying. I couldn’t stop
myself staring at him, but if he was aware of it, he did not seem
to mind. He wore a costume, I thought, rather than clothes:
garments of thin, torn leather adorned with tassels and hanks of
fur. He had the same build as Cal, sleek and fit, and that same
shifting male/female ambience. His olive-skinned face was almost
inhumanly symmetrical and the almond-shaped eyes were lined with
kohl. I realised he was nothing like Sefton Richards. He knew what
he wanted and intended to get it. He had no fear. He wasn’t hiding
in isolation: He was a leader. Now that he was back in the room, it
no longer seemed like a sad attempt at emulating how rich people
lived out in the real world. This was Seel’s environment, an
expression of his personality. The more I gazed at him, the less
human he seemed. He was a supernatural creature from a fairy-tale,
inhumanly beautiful. Inadequacy swamped me. I could not imagine
ever being anything like Seel, or even Cal. Fear prodded me sharply
and I wondered how they had become so alien. Some Wraeththu, those
I had yet to meet, must have come from the deprived origins, of
which the Honervogts had spoken, but nothing about Seel or Cal
spoke of poverty or deprivation. They were educated and cared about
their environment. Seel, clearly, demanded luxury in his life, and
that image did not sit well with the one of dangerous werewolves
prowling city streets, intent on mayhem and murder. Cal had already
implied there were different kinds of Wraeththu: some good, some
wicked. It was all far bigger than people imagined, of this I was
sure, and wished that Lissy and Ped could see what I was seeing
now. What conclusions would they reach?

OEBPS/tmp_059f873d027309d77c59a2100befac2a_971S9g_html_m2d82aec9.gif





OEBPS/cover.jpg
iy





