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Prologue
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One day, a time will come when all that we are pioneering, praying (preying?), cultivating, is history. The past. It shall be analysed; a subject for earnest scholars to pore over and dissect. Trivial events, accidents, coincidences, shall be imbued with great meaning. I can already hear the raised voices, confident they know it all. Oh yes, I can see it now; our far descendants, all gathered together, clothed in their perfect flesh. One shall say; ‘The first Wraeththu, of course, were little other than barbarians, hectic in their search for truth and so far from it, eh? All they could grasp at was their sexuality. What a shock it must have been! They were human to start with, after all. What a shock to find they were half-female after centuries of subjugating that sex.’ Ha, ha, ha. They will all laugh together smugly. 

Then another bright spark, perhaps younger or more controversial in his views, might venture; ‘But surely the reason they couldn’t see the truth was because they were so shrouded in self-deception. Knowledge was so close, and yet... they couldn’t see it through the shroud. How sad.’ 

Here, I feel, one of the older hara, stern-faced, will deliver a subtle reprimand. ‘The first Wraeththu were without discipline, too outspoken perhaps, before considering what, in fact, they were really saying.’ 

This will be said with relish and the younger har will feel humiliated. He may look down abashed, he may not. But, whatever, those sentiments may well be right, and half of me is inclined to hope so. If those highly advanced hara never do come to exist, if our race remains static or even slips backwards to the ways of humanity, then the struggle really was all for nothing. A cosmic joke. The biggest case of self-delusion in the history of the planet and, let’s face it, there have been many of those. We were just mutants, freaks; end of story. Not saviours, not ultra-men, not sons of angels or deities, just accidents. The gods weren’t looking; it just happened. And yes I have to admit it, the other half of me is lying back, sipping good liquor, with its feet up, thinking: ‘Yeah, fuck the heavy stuff. Let it all be just this!’ 

I don’t think this earth should ever countenance a future scorn for what we are - what I am - for, after all, our descendants can never be here, now. They will never know us as we are or why we do things. The bloody times, the horror, will just be history to them, words on a page. So how will they dare to judge? Very easily, I should imagine. Will it ever be said that, in spite of everything, we all lived to the best of our ability? If life is a battle, then my inner scars are medals for valour, for swiftness, for courage, for passion. Evil is the dark-haired brother of Good; they walk hand in hand—always. And by the way, whatever it sounds like, that is not an excuse.
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Chapter One: Fallsend: Its Mud Patch
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The years were numbered ai-cara from the time when Pellaz came to power in Immanion. Sorry, that should of course read, Pellaz har Aralis, as lesser beings must refer to him. I am a lesser being, best forgotten, best reviled. I have no part in the future of kings. I lost my sense of chivalry an age ago. Thank God! This is my story and perhaps it will be the truth, for I suspect that there will be an awful lot of untruth spoken about me. I realise it’s unlikely anyhar will ever read it; more likely that it will lie forever in some unhallowed spot, deep in the earth, clasped to my shrivelled breast. Who knows? (Who cares?) Will somehar bury me when I die? Are demons allowed that privilege? 

This began as a diary but lost its way. This began as a confession and developed a life of its own. This is me.

I shall start in the middle of the story. That is a bad place to start, and because of that, the best one for me. Here goes.

And it came to pass, gentle reader, that I found myself sliding down the black, mud channel they call a road, into Fallsend, a town of reputation but not repute, in the tail end of the year ai-cara 27. Time to rest. Time to reflect. Time to get rat-arsed drunk and stop dissecting the past in my head. Some hope. My first impression of Fallsend was simply to register it as a cold town in a cold country where it always seemed to be late autumn. Never winter. This more or less reflected my rather down-hearted mood at the time, and later had to be revised when it started snowing. Fallsend never looks pretty. It’s built on the side of a hill and the floor of a valley the shape of a teacup. After being incarcerated here for a few weeks it begins to feel roughly the same size as well. The name that the country used to have around here has fallen into disuse. Everyhar forgot it. Now, it’s a northerly, ill-policed fragment of Almagabra known as Thaine. Nowadays, hara (nice ones) don’t want to stay here long enough to think about where they are—if they have any sense. I’ve never had any sense. Presumably, that’s why I’m here. That and the fact I wandered into the place without finery or finance and my horse was about to die on me, or more accurately, beneath me. OK, I’ll look on the bright side. I’d managed at long last to shake off the shadow that had been following me to this godforsaken place, but that’s about as bright as it’s going to get for a while, my friend.

Fallsend is damp and made a little of stone, but mostly of wood, which rots at a merry pace. There are lots of steps, most of them likely to collapse beneath the feet of the unwarily drunken. Planks across the puddles, which are collared with scum and the occasional dead creature. Little colour. It’s depressing. Just about every Wraeththu criminal, lunatic or honest-to-goodness misfit has passed through this little town, heading east to Jaddayoth. Today, from where I’m sitting, it looks like most of them stayed here. Uptown, they call it Glitter: it will convince Nohar. Up here, those sweet souls who make this shit-hole pay have high, gothic houses and you can buy almost anything. Drugs to make you sane. Drugs to make you insane. Waters of forgetfulness, powders of remembrance. They have white-skinned, moon-eyed harlings of the Colurastes tribe up here somewhere, bought and sold like meat, kept in the dark. Two spinners buys you one as a whore for a night in the shadows. I heard some of them have their tongues cut out so they’ll never scream. We are the race of peaceful equality, remember.

Now for the social comment. I suppose it’s necessary, though tiring when you’ve heard it and thought it a thousand times. Back west, across the ocean, the supremely superior tribe of Gelaming have scoured Megalithica, the home country, of evil, or so I’ve heard. As a matter of fact, it was still pretty suspect when I was last there, but I admit that was some time ago. Things might have changed. Everything changes on the surface. (But does it change inside? Can it?) The Gelaming also control the south-western part of this continent as well, where it’s sunny all the time, I suppose. I’ve worked out they swept all their rubbish northeast and it ended up here. Somehar built a town on it. Fallsend. Not a place you’d want to die in.

I’d had to leave Morass, a settlement some ten miles west of Fallsend pretty quickly. Painful as it is to recall, I’d got involved in some sordid argument concerning somehar’s virgin son, which had all got unpleasantly out of hand. His feybraiha, the coming of age ceremony, had been arranged, somehar was gagging to enjoy the privilege of providing the delights of first aruna, then I stepped in. What can I say? The young har and I just noticed each other. But what happened after wasn’t exactly part of the fond parents’ plans. Fortunately, I shine at quick getaways, but as I was drunk, I don’t remember too much about it. I lie a lot and sometimes get found out when I’m drunk. 

After forcing my ailing mount over several miles of boggy ground, I was actually relieved to catch sight of the glum pall of smoke that always hangs over Fallsend. Of course, I’d heard about the place. Every town I’d passed through was full of horror stories about it. What could happen to the unwary traveller there; rumours of abduction, slavery, murder—all anathema to upstanding, Wraeththu-kind. After some of the throw-back, puritan woodpiles I’d visited, it sounded like a welcome relief. ‘Well,’ I thought to myself, threatening the horse with death if it dared to stumble, ‘here it is; a town named for yourself. Have I stopped falling now? Is Fallsend rock bottom?’

After half an hour of wandering aimlessly about, taking in the sights, I took a room in a leaning, listing hostel in the south of the town. Its proprietor didn’t work out that I couldn’t pay him at first. I sold what was left of my horse to a har who didn’t ask any questions, and to further my investigations of the place, went for a walk through the streets. Nohar looks at you in Fallsend. This is because you may well be a homicidal (or should that be haricidal?) maniac with a sensitive spot about prying eyes. Nohar wants to take that risk. I bought a bowl of nondescript gruel in a shady tavern—puddles on the floor, blotted by heaps of soggy sawdust, that sort of thing—and asked the regular patrons about where I could find work. At first, they were reluctant to answer me at all, but because I have a deceptively honest face, they eventually plucked up enough courage to laugh. Somehar took pity on me. ‘What can you do?’ I was asked.

‘Ah well,’ I answered, ‘I’m pretty good at killing hara, or just fucking up their lives if you can’t afford that...’

This was not a remark to be met with humour, which was how I’d hoped it would be. They told me gravely that there was really quite a glut of killers in Fallsend and that there was too much travelling involved, even if you could get work of that kind. Nohar wants to pay travelling expenses to a murderer, it seems. I tried not to look downhearted. The way I was feeling at that time, I’d have welcomed the chance to throttle the life out of somehar, even for free! More pity came my way. Somehar said, ‘You’re quite a looker. Skinny, but some hara aren’t fussy. If you’re not fussy, you’ll find work in Glitter.’ 

I’m fussy. I half-starved for a week before I reviewed my morals.

Because this is the beginning of a book, I think it is a good time to talk about the concept of Wraeththu, if indeed there is one. I can’t say it’s something I think about often—how many of us in this confused world are allowed the luxury of time to think anyway—and I’m not sure if it is important or not, but for the sake of posterity, I’ll say what I think. I am har, a member of the race that came after humanity. Came from humanity. We are the race that solved that niggling problem of sexual inequality, not to mention sexual orientation, by evolving into one sex; hara. I have a female temperament at times and masculine strength at times. Usually these things manifest themselves at the wrong time. Masculine temperament coupled with female strength are guaranteed to land you in hot water, so we all have our problems, no matter how complete and whole we smugly say we feel. Most hara will tell you that all Wraeththu are beautiful, but this is not entirely true—and how boring if it was! What is inside a har nearly always influences what is outside. The most beautiful hara are the truly evil, the most powerful and the cleverest. Don’t believe it if you are told all hara are good. I’ve never met a thoroughly good har and I don’t want to. Not even the Gelaming are all good, although I’m sure they like to think so. They are certainly the most beautiful, so draw your own conclusions.

Philosophers might tell you that Wraeththu are a race of sorcerers and mystics, supposedly created to rid the world of evil. Now we have a United Council of Tribes in Almagabra desperately trying to convince themselves that this aim has been achieved, but, like I said before, the rubbish was merely pushed east. Northeast, to be exact. Fallsend lies in the country of Thaine. To the west, we have the large countries of Almagabra, Erminia, Cordagne and Fereng. East of Thaine lies Jaddayoth, but when I first arrived in this land I knew very little about Jaddayoth. Let’s imagine a line drawn down this continent from pole to pole. West of the line we find law and order, the ability to get the world on its feet again and tranquillity. East of the line is a delightful trip back to the Middle Ages and chaos. South on both sides of the line, we have various countries with Wraeththu populations not allied to the Council of Tribes. One of these is a huge, hot country we now call Olathe. Humans fucked it up very thoroughly by tossing biological and chemical weapons around, before Wraeththu spread east from another great continent, Megalithica. Well, that’s the essential geography of my tale. It’s a big world out there, and to be honest few hara really know what’s going on in the most isolated corners. Communications aren’t what they were. In fact, we have none, other than the riders employed to disseminate news by the more organised tribes. Still, that’s wonderful for me. Lots of places to lose myself in.

I came from Megalithica originally, and I’ve been dodging the apparitions of my conscience around Fereng and Thaine for what I think must be several years. It’s all very alcohol-fogged, I’m afraid. I don’t look any older and I know it’s impossible for me to feel any older than I do now. All I want to do is keep running and lose myself in the chaos I know lies east. Sexual inequality may well be a thing of the past, but believe me, there were a host of other, equally irresistible inequalities that had just been busting a gut waiting to take its place. The strong enslave the weak. That about sums it up. Rewind history. Replay. Ad infinitum. Oh, I’m sure that there’s a warm hearth yearning to give me comfort in Jaddayoth!

Anyway, as I was explaining before, I starved for quite a time after reaching Fallsend, and then the hostel-keeper began to get suspicious. Mainly, this was because I never ate in the (dare I call it this?) dining room with the other residents. It was a cash for meals arrangement in there you see, and as I quickly got through the money I’d made from selling my horse, the dining room was deprived of my enlightening presence. On the sixth day, just when I was convincing myself that I liked eating out of trash cans and had nearly finished my last bottle of liquor, money was demanded for my room. The hostel keeper and I argued in a civilised manner for about half an hour, until he lost patience and had me thrown out, keeping my meagre bundle of luggage as security until I could pay him what I owed. It was all quite undignified. Sprawled in a black, stinking puddle, sniffed at by a stray, mangy hound, I shouted that I used to be the consort of a prince, which was rather an exaggeration on my part, but I had no fear of being found out in that place. It failed to impress my friend the hostel keeper, however. He told me to piss off back west and claim alimony if that was the case. I acknowledged defeat and abandoned the argument. Too many hara had gathered to watch, and even numbed by alcohol I hate feeling embarrassed.

Remembering the conversation I’d had about finding work some days before, I quickly examined my feelings on seeking employment in Glitter. Strangely, I found I had none whatsoever. Hunger and misery do odd things to your principles. Dusting myself off or sludging myself off which is more to the point, I walked up town and knocked on the prettiest door I could find. It had a string of coloured lights all around it. Tacky, I know, but I appreciated that the occupants were trying to make an effort at decoration in the face of such overwhelming squalor. I had no idea if I’d chosen the best house. A musenda was a musenda to me. Men once called such things whorehouses. After some minutes of repeated knocking on my part, the door was opened by a har who looked like something out of my past. That is to say he looked clean, attractive and wore jewellery and cosmetics. It had been so long since I’d seen anyhar wearing either, that I spared a brief, wistful thought for the days when I’d been adorned with them myself. I said, ‘Somehar in town sent me up here. They said there’s work...’

‘There are no spare places here in Piristil,’ the har said frostily, trying to close the door.

I pushed it open again. ‘Look, I know I’m a mess at the moment, but I’ve had a hard time recently. I’ve no money, no place to stay. If I don’t get work, I’ll die of cold, of hunger and the stink of the town. Could you live with that on your conscience?’ 

‘Have you had experience in this line of work?’ he snapped.

‘No, I’ve never been a kanene, I’ve never even set foot in a musenda before, but I swear to you, if you let me stay, you won’t regret it. It’s a line of work to which I’m eminently suited, if you’ll let me prove it.’ 

The har looked at me with about the same amount of enthusiasm (and belief) as he’d look on a turd telling him it was a diamond. We suffered in silence for an eternity, staring at each other. I sensed a growing refusal. He said, ‘You’re filthy,’ which I presumed meant my appearance.

I shrugged. ‘Yeah, I know, but I’ve told you, I’ve had a run of bad luck. Clean me up and the Aghama will have to shield the angels’ eyes from my wondrous beauty.’

He wasn’t convinced, although he allowed the corner of his mouth to twitch a little. It was then that I realised I’d have to do that thing I’d just about forgotten how to. It had always worked like magic. I felt my face crack and, for a moment, I was scared it was my skin. But it wasn’t. Just dirt. It was my last hope: I smiled. The har blinked at me, a little dazed. Poor creature, poor sucker. He opened the door wider. ‘You’d better come in,’ he said.

And that, my friends, is how Calanthe, lover of kings and princes, slayer of friends, charlatan of wit, beauty and refinement, a legend in his own time in fact, became a whore. How much lower could I fall?
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Chapter Two: The House in Fallsend
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I am living two lives. I am not mad. Perhaps that is my punishment. Yesterday is two places, each memory convincing, each incident clear as ice-water.

I am fourteen years old. Seel is with me, younger, eager, dog-like in his trusting simplicity. The air smells bad around here. It is a dead part of the city. They say that the Wraeththu live here. We have come to see. Seel’s trousers are ripped, his knees grazed. He is nervous. I am merely numb. It is the only way for us. The others, the world, our families, what is left of the establishment on this wasteland earth are on to us. We are so young. We are afraid yet brave. Our courage is a kind of contaminated innocence; we are human and we are lovers. In the wake of various hysterias, our love is outlawed. We risk death every day. (The first thrown stone; others would follow.) No-one must know about us. It is a danger even to look at one another, in case the warmth of our eyes betrays us. So little warmth in this world; we must stand next to it when we can. Flesh pressed too long to ice brings death; death of ‘the soul.

Many soulless hara walk this land. Every other house stands empty now. Doors and windows silent, sagging, vomiting desolation. Our trysting places. We first made love amongst the rubble, the sound of wailing outside, far away, in the sunlight. A sharp report of gunfire. Summertime. Dogs barking on the hot asphalt, but no children playing. Seel shuddered and closed his eyes. We both knew. There is no place for us in the grave of humankind. Always smoke on the horizon and the stink of recent carnage. Frightened eyes, sealed mouths. Humanity is frightened. Demons without, demons within. They can see the door closing on them, shutting off the light forever. It is the end.

There is a hole in the ground. A house once stood here. This was the cellar. Seel and I look at each other. We are so young; we know that. Our hearts ache with nostalgia for other summer times, simple pleasures; a mother’s voice calling from the shade. We look back at the city. I see us as children, happy in that forgotten sunlight, and I know that Seel sees it too. He smiles and puts his hand on my arm. We both look into the hole in the ground. There is a musky smell as would issue from the lair of a beast. Wraeththu live beneath the city. What are they? We have heard they can take our humanity away from us. Take us in. It is our only hope. We can no longer live above the ground. I take the first step and still look back. Seel is a silhouette against the white, summer sky. He reaches for my hand. ‘We are together, ‘ he says and his lovely eyes are full of fear.

‘Yes, ‘ I say, and he follows me...

The name of Piristil irresistibly conjures to mind a fairy-tale palace, a haunt of witches and brooding, satanic lords, but despite its pathetic gaudiness, there was little glamour to be found within the house. I learned it was occupied by eight kanene, including Astarth, who had let me in. There was also a staff of four, including a cook, a stable hand and the owner of the establishment, a thin, mean-looking har named Jafit. Astarth was the favourite of Jafit and virtually ran the place.

He shut the door behind me and I stood in the hall, drooping and dripping, looking around myself. There was a grand staircase leading to a gallery that ran round the three sides of Piristil opposite the door. The light was gloomy. Trailing plants looped desperately over a table. Somewhere a clock was ticking. I could have been back in Megalithica, a hundred years before.

‘Well,’ my host began, ‘I am Astarth. I suppose I’d better get you cleaned up. Jafit can see you later. I hope you’ve told me the truth.’ I didn’t answer. He took me upstairs, and several inquisitive pairs of eyes peered round open doors.

‘Charge him double, Astarth!’ somehar called cheerfully.

‘Haven’t you any belongings?’ Astarth asked, above the laughter that accompanied that last remark.

I shook my head. ‘I prefer to travel light.’ 

He shrugged. ‘OK, in here. This is my room. Don’t dirty it.’ 

I was gratefully surprised by the warmth. There was a huge fire burning in the grate across the room. I could smell soot. Another har was sitting on the floor by the fire painting his toenails. ‘Ezhno, get out!’ Astarth spat unpleasantly.

‘No, my fire’s gone out. The chimney’s fucked. Get it fixed, Astarth. That’s your job, isn’t it?’ Ezhno looked at me. ‘Hello filthy one,’ he said and resumed painting his nails. ‘Who’s your friend, Astarth?’ 

‘My name’s Calanthe,’ I said lightly and walked over to the fire, holding out shaking, white and grey hands to the heat.

‘Well, hello Calanthe, in that case,’ Ezhno said, shying fastidiously away from the filthy rags dangling from my outstretched arms. When I squatted down, I could smell his cleanliness; clean hair and tooth polish. He had narrow, crafty eyes, a startling blue.

‘The bathroom’s through here,’ Astarth said, and I realised that was an order.

The rooms in Piristil are comfortable, but worn. They look better in lamplight, but all have carpets on the floor. Unfortunately, all the water is heated by the fires and it appeared that everyhar had just taken a bath that day.

‘I hope you don’t mind the water being cool,’ Astarth said, in a voice that showed he didn’t care whether I did or not. 

‘No, I don’t mind.’

He watched me rip off my rags, standing with folded arms and expressionless face across the room. When I stood there, naked and shivering, he said, ‘I think these old garments should be burnt, don’t you?’ 

I agreed. 

After I had lowered myself gingerly into the tepid water, Astarth emptied a bag of fragrant crystals over me and asked, ‘Well, who was it that told you to come here then?’

‘Nohar really,’ I confessed. ‘The lights outside impressed me, that’s all.’

Astarth smiled grimly and rolled up his sleeves. I was happy to let him scrub at my hair. ‘Don’t let Jafit know you’re inexperienced,’ he said.

I laughed. ‘There’s no way I’d ever describe myself as that!’ 

Astarth did not share my amusement. ‘Everyhar thinks that before they’re a kanene.’

That sounded ominous. I studied him through a tangle of soapy hair. Astarth has the face of an impudent female and the body of a young god. Some angry part of him makes him hack his bright red hair off very short. He affects a noncommittal attitude to everything, which I quickly realised was a complete sham. Many things hurt him, but he’d never show it. Because of his relatively elevated position in the house, the other kanene make his life a misery at times. I hate to think what miserable set of circumstances brought him to Piristil and kept him there. It’s not something you can ask. Kanene don’t talk about their history if they can help it. Nohar would be doing this if there was an alternative. Wraeththu culture is nothing like humanity’s. Our attitude to sex is utterly different. Obviously, it would have to be, but there should be no need for kanene in a Wraeththu world. This may give some kind of intimation of the sort of hara who do business in a musenda. If ordinary aruna is available to everyhar for free, what kind of har wants to pay for it? What does he expect for his money? Sitting in that luke-warm bath, it was about the third thing that came into my mind, after comforting ones of food and sleep.

Astarth shrugged off my question about it. ‘Nohar gets hurt,’ he answered enigmatically.

‘Now why doesn’t that comfort me?’ 

‘You wanted the job,’ Astarth pointed out reasonably.

I’d become so paranoid over the last couple of years, that I was dreading somehar asking me questions about myself. It was a needless fear. Nohar in Piristil asks personal questions—or answers them. I suppose everyhar had something to hide. Astarth brought me a plate of food from the kitchen (cold potatoes and lumps of fatty meat), and he and Ezhno watched me eat it. It tasted like nectar to my deprived tongue. There seemed little to say. When you meet a har for the first time, it is customary to strike up conversation by asking them about themselves. This could not occur on either side in Piristil. Any questions about the house or the work were answered by, ‘Jafit will tell you the rules.’

‘You eat like an animal,’ Ezhno said at last, as the sound of my frenzied chewing echoed round the room.

‘That’s because I feel like an animal,’ I answered, with my mouth full.

Astarth sorted out some clothes for me from his own wardrobe. We were roughly the same size. Clean, fed and clothed, I was already much more optimistic about my future. Ezhno was eager to paint my face, enthusing over my cheekbones and eyelids. He combed out my hair, and it felt like I lost a good deal of it in the process, if the pain was anything to go by. I regarded his handiwork in Astarth’s mirror. ‘I look like a whore,’ I said.

‘That’s the idea,’ Astarth answered dryly.

Jafit arrived home in the early evening. He had been drinking the afternoon away with friends down in Fallsend. Astarth wasted no time in taking me to see him, mainly because he said that Jafit would probably soon fall into a deep and impenetrable sleep. Jafit’s office is on the ground floor to the left of the front door. It is where he generally entertains his best (richest) clients before Astarth shows them upstairs. Astarth knocked on the door and opened it just as Jafit was saying, ‘Come!’ 

I could tell by first glance that Jafit is not a har easily fooled. Astarth had given me some advice on how to bullshit my way through this interview, but one glance into those shrewd, yellow eyes had me doubting myself.

‘So, you’re looking for work,’ Jafit said, after Astarth had explained how I’d arrived. 

I murmured some assent. 

‘Thank you, Astarth,’ Jafit said meaningfully, and Astarth backed out, closing the door gently behind him. 

Jafit offered me a drink and I poured myself gracefully into a chair. I could see the spinner-light crashing round Jafit’s eyes like the numbers on a cash-till while he looked at me. He handed me a glass of tart wine. ‘And where have you worked before then, er, Calanthe?’ 

‘Oh, in Wesia, Persis - places like that.’

‘You are familiar then with the advanced practices of chaitra and pelcia?’

Astarth had told me to say yes when Jafit asked me that. ‘I’ve had no trouble before,’ I answered carefully.

‘Forgive my asking, but how come you’re so far east? I detect a trace of Megalithican in your accent. You don’t look like a kanene. I get the feeling that you’re the sort of har who doesn’t need to be one, either!’ 

I shrugged, pulled a wry face. ‘You flatter me. I did come from Megalithica originally, yes. There are reasons why I’m doing this work, which I’d rather not go into. But they won’t cause you any hassle, I can promise you that.’

Jafit grinned. ‘They’d better not. I don’t relish the thought of angry pursuers materialising on my doorstep. You’d better tell me now if you’re in any kind of trouble. That doesn’t mean I won’t give you a place, so don’t be frightened.’ 

‘I’m not in trouble,’ I said. ‘Nohar’s after me.’

‘Good.’ Jafit slapped his legs and stood up. ‘OK Calanthe, I admit I like the look of you. I’ll let Astarth take you over the rails for a week or two and then you can come to me. If you pass my test, and it’s rigorous, I promise you, we’ll set you to work. Payment is seven spinners a week, plus bed and board. You’ll live here, of course. There won’t be any need for you to do domestic duties, we have a staff for that, so you can sit and rub lemon juice into those torn hands of yours every night to get them soft again. One thing; don’t abuse the staff! They have to work for a living too. Don’t get cigarette burns in the furniture. Don’t waste fuel or food, and don’t go poking around in any areas of the house that are off limits to you. Got that? Any other rules of the house, Astarth can tell you about. Learn as you go along; they’re mostly a good bunch here. They’ll help you. Any questions?’ 

I shook my head. ‘No, it all seems clear.’

‘Good. Now one thing, Calanthe, that I have to say to all newcomers and I only say it once, so remember it well. I look after my hara. I look after them very well. So you work well for me, do you hear? If anyhar pulls a fast one on me, they’re dead. No questions asked. Got it?’ 

I nodded. 

Jafit reached forward and shook my hand. ‘I’m sure you do, Calanthe, I’m sure you do. Now, once a week, I like us all to have dinner together, so I’ll see you again then. Listen to Astarth; he knows his job. You’ll learn well and quickly from him. I make sure my kanene are the best around here.’ He waved a hand at me and I stood up. Jafit didn’t speak again.

I went out, my mind reeling. What had I got myself into? Jafit’s little empire. What, in the Aghama’s name, were pelcia and chaitra?

Astarth was waiting for me in the hall. He asked no questions, but told me that I would have to wait a few days until I could have a room of my own. Apparently, all the spare rooms were in varying states of decay, so one would have to be redecorated and furnished for me. At my request, Astarth reluctantly took me on a tour of the house. It is much larger inside than it appears from the front, and rather haphazard in design. It is constructed in a rough square around a central courtyard. Three-storied on two sides, where the main rooms and living quarters of the kanene are to be found, and two-storied on the remaining sides, which comprise the kitchens, domestic quarters and the stables. I heard that it could all get very fragrant out in the courtyard come summer. Refuse collection is not one of Fallsend’s strong points. What community council exists is more interested in feathering its own nest rather than the welfare of the hara, or so Astarth told me. I can believe it. In fact, I was rather surprised that Fallsend had a community council at all, however corrupt.

A bitter wind worried round the courtyard as Astarth and I, standing in a kitchen doorway, studied the rear vista of Piristil. Astarth wanted to make it brief. Shivering and exclaiming, he began to close the door. 

‘Wait!’ I said, staying his hand. I pointed out into the gloom, toward the right of the house. There, the top story’s windows were shuttered, in a disturbingly permanent-looking manner. Several were reinforced with iron bars. Light was leaking around the shutters. ‘And what’s kept up there?’ I asked lightly. ‘A mad consort of Jafit perhaps? A deranged kanene?’ 

‘What do you mean?’ Astarth responded frostily.

‘Well, you have to admit, it does rather look as if something’s being kept in up there, or hidden at least. Very gothic, Astarth, a nice touch.’

My laughter did not amuse him however. His face had assumed a curiously blank expression. ‘You must be tired, Calanthe. Sleep is what you need now, I think.’ He closed the door firmly.

That first night in Piristil, I succumbed to an exhausted slumber, stretched out on the floor in Astarth’s room. In the morning, I awoke with my feet uncovered, freezing cold, my neck complaining fiercely because I’d rolled off the pallet in the night and slept on the hard floor. Across the room, I could see Astarth looking blissfully comfortable, up to the ears in thick quilts, his head buried in a mound of white pillows. As soon as I looked at him, he woke up. He has the instincts of a wild animal.

‘Well, I’m glad you look different,’ he said. ‘You were telling the truth, it seems. You are beautiful.’

Normally, such words would be taken as a compliment, but Astarth delivered them without feeling. Nothing for me to work on there! ‘You will never catch me lying,’ I said.

Astarth ignored this remark. ‘At least your training will be that much more pleasurable, well bearable, for me. As a rule, ugliness revolts me,’ he said profoundly. His conceit amused me. Piristil was certainly a little world of its own.

‘Training,’ I said, without inflection, somewhat affronted, somewhat amused. I didn’t know Astarth’s age, but I estimated that he was anything between twenty and thirty years younger than me; a second generation Wraeththu har. ‘It will be interesting to see what you can teach me.’ The matter would clearly have to be dealt with on a scientific basis. 

Astarth didn’t answer. Secure as a princeling of his own little kingdom, he sat up in the bed and lifted aside the curtains to glance out of the window. ‘Rain again,’ he said.

‘Well, what a surprise!’

‘I would like to live in a warmer country, but Jafit thinks I would find it uncomfortable,’ Astarth continued vaguely. ‘Orpah will be bringing our breakfast in soon. You’d better dress. You don’t want the servants seeing you in that state.’

I groaned and lifted my cursing body off the floor. Astarth brushed me with a fleeting glance. ‘Oh, scars,’ he said.

‘A few. Will that increase or decrease my value?’ 

‘Neither.’

‘I hope I’m not going to regret any of this,’ I said, in a cheerful tone, pulling a shirt over my head. 

‘Hmmm,’ Astarth said.

‘Have you?’ I asked. ‘Regrets I mean...’

Astarth stared at me. I had offended him, asked a question he did not want to answer. I put up my hands in a gesture of apology. ‘I don’t intend to stay in this place for long,’ I said. 

Astarth was silent. He rose from the bed, crossed to the mirror, touched his face, stretched. ‘Jafit is impressed by you,’ he said.

I am Uigenna. This is the tribe that took us in. Uigenna. We had no way of knowing one tribe from another; we did not know they have different beliefs, different ways, different breath. Inception was ghastly. A fire-lit cellar, leaping flame shadows on the walls, a stink of filth. Inception room. Their hienama wore feathers and fur, stripes daubed across his face and chest. He took glass, a shard of glass in his hands. Somehar held me down. I felt the painless, sickening kiss of sharpness against weak flesh. A transfusion of Wraeththu blood. We’d heard it was something like that. Hienama and me. His blood into my veins, humanity dripping out of me onto sand and sawdust, with a halo of whimpering. I heard Seel crying, far away, nearby, in my head. Yes, in my head. Why had I done this to him? He would not stay with this tribe. I knew it. Yet I had already made up my mind. This was my tribe, these hara my people. The past was powerless to persuade me otherwise, whether through love or hate. Even in my pain and fear, I did not regret. Not once. Not ever.

For the next few days, whilst my body churned and changed, it was that one, fierce thought that kept me alive. It was what I wanted. I would face death to get it; and I did. And now is the time...

Now is the time for this virgin body to flower. I have arisen, shining, from althaia to a waiting hunger. The leader of this Uigenna tribe is known as Manticker the Seventy. This is because he once slew seventy armed human soldiers in one frenzied outburst. I can believe it. He is scarred and muscled, his femininity betrayed by his temper, his inner strength. I have only been here for a short while, yet already it is clear Manticker is being rivalled for control of the tribe. His contender is one Wraxilan, a great favourite of the warriors. He is rash and careless, but fearless and strong and quick. He carries few scars. His blond hair is shorn at the sides of his head, but as the rest of it is so thick, he still carries a splendid mane. He is also known as the Lion of Oomar, which is how our phyle of the tribe is named. Wraxilan has the broad shoulders of a man, the slim hips of a dancer, the hands and neck of a graceful Amazon, the shapely legs of a whore. He laughs nearly all the time. Like all the others, I am passionately intrigued by him. Slightly afraid, yes, but that is a wise precaution. 

Now, I lie waiting in the straw, by the light of a single candle, in a dank cellar. I am waiting for the one who will come to me, awaken my new, female crevices, seal the pact that I have made with Wraeththu. As he comes toward me, it is his hair that I recognise first. ‘You,’ I say, and in my voice I hear the echoes of welcome and fear.

‘You think I would let anyhar else have you, Cal?’ he answers, smiling. ‘You’re the best we’ve had for a long time. Lie back. I will make this good for you.’ 

The Lion of Oomar. He says, ‘I am your first. You must remember this.’

‘No,’ I answer, ‘you are not the first. It was Seel.’

He laughs and cups my chin with his hand, squeezes hard. I wince. ‘No, my sweet creature, that was before. All that is gone, do you hear? I am your first. Me!’ As he says that, he plunges into me. 

Ouana-lim, the phallus of Wraeththu. Bone and petals, with the tongue of a snake. He enjoys my weeping. He licks the tears from my face, and even in pain, I cannot resist the rising delight of aruna. That is the way of it. Irresistible. At the end, he takes my head in his hands once more.

‘What am I?’ he asks, and through a haze of tears, half-delirious, I say, ‘You are the first. The first.’

‘And will you ever forget that?’ 

‘Never. I swear it. Never.’

He pushes me back into the straw. Stands up. Rearranges his clothes. As I lie there with tears falling down my face into the straw, I can hear him whistling as he strolls away from me.

Breakfast in Piristil is necessarily a light meal. This is because most kanene rise late in the morning and the mid-day meal follows soon after. It is customary for most of the kanene to meet at lunchtimes, in the dark and elegant dining room on the ground floor. Astarth told me I could use his cosmetics until I had some of my own.

‘Is it really necessary at this time of day?’ I asked.

‘It is always necessary,’ Astarth replied in a stony voice. ‘You had better get into the habit of it quickly.’

He was strangely modest about displaying his body and even reprimanded me about my own carefree attitude toward nakedness. ‘Your body is the tool of your trade,’ he said. ‘Get used to the idea that it is to be flaunted only in the presence of paying clients. If you like, this is a psychological exercise in maintaining a certain mystery about what we do.’ 

I did not bother to argue. It was a minor point.

About an hour later, we heard the chime of a gong from downstairs. ‘That is for lunch,’ Astarth said. ‘Come on. Hurry up.’ 

I was still fighting with my hair in the mirror, not possessing Ezhno’s quick knack of arranging it. I followed Astarth downstairs. It is quite amusing how the kanene look upon themselves as creatures of quality. All day, they maintain this genteel code of manners and behaviour that would have been more at home in an upper-class girls’ boarding school of perhaps a century before. They are obviously not blind to their station in life, hence the need for a pretence of class and etiquette. Downstairs, I was formally introduced to the other kanene. Several of them were natives of the fabled land of Jaddayoth. Salandril and Rihana, languid creatures, came from the cat-worshipping tribe of Kalamah in eastern Jaddayoth; Yasmeen, Nahele and Ezhno from the gregarious Hadassah; and a gaunt, forbidding-looking creature named Flounah from the Maudrah.

After polite greetings, I took my place at the table, between a delightful imp named Lolotea and Ezhno. Of course, as before, the usual ways of starting a conversation were taboo, and it seemed my presence inhibited the sharing of gossip, so I opted for a safe subject, and one in which I had a deep interest: Jaddayoth. Nohar was loath to talk about it. I learned that there are twelve tribes of Jaddayoth and, from what I could gather, they were all equally eccentric in one way or another. Most of them had formed from groups splitting off from the Gelaming, who wanted to develop their own brand of Gelaming philosophy and lifestyle, whilst others had grown from bands of refugees fleeing Megalithica at the time of the Varrish defeat. Of course, during that time, many hara were reluctant to live under Gelaming rule. This would, naturally, have meant their giving up such practices as murdering, looting, raping and conquering, and most of the hierarchy of the Varrs and their chief allies, the Uigenna, did not welcome the prospect of a world of peace and plenty. Their rituals were too steeped in the previously mentioned depravities for that. In Jaddayoth, such a vast and empty place, they had been able to hide and lick their wounds, eventually emerging as new tribes. The Gelaming, true to their all-powerful reputation, do keep a cursory eye on what goes on in Jaddayoth. Several of the tribes are, in fact, still closely allied to Almagabra, but on the whole, it is still an unsupervised country, where new societies can blossom unmolested. All natives of Jaddayoth are surprisingly patriotic about the place, even those who, for dark and untold reasons, have obviously had to leave it, such as the kanene. Obvious too was the fact that Jaddayoth is a rising star in terms of affluence and trade. In Piristil, we eat Gimrah meat and vegetables off Hadassah plates. Our perfumes and cosmetics come from Kalamah, our oil and carpets from Emunah, our wine from Natawni. It didn’t take long for one clear and radiant idea to settle within me. Once I’d saved enough of my immoral earnings, Jaddayoth was the place I’d go. Privacy and freedom; what more could I want?

After lunch, Astarth excused us both from the company and took me upstairs again. ‘Take a bath,’ he said. ‘The water should be hot now.’ 

‘Again?’ I protested. One bath a month had been luxury to me for the past few years.

‘Yes, again,’ Astarth replied. ‘I want you thoroughly clean, if you don’t mind.’ 

I thought, ‘Ah, training,’ and complied without further argument.

Sitting in a deliciously warm bath, soaking in bubbles and steam, I found a package of cigarettes on a reachable table, plus a couple of yellowed but professionally-produced newspapers. I lit a cigarette and lay back to examine one of the papers. It had apparently come from Maudrah. This was obviously the top cockerel in the pecking order of Jaddayoth tribes. I read with interest. It was mostly propaganda stuff; how marvellous the government was, etc. About every five sentences the name of the Archon cropped up. Ariaric, Lord of Oomadrah, first city of Maudrah. If ever an election were held in the heavenly realms, this Ariaric would definitely be confident enough to run a campaign against the highest gods. From what I read, he certainly seemed powerful enough. There were a couple of muddy photographs, showing an individual whose face held the same expression and air of potential destruction as the blade of an axe. I smiled to myself. Whiffs of Terzian, I thought. 

Astarth came bustling in. ‘What are you doing in here? We haven’t got all day!’ 

‘Who is this character?’ I asked, dripping soapy water all over the paper.

Astarth took it from my hands and wiped it. ‘Ah, Ariaric,’ he said. ‘I’ve only been in Maudrah once. I’ve never actually seen him in the flesh.’ 

‘Now there’s somehar I would like to meet!’ I declared with relish, putting my arms behind my head, blowing a series of smoke-rings at the ceiling. ‘He sounds just my type. Rich and powerful.’

‘And complete with royal consort,’ Astarth added sharply. ‘You certainly have a high opinion of yourself, Calanthe, I’ll say that.’ 

‘Certainly not. I am perfectly at home in royal houses.’ 

‘Yes, well, you’re not in a royal house now! You are a lowly kanene, that is all. It might interest you to know that Ariaric’s consort Elisyin is a har of the Ferike tribe, whose wit, charm, intelligence and breeding transcends all others. You think you will ever get to Maudrah? Ha!’ He laughed coldly. ‘You think you’ll ever get near such hara as the royal family of Ariaric? You are mad, Calanthe. Chances are you’ll never see the outside of Thaine!’

‘OK, OK, don’t distress yourself,’ I said, rising from the water. 

Astarth stonily handed me a towel. Obviously, I had hit a raw spot. It didn’t take much to work out what that was. Bitterness. Astarth looked around the four walls of that bathroom as if they were a prison. Perhaps they were.

He stalked coldly back into the bedroom while I dried myself. ‘Ill humour!’ I thought and expected a cold reception when I rejoined him, some moments later. 

He was sitting on his bed, pensive in the grey afternoon light. A winsome sight. He looked up and saw me. ‘Come here,’ he said, and held out his hand. I took this as an apology for his sharp words. ‘Well, let’s see what you can do, Calanthe.’ 

I sat down beside him and he put his arms around me, for a brief second favouring me with the pressure of his bright head upon my shoulder. It was short-lived. 

The flavour of that afternoon in Piristil shall stay with me forever, I think: the damp air, the sound of rain on the windows, the half-darkness of a grey, hopeless day. Little warmth reached us from the fire. I had never partaken in such a passionless, empty coupling. Aruna should never be like that. Astarth seemed dead to pleasure, his mind buried deep within his head. There was no touching of souls, no sensation of shared thoughts, nothing. Confused. I tried to change things, to bring us closer. It seemed so long since I had touched another har. I wanted it to be good. 

Astarth pulled my hair. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked coldly. 

It is hard to convey how much those words, delivered so emotionlessly, stung me. I had always come alive during aruna. Perhaps it is my outstanding ability. Perhaps that was why I thought I’d make a good kanene. I was wrong. Astarth and his kind are not proficient at aruna, no way. If sex is a machine, then kanene are good mechanics, but I will never call what they do aruna again. It isn’t. Now, I’m glad about that.

‘It seems you have a lot to learn,’ Astarth told me resignedly. 

‘I’m not sure I want to,’ I replied. 

He smiled cynically. ‘There are two types of pain. Pelcia and chaitra. Now I will teach them to you. Forget what you know. That is no use to you here. No use at all.’ 

Pelcia is a corruption of the word pelki, which means violation. It involves learning how to put up a convincing resistance to the sex act. I must allow myself to be raped. Is that possible? Chaitra, simply, is the same service performed for a client. They want pain, whether delivered or received. That is what they pay for.

‘Learn,’ Astarth said. ‘They don’t know much. There are a hundred ways to deceive, a hundred short-cuts to the desired result. As long as they hear you squeal, they’ll be content.’

I sat up in bed. I actually thought about leaving. Staring out of the window, I could see the depressing vista of Fallsend dropping away into a murky mist. Where could I go next? I had no money, no horse, not even any clothes of my own. It was the closest I had come to despair for a long time. Now, some of Astarth’s bitterness when I’d been waffling on about going to Maudrah began to take on deeper meaning. I was trapped in a vicious circle. Unwelcome memories were coming dangerously close to the surface of my mind.

‘Astarth, I have to think,’ I said. ‘All of this is going to take a little getting used to.’

‘Of course,’ he answered unctuously, as if we’d just been discussing a business venture of an entirely dissimilar kind. ‘Think all you want. I will see you later.’

I wandered downstairs, looking for warmth, looking for company, and went into the sitting room that led off the dining room. Only one other har was in there, sitting close to the fire. It was Lolotea. Once I’d shut the door behind me, cheerfulness invaded the room. ‘Hi there,’ Lolotea said, smiling at me. ‘Come in. Sit down.’ 

I smiled back wanly and sat down in the window seat, my knees up, my chin on my knees, brooding sourly upon the yard beyond.

‘Hey,’ Lolotea said softly. He came and drew the curtains in front of my face. ‘Don’t sit there. It’s cold.’ 

‘Is it possible to be warm here?’ I asked.

Lolotea didn’t reply. He led me to the fireside and poured me a cup of coffee from a pot standing in the grate. He studied me for a moment. ‘In a week, you’ll forget you ever felt like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like the expression on your face. Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it. We all did.’

‘I can’t think of anywhere else to go,’ I said bitterly, unwilling to accept those last words.

‘There can’t be anywhere, that’s why. I’m sure you wouldn’t be here if there was. None of us would.’

‘I think I’ve failed Astarth’s test. Perhaps I’ll be asked to leave anyway.’

Lolotea shrugged. ‘Hmm, maybe. But if I were you, I’d sit down here for a while, warm up, smoke a few cigarettes, have a few more cups of coffee, then go upstairs and put that right. You’re not stupid, are you? Just put it right.’ 

We smiled at each other; conspirators. ‘Advise me.’

Lolotea smiled into his cup. ‘Astarth has a way of intimidating hara. He looks down on everyhar if they give him half a chance. This is the result of a rather large and heavy chip on his shoulder. Don’t let him look down on you. Get in the first blow, so to speak. Surprise is the key to success.’ 

‘Hmm, already I feel I’ve learned more from you than Astarth could ever teach me.’

Lolotea gave another expressive shrug. ‘That is because I’m not trying to impose authority over you.’ 

‘Is that what Astarth’s trying to do then? Just that?’ 

‘I would think so. Astarth will be jealous of you. You spoke of plans to leave here, plans for the future. That would anger him. He resents ambition in others, mainly because he’s too lazy or complacent to do anything himself. Dog in the manger syndrome. Don’t you think so?’ 

‘I can’t say,’ I answered diplomatically, aware that any careless remarks might be repeated as gossip. ‘I haven’t been here long enough to judge anyhar’s character.’

Lolotea smiled politely. 

As he suggested, after a few more cups of coffee, I went back upstairs.

Astarth was tidying his room, something he seems to spend an awful lot of time doing, mainly moving things from one end of the room to the other. He looked up at me with annoyance. Perhaps I’d disturbed some precious, private reverie. ‘Yes, what is it?’ he snapped.

‘I’ve been teaching myself,’ I answered. 

Luckily, I was angry. My whole, miserable set of circumstances was making me angry. Astarth’s caustic, condescending tone was the final straw. I half threw him across the room. He landed with a clatter amongst some of his precious belongings. That, at least, wiped the hauteur from his face. I do know how to be wild. It is not something I’m proud of and I don’t care to remember it most of the time, especially how and where I learnt it. 

When I’d finished with Astarth, he looked as if he’d just fought off the Hounds of Hell. He lay on the floor, staring up at me, dazed, and not a little frightened. I squatted down and put my face close to his. ‘Now remember this, my friend. It is something I want you to think about very deeply. One day, while you’re still here, working on your back, I shall be back up there amongst the royal houses. Don’t doubt it for a second, my sweet creature. I don’t know what keeps you here, and I don’t want to, but believe me, I’ve lived in royal houses. I’ve been right up there among the angels, and I intend to get there again! Not you, your sarcasm, or your little world of depravity is going to stop me. Is that clear? I’m not a whore, Astarth. I never will be. This is just a stepping-stone. Got that?’

Astarth put up his hands. ‘OK,’ he said placatingly. 

It was the beginning of a certain mutual respect between us.

That evening, instead of staying in Piristil for the evening meal, Lolotea suggested that he and I should go down into Fallsend for a ‘bite to eat, a skinful of good liquor and a change of scenery.’ He guessed that my first day in the establishment had been a little harrowing. 

‘No work tonight then?’ I enquired.

Lolotea pulled a face. ‘Well, just one, as it happens, but I managed to farm it off to Rihana. I thought you needed the company more.’ 

We trudged down the muddy streets, past the grey and brown stalls selling grey and brown merchandise, to a tavern that Lolotea called ‘passable.’ If the food wasn’t exactly haute cuisine, at least it felt warm and friendly inside and the ale was decent. Lolotea had kindly lent me the money that I owed the hostel-keeper who had kept my belongings. Knowing the labyrinthine streets of the town as well as he did, we only had to take a short detour to call in there on the way to the tavern. After we’d finished eating and the pot-har had removed our plates, I emptied the contents of my bag onto the table, to examine what mementos I had left of my past.

Lolotea picked up a small, jewelled pin and inspected it with interest. ‘Hmm, this looks Varrish,’ he said, before he could stop himself.

‘It is,’ I answered, taking it off him. Terzian had given it to me. Holding it, I could see once more the imposing outline of his house, We Dwell in Forever. I could feel the warmth of its hearths, smell the sandalwood perfume of its rooms. I remembered Swift, Terzian’s son, and Cobweb, who is a Wraeththu legend. I could see us in the wintertime, running through the snow. I could smell mulled sheh and the scent of cut pine. Soft lamplight through the darkness. Welcoming windows. Laughter. Softness. Security. Swift and Cobweb. What were they doing now? Did they ever think of me? I didn’t want to miss them. Terzian... Our last moments together.  The moment his breath stilled forever. I hardened my heart, pushed the thoughts away. They weren’t family. It was all in the past.

There was a moment’s silence while I relived those memories, all the more painful because of the contrast between what I’d been then and what I’d become. My grief must have been unmistakable. The jewelled pin in my hands burned hot.

In sympathy, Lolotea broke the first rule of Piristil. ‘I came from Megalithica,’ he said at last.

‘Me too,’ I replied in a thick voice, although I knew Lolotea had already guessed that.

‘Look, don’t answer this if you don’t want to,’ he ventured, ‘but are you, were you, a Varr?’

I looked up at him, unable to speak. 

He mistook my silence for something else. ‘I’m only asking, well, because... I was Varrish once.’ 

I smiled. ‘Yes, I too was a Varr for a time. In Galhea.’ 

Lolotea rolled his eyes. ‘Ah, Galhea! The nest of all intrigue! Terzian’s stronghold was in Galhea, wasn’t it?’ This was a rhetorical question of course, but I still nodded.

‘It was.’

Lolotea laughed nervously. ‘Oh, it seems stupid, doesn’t it? All this secrecy about ourselves!’

‘Not if you happened to be a Varr in Megalithica around about the time I left there.’

‘Yes, but what does it matter now? It’s over and done with, isn’t it?’ 

‘I suppose so,’ I agreed cautiously, ‘but you have to remember that the Varrs had a lot to answer for once. I expect that there are quite a few blood-debts left hanging around, even over here in Thaine. I don’t think anyhar will forget completely all that happened.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’ Lolotea wrinkled his nose. ‘But I think most of them in Piristil have worse secrets to hide than they once used to be Varrs! I must admit, I feel quite a sham keeping it quiet really. Look around you. The chances are nearly everyhar in Fallsend had some connection with the Varrs at one time. I bet Astarth, for one, has several dark secrets lurking in his past!’

I agreed readily to that, mostly because I still hadn’t forgiven Astarth for trying to humiliate me.

‘I lived north of Galhea,’ Lolotea continued. ‘I once saw Terzian when he rode through on his way to Fulminir. What a hero! Everyhar was virtually falling down and kissing the ground as he went by.’ 

I laughed at this, visualising it easily. 

‘Did you ever see him, close to?’ Lolotea queried, still tentative. ‘I mean, living in Galhea and all, I suppose you must have, but, well, we often used to wonder what he was really like.’ 

‘I saw him,’ I said. I hadn’t meant to put all that feeling into those words. It wasn’t a deliberate clue so that I could show off to Lolotea. I just couldn’t deny the feelings inside me.

‘And what about Cobweb, the famous consort, or should I say the famous first consort? Did you ever get to see him too? Is he as beautiful as hara say?’

I made an exclamation, remembering. ‘Oh yes! You could say that Cobweb and I actually got to cross swords a couple of times!’ 

‘Really?’ Lolotea was not sure whether to believe me or not. 

‘I suppose I’m saying too much,’ I said. 

‘No! Not at all. Please go on.’ Lolotea wasn’t stupid.

‘It might just be stories. How do you know I’m not making it up?’ 

‘I’ll take that risk. It’s entertaining anyway, even if it is bullshit.’ 

‘What do you want to know?’ 

‘Cal...’ 

‘No, Calanthe,’ I butted in.

‘Calanthe,’ he said thoughtfully, staring at me very hard. I could see a certain dawning of realisation creeping over his face, but it was too wonderful a coincidence for him to believe at first. He said casually, ‘Wasn’t... wasn’t Terzian’s second consort, you know, the one that caused all the trouble in Forever, named Cal? He had yellow hair too, didn’t he - like yours.’

‘He was called Cal, yes, among other things,’ I replied, filled with a weird kind of relief. I wanted him to know. I didn’t know why. 

Lolotea raised his glass at me and smiled. ‘It’s not a common name,’ he said and drank thoughtfully. ‘Well, I’m not even going to attempt to work out why the consort of Terzian the Varr is working as a kanene in a dead-end pit like Fallsend ... er, if he is doing so, of course! I thought that all of Terzian’s family came under the protection of the Gelaming after Fulminir fell. Terzian’s son went over to the Gelaming, didn’t he? Swift, wasn’t it? As I recall, he came out of it all very well. Some say too well.’

‘You don’t know the circumstances,’ I said, defending Swift who certainly deserved it. ‘He acted in the only way possible. Galhea must be quite a mighty metropolis by this time, I would imagine.’

‘I don’t know,’ Lolotea said. ‘I came over to Thaine before the Gelaming ever really got a hold on Megalithica. It seems we’re both old crows together, doesn’t it! Maybe one day, I’ll tell you my story. If you tell me the rest of yours, of course!’

‘That’s a deal,’ I said, having no intention of ever doing so. 

We clinked glasses, laughed, and drank. Now I had a friend. Perhaps things were not as bad as I’d thought.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: Body for Sale
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I am Uigenna. I am sixteen years old. The world has gone now, the world that I knew. My family is probably dead. I don’t care. I really don’t. I tell myself they never liked me. I still don’t know if that is true. Seel went to the Unneah. That was because the Uigenna were too wild for him, too ferocious. We meet sometimes, on those crazy borderlands that exist in cities like this. It has changed so much in such a short space of time. I feel like I’ve lived for a hundred years. There is Wraeththu blood in my veins and I feel like a god. Human life means nothing to me. They are so small. I hate them. I have to kill. Every time I kill, I see a mocking, threatening face. Such faces followed me in the past. Such faces drove me to what I have become. They shouted out to me, menacing, vulgar, ugly. But no more. They are dead and those who still live shall die. In the shadows of perpetual night, in the light of dancing flames, I meet a har named Zackala. We intrigue each other in an outlandish courtship. Our nuptial bed is a heap of debris, broken window frames, wreckage of love. He bites me. We laugh. Pain makes me strong. I live in this place. It is always with me. At night, I do not dream. I just remember. There are no nightmares.

Lolotea and I returned to Piristil very late. There were several minutes of drunken giggling as we tried to sneak up the creaking stairs. Lolotea paused by his door. ‘You’d better go to Astarth,’ he said. 

I pulled a sorrowful face. ‘I suppose I’d better.’

‘Goodnight Calanthe.’ He closed the door on me. 

Astarth was asleep when I went in. I did not wake him. I curled myself in blankets on the floor and lay staring at the ceiling until I fell asleep.

The following day, Astarth informed me, with unmistakable relief, that he would be working until the evening. My training session would have to wait until then. At lunch, I took the opportunity to examine in more detail the other occupants of the house. I entertained myself conjecturing whether their eating habits gave any clues as to their personalities. Flounah glared at his food, eyeing it with suspicion and chewing distastefully. Ezhno read a book throughout the meal, shovelling forkfuls into his mouth abstractedly. Both Salandril and Rihana sorted out their food, before eating, into piles of what they liked and what they wouldn’t touch. This, of course, was the only fitting behaviour for hara whose tribe were reputed to be innately catlike. All of them were of averagely lovely Wraeththu appearance, which to me signified that they must all be villains of one colour or another. Astarth sat at the head of the table, moodily ignoring his food and taking only wine. I had been surprised by the quality of the wine, which was excellent. Piristil was a place of contrasts.

There was a knock at the front door, which we all ignored. It came again. Sighing, Astarth fastidiously wiped his mouth with a napkin and graciously rose from the table. ‘Orpah!’ he yelled unnecessarily as he left the room.

I had come to realise in a relatively short space of time that the staff of Piristil were inordinately apathetic about many of their duties, answering the door being one of them. Presumably, this was why Jafit had seen fit to caution me about my attitude toward them. Apart from Orpah, there were three others in the house; Wuwa, Tirigan and Jancis, who was the cook. All of them had that half-finished appearance of the unsuccessfully incepted. Relations between the staff and the kanene were not of the warmest kind.

‘You have ruffled Astarth’s feathers,’ Ezhno remarked to me as Orpah put his head around the door and said, ‘What?’ We ignored him. I made no comment on Ezhno’s observation. ‘Don’t pull his hair too hard, that’s all,’ he continued mildly. ‘Astarth is lord of the hearth in this place. He won’t like it if you challenge his authority too much.’

‘I didn’t realise I had,’ I said, wondering how much Lolotea had been blabbing to the others.

‘Astarth perceives challenges to his authority in all kinds of innocent behaviour,’ Flounah pointed out morbidly. Of them all, he was the most bewitching creature. Pale, attenuated, with smooth black hair like a sheet of silk. His slanted eyes must be the envy of the Kalamah. He is not to be trusted, however.

On my way upstairs that afternoon, I had my first glimpse of one of Piristil’s customers. He was coming out of Jafit’s office, accompanied by Jafit himself. I’m not sure what kind of monster I’d been expecting, but from what I could see, the har looked merely ordinary. No manic eyes, no clawed hands anxious to do business with the flesh of a kanene. I had seen many such hara as warriors in my late consort’s army. This har looked no different, dressed in black, scuffed leather, his hair tied behind his head, his eyes tired.

‘Kruin, I’d like you to meet our latest arrival,’ Jafit said indulgently, as if bestowing a great honour. I bowed appropriately.

The har named Kruin inclined his head awkwardly and said, ‘Er... hello.’

‘Be so good as to summon Rihana,’ Jafit ordered, so I called ‘Rihana!’ and went upstairs to find Lolotea.

He was in his room and invited me inside. ‘Comfortable!’ I said. 

Lolotea grinned. ‘I try. Do you want to go into Fallsend again?’

I could tell from his voice that he hoped I didn’t. ‘No, I don’t think so. What do you usually do to keep entertained when you’re not working?’ 

‘Sleep!’ 

‘That boring, huh?’

Lolotea lay down on his bed and stretched and groaned. ‘Not really. We could be artistic and paint pictures, we could tell each other stories, or we could get very drunk.’ 

‘The last of those suggestions seems the most promising,’ I said. 

‘I agree. What do you want, wine or betica?’ 

‘I’ve never drunk betica, so I’ll have that.’

‘You sure?’ Lolotea laughed, but sprang off his bed and poured us both a large drink. The liquor was yellow and its taste better left undescribed. However, after half a glass, the mouth is sufficiently numbed not to be alarmed by it. 

Lolotea flopped down on his bed again. ‘I’ll be glad when you get paid, Calanthe! I don’t suppose you’ve got any cigarettes, have you?’ 

‘No, but you have.’ I helped myself.

Lolotea laughed, but did not protest. ‘So, mysterious one, tell me about life in Galhea.’

‘Oh, it’s not that interesting,’ I said. Everything that happened to me in Galhea was, naturally, intensely interesting, but I didn’t like talking about it.

Lolotea thought for a moment, stroking the rim of his glass. He looked enchanting and mischievous. ‘Is Terzian really dead?’ he asked. ‘Or is that an indelicate question?’ He was pleased with himself for being shocking. 

Kindly, I tried to appear shocked. ‘Foully indelicate!’ I answered. 

Lolotea raised his eyebrows. 

‘Yes, he’s dead...’  I sat down on the bed beside him. ‘And no, before you ask, I’m not grieving for him. I must admit, I do sort of miss Galhea though. I had a good life there. Besides, I was rich in Galhea. I lived in a grand house. Now look at me!’

‘You look just fine to me, Calanthe,’ Lolotea remarked. I was not sure of his motive in that. He might possess a perspicacity I’d not given him credit for. 

‘I’m a survivor,’ I said.

‘You will need to be here,’ he answered, although I didn’t agree. Piristil, in its way, is just as womblike as Forever had been. No outside world. I would have liked to enlighten Lolotea about just what real survival entailed, but there was little point, and I didn’t want to reveal that much about myself. Instead, because I like to turn and turn and trample in a new nest to make it comfortable, I said, ‘Lolotea, I would like to take aruna with you this afternoon.’

Lolotea laughed and I’m quite sure that his first reaction was to ask, ‘why?’ but it was not part of the image that he wanted me to have of him. ‘I hope you don’t want to try out your newly acquired skills of pelcia and chaitra on me,’ he said with a smile. 

‘Is that an answer?’ 

‘You didn’t ask a question.’

‘OK, will you? I know it’s probably not the sort of thing you do for relaxation around here, but the truth is, I’m desperate for a cuddle and need my faith restoring in physical contact.’

Lolotea pulled a face. ‘Do you know, when I think about it, I haven’t taken aruna for years, not proper aruna. I suppose we get kind of sexless, what with our work being what it is.’ He looked at me. ‘Maybe I need my faith restoring too. Faith! Ha!’ He threw one hand over his face and laughed coldly. ‘What did all our dreams come to, Calanthe? Have we realised any of them? Look at us! My self-development went right out of the window as soon as my need to earn a crust for myself came in. Were we kidding ourselves that it was all going to be better? Are we really better than humans?’

‘Oh, give it a rest, Teah!’ I said. ‘Leave the heavy bullshit for those who’ve got the time to worry about it. Right now, I want you. That’s magic. No amount of failed dreams can take that away from us.’ 

He sighed. ‘You’re right. Undress me. And do it slowly. Let’s make the best of it.’ 

We did.

Maybe taking aruna with Lolotea woke up parts of me that had been sleeping (or catatonic), I don’t know. But I remember how when I left his room that evening, the sun had struggled from its mantle of clouds; the hall and stairs of Piristil were bathed in a beautiful sunset glow. I could feel my senses, lifted with the kinder light, waking up, sniffing, looking around and thinking, ‘Ah yes, time for work to begin again.’ For too long I’d been aimlessly shuffling around the countryside, with no direction in mind, abandoning my skills, living like a scavenger. Look what it had brought me to! I might as well have been human. OK, I’d got a whole book of excuses for what might be termed my ‘breakdown,’ but the time of healing was over. No more excuses. From here, it’s one way: up.

I went to Astarth. ‘Reporting for training,’ I said, with a smart and sassy salute.

Astarth shook his head and nearly smiled. ‘I can teach you nothing, Calanthe. From now until your room’s ready, sleep with Lolotea. He can train you instead. I’ve asked Jafit, so it’s all right. In a few days, I’ll see what you’ve learned. OK?’

‘Very OK,’ I said. 

And that was that.

We come to a place where humans still have control. It is not a large city, but from where we are stationed on the hill, it appears to cover the entire valley floor beneath us. Zack holds up his knife to the hazy sun. The clouds have not yet lifted. Pale ribbons lead into the town below us; empty roads. There is smoke rising and little sound. We begin to descend the hill. There are maybe just over a hundred of us, well-rested, well-fed. Now our leader is Wraxilan; Manticker the Seventy is no more. Wraxilan, Lion of Oomar, rides a slim, brown horse that tosses its head impatiently as it picks its way down the narrow path. The Lion’s hair flows yellow down his back, like girl’s hair, beneath a metal helmet that covers nearly all of his head, giving him the face of some feral, gleaming animal. We trot like wolves and, before us, we can now see the barricades that have been built around the town. Feeble fortifications. Do they really think they can hold us back, stem the relentless waves of Wraeththu? We who beat patiently, like water, licking like flames, like fire. Unconquerable and incomparable. Weak sunlight picks out the deadly nozzles poking through the makeshift wall before us. Tumbled automobiles, masonry and skeletal woodwork, all clothed by a rotting flesh of torn fabric. They have plundered the body of the town; she will not aid them. I allow myself to laugh. What we are doing is merely as tiresome as having to rub the sleep from our eyes in the morning, and perhaps not even as dangerous. We can smell their fear because they will have heard the tales. Just the presence of their meagre defences speaks of the fact that they have not entirely believed them. If they had, they would have run, and run fast, north into the great forests where it is still possible to hide—for the time being. Instead, the fools have chosen to stay and defend their territory. 

Just ahead of me, the Lion of Oomar reins in his mincing horse and raises his hand. We halt. His generals confer. Half-naked, their skin shining like oiled leather, their hair arranged in savage crests, they are proud beings, the cream of Uigenna. Now the humans will be thinking, ‘Oh, they are so exposed, hardly shielded, unarmoured,’ and their spirits, their paltry hopes will begin to rise. I can feel it rising, like a weak mist over the town, so soon to be burnt to extinction. The light is getting stronger now. An order is given. We pull ourselves up straight and, around me, I can see a hundred pairs of eyes light up. Nothing can quell the hysteria of potential conquest, not even when it is so easily achieved. We begin to move once more and now I can hear the voices coming from the town, half-heard-shouts, the clank of metal. They will wait until we are closer before they begin to fire. 

Now our shaman walks before the Lion’s horse. He is robed in pale, floating stuff, his hair unbound, his arms raised. I can see, where his sleeves have fallen back, the sunlight glinting off the golden hairs on his arms. He is famed among Uigenna. His powerful voice is famous. We can hear him crooning. 

There is an order being given behind the barricade. ‘Fire!’ 

There is a sound, it is true. It is the sound of the earth cracking, the earth stretching, the call of the fire serpents deep in their earthy lairs, but it is not the sound of gunfire. We need no further order. Wolves again, we bay and lope quickly toward the town. As I leap the barricade, I look quickly into a pair of wide and stricken eyes, looking up. My knife obliterates their expression and, for the first time that day, my skin is sprayed with blood. They cannot fight us for our shaman has poisoned them with fear. Like children, they whimper and cower. Like corn, we cut them down. There can be no pity.

The shambles of the town opens up before us. It is another vista of decay and putrefaction. There are lights that will no longer shine, shops with broken windows, whose wares have long since been looted or burned. Cars sag dismally along cracked streets, their insides gutted as if picked at by carrion eaters, the lamps that were their eyes dimmed for eternity. Of course, humanity had turned upon their own a long time ago. We pass human corpses dangling from the lamp posts. We pass slogans of despair scrawled across walls. And still we run. 

‘This town must be cleansed,’ our leader tells us and we know that. We know that so thoroughly, so lovingly. I howl and kill like the rest. Even as I plunge metal into flesh, I think, ‘A pity; there will he little food here.’ 

By evening, it is over. All the surviving young males have been rounded up and now stand shivering in pools of their own piss and vomit, next to the fire we have built. It is a good fire, large and potent. The magic still eats away at the hearts of the remaining man-children. They cannot lift a finger to help themselves, but even so, we look upon this as sport. Wraxilan has already chosen the best. The boy is dragged forward, weeping, kicking the dirt. I choke on despising, even though I know his mind is not his own. I never blink as his flesh is cut, nor wince as he screams, screaming still as our beloved leader’s blood is instilled into the wound. A small libation, but enough. When the transformation is complete, the Lion shall take him, but not before. We are not barbarians. We know the rituals, respect the Changing. We shall tend the Incepted and help them in their passing from humanity. This town is depressing. I shall be glad to leave it. The Changing takes three days. Then the inception is fixed forever by the sanctity of aruna. The newly incepted will have haunted eyes for a while, but then they will accept what they are and the power shall course through their once feeble bodies. This is the ways of things. This is what we have to do to the world; cleanse it. Change it. We are young, yes. Our cultures are young, yes. But the world is ready for us, you see. She wants us. She has waited a long time for our coming. She hates humankind. They have raped her and beaten her nearly to death. We are her angels and we are the voice of vengeance. The lights go out forever all over this blighted country and the Earth shall claim back what is hers and we shall be given what is ours and the temples shall be sanctified with blood.
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