Maelstrom and Mage,
Desire Thine Darkling

Vaysh burned.

I'd watched him ride into our collective, and seztaway as any sane sentient being, whether human o
har, should do around open flame. He would burnsaodch; he was seared into the very marrow of this
mutant blood that flowed in my veins; from sightrzé my cells were branded. Of course | brieflydiie
keep my distance, knowing as instinctively as afptarns to the sun, or a drowning man clings to
anything to keep him from dying in watery depthsttto get close to him would cause an elemental
transfiguration.

| was stone: solid, yet porous when necessary.

But you know what happens when rock is punisherelgntless heat. Lava. Liquid, destructive,
transient.

Could anyone ever look back at our lives and natelat our exploits, our so un-refined, un-con&d)
Wraeththu-anathema love for each other?

* k k % %

My first thought when the small entourage camenddn was that some har, somewhere, had made a
grave error in judgment. All of us, we Wraeththrg this mutated amalgam of the sexes, two combined
into one, yet presumably not both at once. Eveetiteusiastic pioneer, however, I'd vowed to myself
try and find out, which | did, successfully.

The hara who approached wore leather of rich chesllesigned scored into them that resembled
constellations. They looked heavenly, quite easthereyes, but also as haughty and distant agdte s
radiant and far off. We'd known they were comirggitee one who seemed to be their leader had sent ou
a thought-call. Our clan head, Monarch, had repied warily bid them approach. Wraeththu hadn'hbee
in existence all that long then. We were still ety hunted down though of course we fought badk wi
deadly vengeance.

Their horses were as well fashioned and groomekesismasters. | wondered if they had some kind of
occult or spiritual connection to equines. Eadbetrnd splinter group I'd come across or heardtabou
appeared to have taken on its own unique persppgéission, and/or perversion. | didn't know,
philosophically, what | thought of that, as it redkof humanity to me. We all came from different
backgrounds, though, had been incepted in myriad wéth tales of bliss and horror (or both), so |
supposed it made sense that each small stronglmlltiwave a very different culture shaped by their
respective leaders.

A willowy har with long hair the colour of burnistisand dismounted, his presence commanding despite
his fetching, sinuous body movement. Before | hecbime har, I'd of course been a human male, with
raging hormones that had churned and bruised muglhid not had an outlet aside from solo release.

My fantasies hadn't involved men, back when thegieg world still boasted of its male and female
polarities. I'd had a love affair of sorts with tiheatiable creature between my legs, dreamingiofiing

it in a silken heat of some secretive, foreign dass. A flare of my former self, the insipid hunpant I'd
hoped had been scoured away forever, raised iteggige head when confronted with Vaysh, as | soon
learned this compelling har was named.

"He's flaming."
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The ancient slur blindsided me, some dormant, prealire in my brain tripped by the sight of him.
Perhaps back in the past this Vaysh had favouedvan gender, and been flamboyant about it. It Wasn
for me to ferret out of him, or care. We were Whatati now, beyond such banal and reductive concepts
of she and he. This har evoked more of the femimirmitward display, but | soon discovered he had
balls of steel. Vaysh was a sword, clothed ashsyl

Our tribe leader met with Vaysh and the five haowilad accompanied him while the rest of our group
got back to what we needed to do, primarily engutivat our enclave was safe, and our crops teraddd t
had additional tasks: | was responsible for wgittown in a somewhat organised fashion the lessons

be learned to move from Neoma to Brynie. We hag twab Ulani in our tightly-knit group, two

Pyralists. They were teaching what they could,llsatw in their eyes and heard in their occasionally
strained voices that they knew we would need t& segside resources. My closest companions, Euclase
Ondin and Belvac, had, like me, been older wheapted; sixteen, or seventeen. In our dead pasid, we
been groomed for the euphemistically-called higitkrcation; wise-arsed scholars to be, was our
triumvirate. Now, as Wraeththu, we hungered ravshpoior knowledge, constantly testing our new
abilities much to the chagrin of our tribal leaders

One balmy night a couple of weeks before Vayshisals I'd been mulling over some bit of telepathic
arcana, puzzling over particular uses of contrglimergy when I'd paused outside the open winddws o
Monarch's study.

"Fine. We we'll send for one of the Kakkahaar. igrrhaps more wisely, enlist one of the Gelaming."

"We've got to do something," | heard my mentor,dign, say in exasperation. "They could nearly all
move on to Ulani, and at least two, Ashmael and/&glcould, in time, aspire to Nahir-Nuri."

| paused, wondering if they sensed my presencehbytappeared engrossed in their heated discussion
"Kyrgian, you can't possibly see that in them."

"They're devastatingly intelligent!"

"Many are. It takes more than just brains to achidose illustrious castes."

"l know that. But it's a crime for them to be stdlat any point in their progress. We've done sefar,

but sooner than perhaps you expect, they'll beatapfor more knowledge, at any cost. You know tha
what I'm saying is the truth. We have an embarrasswof riches in our har, and if they're held back,
they'll simply turn to darker, equally powerful chnts."

There was a pause, heavy with foreboding and rasan My heart had sped up, both at hearing such
unexpected praise, but also at the thought of stgdie higher levels of instruction. Kyrgian indee
spoke the truth: we weren't particularly brutaivanr-like; our sport was learning, seeing just hawe
could test and expand our new bodies and enelgies flattered that Kyrgian thought me capable of
achieving such an elevated state within Wraethahd,didn't doubt for a minute | wouldn't succeed if
given the opportunity.

Monarch let out a sigh before taking a drink of stlimg— wine, probably, as we had it in abundance.

"l concur. I've had a premonition, but have beetHdo speak of it."
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"We'll have visitors soon, won't we? I've had aseeof it as well, vague shadows on the outskirteyf
dreams. They won't seek our ruin, at least thoseher divinings I've had."

"No, they'll join our tribe, and we'll be stronder it. But their coming will herald a profound aige for
us. And the outcome of that | can't envision."

I'd heard enough, and felt both exhilarated anthygat having eavesdropped on their conversatiomadi
been an accident, walking by just then, but deapyirguts I'd never been one to think that anythinty
happened by chance.

| was brought back from my musings about the préatioms of the arrival of our new guests when Ondin
cornered me in the laundry. I'd been supervisiegyttungest in our clan while he found suitablehest
for the visiting har.

"What do you think? They seem awfully protectived @ecretive. And a bit too pretty. | doubt they've
ever had to cleanse a town before."

I turned on him, my mouth twisted to the side. "ke@re deceiving, as the pithy saying goes, especia
with our kind.You'repretty," | said, a biting sting in my voice. "Thditin't stop you from killing over a
dozen men."

"It had to be done!" he insisted, hurt and pridefuger jostling for dominance on his expressive fac
"And I'm not pretty. | wouldn't break a mirror laok at it, but we all know you're the most dasHiag

in our group."

"Flattery will get you everywhere," | teased, lighing the mood and grabbing at his admittedly sligape
backside, tightly encased in leather trousers.

"Oh, bugger off." Ondin's umber eyes flashed msebisly. "Besides, I'm taken."

| groaned at that. "Are you har or not? This idepassession, of 'mine' and exclusivity, that's Aaom
Ondin."

"It was a joke," he protested, sitting down andibeing to plait a thin braid from long mahoganyrtae
tugged down from above his ear. It was a nervobdt,lend he knew that | knew that. Still, | wasn'the
mood to rub his nose in it.

"You and Wyngarr are chesna. Fine. But yonwehis, and he'sot yours."

Ondin sneered, pleasantly. "You're one to talkaiasteady-aruna-diet-of-Euclase."

I rolled my eyes and heard Jaffa, the young hacken

"Euclase and | have been friends for years. Itsrablthat we seek each other's company. But wete
all cloying about it."

Ondin's expression grew more grave. "In all seness, do you think now that these har have shown up
those changes—"

"Not now," | said meaningfully as | jerked my hdagvard Jaffa, who'd become still to listen more
attentively to our conversation.
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"Let's go for a walk, then. Jaffa, | know we ddvdlve much that's spare, but you're bright and iganef
something out. The nicest tunic and trousers shioellgiven the Vaysh. He's the one who led thenstb u

The youth stood, his gesticulating hands like thtdring leaves of an aspen. "He looks female."
"For fuck's sake!" | exclaimed, beginning to losg temper. "Is everyone regressing today?"
Jaffa shrank back, his already wide eyes now ag las saucers. | didn't often raise my voice.
"What are you?" | yelled at him.

Instead of buckling, he stood proudly, though f&#drhung in his eyes like a diaphanous veil. "I'm
Wraeththu."

"Damn straight. You're makend female, got it? Now quit thinking like the mortaduth you were nine
months ago and please assure me that you've gdbealh paying attention to the life you're living."

"l have, honest. Sorry, Ashmael," he said, wornhigylower lip and shoving his hands into the pegke
of his overvest. "He was just surprising, that'slal forgotten, or, really, I'd just put my pasit of my
mind, and seeing him made some of it come backh#imVaysh is har. No difference."

My heart warmed at the boy's earnestness. He'dlbeleyy and had it a hell of a lot easier than nudst
us. His inception and clan loyalties had been iradbt peaceful.

"Yes. That's right. Ondin and | are going to takeadk, but we won't be long. After you've taken the
clothes to the cloister where our guests are gjayiease find Wycker and make sure that the vsito
horses have been tended to."

| strode over to him and he flinched, but stoodgneund as firmly as a tall pine. Leaning downelch
him in a tight embrace until he softened againstigesnuck his wiry arms around my back and nestled
his face against my chest for a moment, then easeg.

"I'l be honoured to take care of them," he sa&fve again in his voice.
"If I knew more about them, I'd tell you," | saldldon't think they'll be strangers for long, toyaof us.”

Jaffa nodded as Ondin stood up, leading the wawpfailie warm confines of the laundry room into an
equally sultry twilight. He offered me a cigarefitem a silver case and | decided to indulge. Outié®
weren't negatively affected by it, and I'd disc@gkthat my alcohol tolerance had skyrocketed. m'tlid
see the need to be a lush nor a chimney, howexshgcause | could.

| found myself wondering why I'd jumped to the defe of this — effeminate, yes — har who didn't
know me from the Aghama's house cat. He had treghsomething in me. It was unsettling. No, Vaysh's
arrival to our enclave of scholarly har was deéilyitmore than unsettling, or unnerving. | would be
changed; my foresight of it was axiomatic. My inpetarity churned, the idea of Strong or Proper or
Companion spinning without direction. A part of mendered, somewhat dazedly, if | would wake
tomorrow to see the orb of the sun regally risinfrem the West. Angered at my overactive imagination
| took a deep drag off of the cigarette and quashgavhirlwind thoughts.
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"As | was saying," Ondin drawled, his Southern atexen more pronounced than mine. We'd all
noticed that our speech had been tempered soméwioatr inception, but certainly not made completely
neutral, either.

"You were about to go on with your fanciful ideadfiiont of Jaffa. It was uncalled for."

"You've just been there in your head," Ondin saidter of factly. "It's pretty obvious when you're
thinking about things that are either really compla you'd prefer to keep secretively to yourself.

"S0?" | snapped.

"Down, boy." Ondin put up his hands in mock suremdDidn't mean to touch a nerve. But these har,
their coming— it's what Monarch and Kyrgian wer&iteg about. Doesn't it have to be?"

"I should never have told you about that."

We ambled slowly, nearly shoulder to shoulder,dianing symphony of cicadas a shimmering backdrop
of early evening.

"P'shaw. It's not as though I've not done my sbéeecidentally hearing things in advance of a
Gathering. You and Belvac and me, and maybe Euetabere's just not all that much left for us to
master before we'll be ready to become Ulani. A ieonths, if that." He shrugged elegantly, taking a
deep inhale of his cigarette.

"I don't have the feeling Vaysh and his group angraore advanced than we are," | hedged, wondering
what Ondin's thoughts were about their caste. Tiodest, it wasn't the caste and its title tharegted
me, though I'd had a few ridiculous daydreams afted status, being a hand-picked strategist fr th
legendary Gelaming, whomever and wherever theyyreare.

Ondin cocked his head and grinned wickedly. "las to do with aruna, something tells me thegre
more advanced."

| snorted, trying to suppress the shudder of detigdt had frissoned down my spine to lodge tedgiing
my groin. I'd thought the same thing, of coursendAvhat exactly do you think Wyngarr will have s
about your soliciting of... that kind of instructidh?

My tongue tapped the bottom of my front teeth adi@a smile grew more feral, but then his enthumias
for the sleek newcomers seemed to wane. "l doolwkiile might consider letting one of them share our
bed. Once. Or twice."

I gave him a calculated look, pausing to lean kagainst the trunk of an ancestral pine, its bahk st
warm from the heat of the day. "A ménage a trioe® lddventurous."

"Surely there's another word for that now," he nd$es handsome face absorbed as he puzzled @ver th
possible harish vocabulary.

"I'l admit it," | said, some drumbeat tapping a&ben tattoo in my chest. "I'd like to ride oneluigte
horse-lords."

Ondin only shook his head, amused and slightlyifiedr "Now look who's regressed. Aruna is far more
than just a conquesting fuck, Ashmael."
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"You're crass."

"I learned from a master."

* k k k%

Dinner was a much more elaborate affair than wallysaxperienced. Jaffa helped out Vox and Polaris,
two Aralids who, thankfully for us, were quite hgrat cooking. We sat at circular tables, as was our
custom, one each of the visiting har interspersiéa our tribe. Trying not to be overt about my
undeniable pull to Vaysh, instead | found a plaeet o the har who seemed to be closest to him,
Opequon. His oddly short hair was an intriguingocio] satiny black shot through with bright viridian
Seeing the luminous green strands lit by our tasechade me think of the aurora borealis, and | Was a
set to tell him that until | was brought up shoytthe anguish harboured carefully behind his calm
demeanour.

The others at my table and | made him welcomendryo stick to updates of Megalithica and any news
we could dig out from him, all without discussirigetone topic we were so desperate to know: wese the
staying? What were their plans? That would be dised at the Gathering, later in the evening.

The outside world appeared not to have changetetably much since we'd splintered off from the
Unneah. The Varrs held their stronghold in themaahd apparently some Gelaming had caught wind of
their conquests and begun voyaging across thesasing a protected realm of their own in the Bput

but these hara did not really know where. The Gilgwished to remain hidden in plain sight, ortso i
seemed. There were still humans in existence; tiftgn fierce bands, grimly clawing at their fading
numbers and striking out against Wraeththu whey toelld. Opequon and their small entourage had
been ambushed a couple of months back and thtéeiohara slaughtered. Suddenly Opequon's shorn
neck and haunted eyes made sense. None of us reemigd the loss he had suffered was lamented with
each breath.

Though potentially deadly, our lives, it was exuiti too. We suffered from a human saying, doggedly
lodged in my memory: verily, we were cursed to livénteresting times. Not infrequently in my early
years as har | had to go off by myself for walkegl@to the surrounding primeval forests. Thereuld
scream out my fear and exaltation at traversirgjithevocably post-human terrain. | sometimesee#n
my harish body wasn't strong enough to bear it aflarveled that one day I'd simply fly apart iato
dazzling shower of opalescent sentience beforegtadisorbed back into the ceaseless song of the
universe.

Aruna was good for getting me out of the gallopiagnpages of my mind and back into my corporeal
self. | sought it out often.

Once we'd all cleaned up from the sumptuous meale-were far more egalitarian than most tribes,
especially back then — Monarch called us to Gathileough it was a sticky, windless night, he lit a
ceremonial fire regardless. Vaysh and Opequon stbglitly apart from the group, not speaking aloud,
certainly communicating through mind touch. Theprajached to flank Monarch and Kyrgian,
representing (so the gesture mandated) their imtiegrto our clan, while observing and acceptirg th
leadership already in place. | felt a knot in mynsach ease at the sight of it. It wasn't thath@light this
honey-haired har and his few followers would corama try to usurp Monarch and Kyrgian, but their
actions showed an intuitive nod to how we functibae a group. Their assimilation wouldn't be fraugh
with misunderstanding and strife. The night aitresaed us, suffused with peace and the promise of an
enterprising dawn.
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| stayed up drinking half the night, my appetite thee stories of these new hara insatiable. In soass

all of our tales were variations on the same thama:metamorphosis of blood and pain, we'd stegg|
away from our human lives, abandoning family, slbedacivility as it gasped its tormented, putridtia
breaths, and embraced new visions, each of us guhretentlessly by passion. If we were honest with
ourselves, it was obvious that Wraeththu were ohildf desire. Some boys were incepted against thei
will; I'd heard of it and didn't doubt it for a se@l. But in those early years, at least as | bedlat; to

give the gift of becoming har was a sacred ritead been religious, back... before. The transformatio
from sniveling human to Wraeththu took my breathrg\time, as | humbly knelt before each new, divine
manifestation of the inconceivable.

Vaysh had sat and listened to me blather on abgugatf-perceived profound thoughts on incarnation
and inception for ages, matching me glass for gléssbust red wine. | was seized by the need iforto
speak, to share with me, this otherworldly creawine was very nearly my age. Yet, he bore his cempl
harish self with the same inherent ease of bethgitnessed at the Gathering. | was dying to ingpres
him, though even in my alcohol sodden stupor | getzed | wasn't doing so. If anything, | was only
amusing him as | chattered on into the night.

"Tell me about you," | pleaded, finally. "You shdiye told me to shut up my pompous mouth ages ago."

His grey eyes glinted with mischief. "Okay, Ashmadetill, but not right this minute. It's been anpand
stressful journey for us, and | think that | shohtged the call to bed. Before | go," he said, legusioser,
drumming his long fingers on my leg, "you seemhaaigh you have something else you want to tell me.
What is it?"

| didn't even pause to think. "l want to share tiragith you," | said helplessly.
"You want to do far more than that," he repliedhatsly smile.

"Yes, of course | do." The words came out in agiotrheedless and unchecked by the usual filters
between my mind and mouth. "l can't find the wotilg,there's something about you, you're so
compelling," | said, attempting a last-ditch seihrcivhich, even to my ears, sounded pathetic and
desperate.

He chuckled, a melodious baritone sound. "CGimkompelling. Aren't you chesna with Euclase? Or am
I misinterpreting the way you act around him?"

"We're..." | fumbled. "We take aruna with each oth@s. He's been a close friend of mine, since
boyhood. Human boyhood. But we're not like Ondid ®yngarr. | don't know how | know, but you and
I have a destiny together. I'm certain of it."

Vaysh spread out his fingers so the palm restesedio the juncture of my thigh and hip; | was isifti
cross-legged. His expression had changed, no Iguggful, but introspective and distant, his thotsgh
flying to a place | couldn't follow. | gazed at hiat the angle of his cheekbones, the curve ghls
Vaysh's face was a geometry of promise, the topbgraf desire.

"I'm not just trying to get between your legs," higpered, feeling blood roar in my ears.
A feral, possessive smile bloomed on his lips. "Wie first take aruna — and we will, Ashmael, have

no doubt," he said, his voice roughened with citjeseand palpable desire, "it is | who will seek wour
depths. I'll sink into your mossy glens, and theo'l truly know the fullness of destiny."
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A strangled cry escaped my mouth before my lipgrad his, sharing breath with a ferocity that made
my heart stutter in my chest. Vaysh tasted of wedvel stormclouds; he withheld nothing as we kisked
spun through parts of his past, whirling and dazglike a hawk above mountains. His breath wasetans
and dew, dappled horses and the erotic tang dfdeat

Eventually we parted. Vaysh reached tenderly ingamnd. We each have partings to make.

I nodded, struggling to my feet and assisting Vaystirom the ground. In my esoteric studies, I'drgp
my energies on distant mind-calling, as well aglsimg my thoughts. This speech was so intimats; wh
hadn't | been practising before now? | strugglecafmoment, taming my swirling cacophony of thosght
and longings.

Ashmaelyaysh chided, lovinglyBreathe.
| did, never losing contact with his gaze, his faidilated so only the faintest silver ringed thach.
I'm not used to thid,thought back, humbled.

You have a lot to teach me as well. This is ordybbginningVaysh said reassuringly, inclining his head
toward our small station of dwellings. "We shouét back. No doubt our absence has been noted."

I took his hand, intertwined our fingers, and wanedieat the smearing of damp against my palm. |
glanced over at him, surprised when | saw embarrassflicker in his expression.

"l was nervous," he admitted with a refreshinglykesstrd shrug. "You, this—" He gestured vaguely at
me. "My mind's a jumble of puzzle pieces. | needd¢bto know you. It'll take time."

"All the time in the world," | bravely pledged, th@nclasped his hand, smothering my face with my
palms. "What the fuck is happening? We ddo'this. We're supposed to have evolved beyond this,
Vaysh." | turned on him, panic burbling up in meage geyser set to burst with a catastrophic esimio
"Why me? You?"

I almost wanted to hit him, to wipe off the untréedh accepting set to his face.
"Why not?"

His words weren't sarcastic, and now | could séiséelings. Deep within himself, in fact, therasian
undercurrent of wondrous fear. He would stay uprémeainder of the few hours until dawn talking
through things with Opequon and Zain, his confidarand allies. | needed Euclase's understanding arm
and perspective, too.

On the way to the cloister we'd passed a few lilaclsatting, and | noted that Wyngarr and Ondin ha
taken Opequon under their wing, Ondin massagingéehar's shoulders. Jaffa had fallen asleep near
the fire, his sweaty ginger hair plastered to brefiead. The light from the burning embers playetis
freckled skin. In my euphoric state, he looked kkseraph. Once at the door to his new residence, |
paused. There were lights on inside; | suspectadzhin had waited up for him.

"I'm blind and stumbling," | said, trying to artiaie my utter shock at my actions, much less my

thoughts. | clawed for my usual eloquence. "I'msugiposed to have feelings like this, without psgo
or source. It's like something out of a human no&gdoorly-written one," | added with a harsh snort
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Vaysh leaned forward until our foreheads touch#@. 8kay," he murmured. "This scares the shitafut
me too. Good night, tiahaar."

| couldn't keep the smile from tugging at my ligsldaook my time walking the short distance to my
dwelling, a four-room house shared by my threeeclasmpanions. Quite often only three rooms were
actually used for sleeping, but especially sincel&e and | weren't bound by chesna — though our
decades-long friendship brought me tremendous abvfone slept alone at times, seeking solitude or
even taking aruna with one of the others in olpetriOnce inside the house | cleaned my teeth amghso
out my old friend. He was in his room, sprawledhisiside in the dark. At first | assumed he wasegs|
but | decided to test my newly-explored thought ommication ability, tentatively seeking his minde H
started at my touch, though he'd been awake, bigtits a turbulent stream of discontent and
resignation. He sat up to face me, lips purseceaso, reached out solely through thought whifeng

to place a protective barrier to shield himself.

What do you wantfe asked peevishlRid you get tired of fawning over the lovely hadarmw you
want to share my bed? Or did he turn you down?

His last thought was full of self-congratulatiorfiest. As | shook my head and came to sit nextito, |
could sense it change to restlessness. He careaefargreat deal; perhaps only now were we both
realising how troublingly complex our interactidmsd become. | ran my hands through his tousled hair
before sharing breath. He resisted just for a manien gave in to the comfort and familiarity ofcbua
simple, yet profound exchange. | was enfolded snwarmth as we shared breath; Euclase as always,
tasted of book-gilt and rustling leaves.

"l want to hold you," | said, for it was the truth.

"You look as though you need to be held,” he gaking on his usual role of companion more thamtpv
his unspoken questions hovering busily around mroths. "Here, let me take off your boots."

| did and then lay on my back, staring sightlesdlthe ceiling. From a small hook Euclase had rang
mobile, the fanciful birds hanging motionless ie #till night. His artistry and imagination in carg and
other woodwork never ceased to astonish me, asawdiis intuition to understanding my moods. Ewclas
stretched out beside me, insinuating his arm ungelpack and gently nudging until | rolled half agso

him, my face pressed against the hard plane belwwoflarbone. With wide fingers, he drew sweeping
paths on my back, the finger pads pressing gentie linen of my tunic. | was at home here, brimgni
with gratitude and melancholy. Our past seemedrsplg; now it was changed, impossible to be undone.

"l spent quite a while talking with their Abelardg said, his voice low and pensive. "They've had a
rougher time of it recently, but it's made thenosy. If they'd chosen to attack, instead of joiagadully,
well, certainly we'd not be lying here like this."

I made a rumbling sound of assent. They were ligsdmt in watching them for as short a time as'they
been with us — mere hours! — it was obvious byrtbelected armaments and wariness that the world
had turned them to warriors. Steely, and supplewhioder our band of defensive philosophers was so
enraptured.

"Did he want to take aruna with you?" | asked.

Like all Wraeththu, Euclase was a beauty; surelglafl had noticed. Stockier than | was, Euclase's
corded muscle was accentuated by olive skin, bibazgeep tan at the end of a long summer. His ebony
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hair fell in loose ringlets down his back and heeghout at this new world through startlingly pateen
eyes.

"It wasn't brought up, but | wouldn't be surprisedasks in the future. | suspect I'll say yes. Walt
trouble you?"

His fingers slowed, undulating and kneading asndewed the question.
"Aruna keeps us whole, and nourishes our spiritgant your happiness, | always have."
His rich, loamy scent wafted up from the heatedowobf his neck, the sweet acrid tang of sweat.

"That's not an answer." His tone was light, bl the grave seriousness behind it. "Are you yeall
beyond jealousy? Or have your sights been swaydjtlickly, even though | know you better than
anyone?"

| scooted up onto an elbow so | could look intodesr, familiar face. "You know me best," | agreed,
cupping his jaw with my other hand, brushing myntthuon his cheek. | drank in the handsome contours,
the bewitching sparkle of his eyes that was nowuaced with sorrow. In looking into his eyes, | saw
that we felt a similar perplexing weft and weavewvainting to rush forward into our diverging livesd

yet grasp tightly to the moment at hand. Our y&agether underlay it all, the pentimento only weldo
perceive in each other. That would change— Eudas&now me best, but that time was coming to its
end.

"Anyone you deem worthy to hold in your arms, fléslilesh, should consider himself exalted," | said
feeling my own flesh stir slowly to life as | roakeny growing arousal against his hip.

"Then you must be a demigod, you flatterer," hed¢dacanting his groin to further stimulate the
stiffening flower that throbbed between my legsmiiled seductively and was gifted with a predatory
stare before our mouths drew together again. Giseki grew more passionate until the need to remove
the hindrance of clothing became overwhelming.

"Let me be behind you," | said, feeling that he wal§fully flowered, our lengths sliding togethesth a
delicious friction. Euclase and | had explored mgravenues of pleasure once he'd become har. We had
discovered much to our mutual satisfaction thatamiwanced bodies intuited when our ouana-lim wasn't
in danger of possible injury and didn't retreagrewhen soume.

| spooned behind him, my chest to his back, amtdgiep into his welcoming body. We groaned together
| began to thrust into him, a rhythm slow and anicas waves crashing on the beach. | sowed a bigpmi
path of kisses on his neck and shoulders as heduy hand to his ouana-lim, a jetting spire onam

and orange. A near-steady stream of profanity spensed with my name tumbled from his lips. The
curled petals at his tip nudged my fingers as ktoion in hand, stroking in tandem with my thrusts.

Euclase was a master of control and skill, botbussia and soume and he was generous in heightening
my pleasure. His body was a silken glove, the Bpgainstoppable in our increasingly frenzied pitrsu
of each other's completion.

"Mael, please, God, oh fuck," he groaned, clenchirmyind me so that | swore a torrent in returredBe,
release me, so close," he babbled as | snappedpsa iew times and then arched into him, stoppilyg
motions on his outer organ. Deep inside him, mydsfly tongue uncurled; it flickered against hislden

ember and he shouted his ecstasy. As though | evgside of myself, | sensed more than felt his jede
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drops on my fingers. My simultaneous release héapadted me to another plain of being, diffusedin
chorus of pounding heartbeats, the savoury musluofase's devotion sparking on my tongue.

We lay coupled together for some time until ouraltineng at last evened out and | carefully withdrew
from his warm hold. He shifted and turned overapple-red flush in his cheeks and curled, wet endr
of hair stuck to his forehead.

"You've undone me," | rasped, my voice hoarse foomunusually vocal lovemaking.

Euclase regarded me for a few moments, and thessgulea swath of light kisses along my sweaty brow
before he shared breath again. | tried to memabigseaste and the comforting landscape of his dvel.
would be parting; perhaps not forever, but that n@s it seemed at the time. | brimmed with perceive
profundity back then, every action and deciside]tl sent irrevocable ripples across the bottomles
waters of our new race.

"It's you who's undone me," Euclase counteredysofiiping his face on a damp pillowcase. He snugjgle
against me in defiance of the heat and our sweztesl skin. "I may be sore tomorrow. Today. The sun
will be up in not too long," he said, his voiceiptave and timid in a way I'd not heard in a longe.

"Think of it as a gift to the tribe. | wouldn't Iseirprised if the energy from our aruna createdeptive
aura around the camp,” | suggested, half serious.

"We've never even attempted Grissecon," he scdfigithen he slowly raised his head and used his
fingers to move damp strands of hair from out ofaygs. "But maybe these new hara are versed in it.
Beyond dry book knowledge, that is."

"That would be welcome, indeed."

| cocked my head before leaning in to press mydhsstely against Euclase's. | was spent in evagy w
and wanted nothing more than to drift off, sated anhpeace. We held each other in weary but caedent
silence, though I didn't let myself truly relax lihheard his regular, feathery noises and watager
Euclase was asleep. | spared a thought to Vayskwandered what the upcoming day would reveal
about him as well as the other five hara who weng a part of our tribe, and how we would all cethai
be changed. A short time later, | followed Euclexte sleep.

* k k k%

The next few days were filled with excitement arféva minor power skirmishes as the new hara became
fully integrated into our camp. Belvac, who hadrbepending much of his time off in a hermitage of
sorts in the woods, engaged in solitary conteniedind study, renewed his dedication to the fubfire

our group as a whole by actually being bodily pnéskd respected his need for space and individual
pursuits, as I'd often felt that same pull myddtw, however, | saw him conferring with Kyrgian, or
trying to take Jaffa back under his wing, though hlar would have none of it. He was far too inteigju

by the newcomers, especially lolethe, trailing abafter the kindly har like a shadow. One midday |
took lolethe aside to reassure him that if at asiptplaffa became a nuisance, he could let ang of u
know.

"I don't mind, truly," he said, wiping at the sweat his ruddy skin. lolethe wore his thick, caraimai in

a sea of complicated braids, woven full of corad® Lively, robin's egg blue eyes evaluated merbef
he asked, "When was he incepted?"
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"Less than a year ago. Wycker is his older brottiey'd fled when their town burned. Rival human
gangs had destroyed every decent person they anddnassacred their family."

lolethe nodded. Violence and death had been tha itothe dystopic playground of most large cities.
didn't know lolethe's particular inception storgdaassumed if and when he wished to share it, hddwo
"Has he been told about Feybraiha?"

"About what?"
"Feybraiha. Harish puberty."

I must have looked dumbfounded, because he scchadisently at a mosquito bite and continued on.
"He'll probably become an emotional mess, haveduoeihs, be miserable, feel like his body is on fire,
and then he'll need to be instructed in the wayarofia. It's much like human puberty, but morerisge
He'll know who he's been called to take aruna viithanother one of those things that we just know
instinctively as har."

"But he's taken aruna, of a sort. He had to, &fieimception. Even though he was only elevenat th
time."

"Right, but it was only to finalise his changeskame. And he doesn't crave it now."

| suddenly felt that I'd done our youngest membiariable disservice and realised just how muctilll s
needed to learn about our newborn race. All at &fayesh's calm but sensual voice sounded in my head.

You couldn't have known. Come and find me; I'dtikialk with you.

| felt soothed by his voice, though disconcerteat Waysh had seemed almost a part of the convensati
without physically being there.

Were you eavesdropping on me from wherever youlasked through mind-touch. My mind was
indeed adapting, the different parts of my braiatshing their newly aware, harish muscles.

Not exactlyl could hear the smile in his voiddut come when you can.

"Oh, sorry," | said to lolethe, who seemed to bgeeting a verbal response during my silent exchange
with Vaysh. "Vaysh was checking in with me, teldpedlly." | shook my head. "No doubt it'll become
second nature, but chatting like that from a distawith regularity is still a novelty. | still stygle a bit."

He smiled, warmth dancing in his expression. Wisth learning, but you're wise to be cautious tiGgt
back to Jaffa, I'd be happy to talk with him abattat to expect.”

"Shouldn't we all know?" | asked, brushing invisilolirt from my trousers and turning toward the ede
our dwellings nearest the woods; without being,tbldhew Vaysh would be there.

"Yes, that would be smart." lolethe reached outlzld my bicep firmly, but in an unthreatening way.
"Before Zain and | left our former clan, there whe already trying to create new life, solely agonr
own kind. It's only a matter of time before it happ here, too. Jaffa is alone in his upcoming pddél;

the rest of you were older, as is common. I'veast seen somehar go through Feybraiha and know the
signs."
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My mind was reeling; I'd been stunned into a rdemee by the seeming preposterous statementhiéolet
had so earnestly made.

"Har? Procreating?" My riotous imagination envigdrbloody rooms, bellies cut open and reptile-like
monstrosities rending the air with hideous crighdt's... unnatural," | settled on, though 'pervexsd'
‘horrifying' wanted to slip out instead.

lolethe loosened his hand and instead pulled meedtw him, his hand snugly at my waist. "You're an
academic, or were," he said smoothly, taking a istéipe direction I'd been heading to heed Vaysh's
summons. | walked necessarily at his side, not mgthe proximity. He, like Kyrgian, radiated a
common sense and caring benevolence | gravitatatittat point in my early harhood.

"Surely you know that eventually humanity will suatb, and become as extinct as wooly mammoths.
Inception has been the necessary way of our gémeraut we're already evolving as a race."

"I know. It's mind-boggling,” | said, jamming my h@s into my pockets.

| was fond of lolethe and his understated mannesigwven in his few days with us, I'd noted thahhd

a unique ability to make anyhar around him feefulsend clever, though he rarely praised indivigual
outright. I didn't think Vaysh would think anythireg us walking and talking, should we have our arms
slung behind each other's backs, but we were $piaavur courtship — he and | were nearly erupting
with sexual tension after three days, but | watinigtim set the pace and we'd not taken arunaweth
was excruciating — | wanted him to be sure thad ho designs on anyhar else. No doubt | had every
reason to eat my self-aggrandizing words I'd pdgiteOndin about possession, and he'd gloat ugitl h
gorged on it.

My mind was still fixated on harish... pregnancy?ubation? What the hell would it be? There were no
Wraeththu anatomy books, no surgeons. | certaimlgnit going to volunteer as a wielder of a scadpel
as a subject.

"Have you seen?" | asked, my voice low and bresghld just can't fathom it."

As we approached the edge of our camp, we saw \&ltsig on his horse, Arches. Mine, a diligent
mare named Willow, wandered nearby.

"In my mind's eye, I've seen,” lolethe answeredhwwijually quiet reverence. "First things first,ugb.
We'll get Jaffa through his Feybraiha. | think dppen before autumn is over, he just has tlukt |0
about him. For now, enjoy your time with Vaysh. Yewood for him."

| turned as he stepped away, glancing up at Vayshgave him a knowing, irritated glare. His affenti
for lolethe and the others in his small group pddrem him, though, an auralic energy that pulsed
strongly enough to be felt, like enfolding, proteetwings.

"You're meddling,” he accused lolethe before gttip straight. He tossed back his hair, the masmeri
evoking a horse shaking its mane. "l don't need help, though your unnecessary approval is noted."

An excited crowd of fireflies seemed to have lodgenhy belly as | went over and swung myself into
Willow's saddle. | knew why there was such a muugin my stomach, the unrest travelling down to my
groin as | discreetly rubbed against the leatheafmodicum of relief. Vaysh's eyes were guardelgeas
told lolethe we'd be back later in the day. Onc&lwidden for a couple of minutes, however, he cpah

at me. The unspoken message was blatant, his figrtaered hunger now voracious.
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To distract myself from the increasing discomfdrsoffering an erection while riding, | asked Vaysh
whether or not he'd known any har who had triegetoerate life together, not through the ritual of
inception.

"How on earth did you come to that topic?" he askiesHainful curiosity reflected in his furrowecdolr.
"It's inevitable, of course, or as a species wetdast much longer than our actual life span, Whcin
itself an unknown. Still. | was first born as a lanmmale, so having a child of my own wasn't a
possibility. Reborn as Wraeththu perhaps | cathafright har comes along."” The last part was gajty
and | snickered under my breath.

"Someone to make a respectable har out of yousXeld, leering at him even as | spent precious skron
reining in my roaring libido. It wasn't the idearf/ seed combining with Vaysh's to create an
unspeakable, fantastical creature which ensnaredt mas joining with him at all, knowing him
intimately from inside and out, his bewitching bptgguiling mind and mysterious soul.

We were riding into the woods, following a disguigeail to Belvac's hermitage. There he and | would
take aruna, | simply knew it, just as I'd known wento find Vaysh. I'd never... inseminated? other har
when taking aruna, and there were thankfully nedméldren around to that effect. A sliver of myioaial
self tended some embers of fear that Vaysh andltiao such a thing, unwittingly, but a soothingnta
from outside myself reassured me that if and whenedted harling life, | woul@inow | had every belief
that this, Vaysh's and my inaugural and — | dacetidasure the word — sacred joining would be badirne
into my memory forever.

"Respect like that doesn't interest me," Vayshated, rousing me from my musings. He arched an
eyebrow and gave me a look so molten with lusltInfy ouana-lim strain against its confines.

"By the Aghama," | moaned, knowing full well he tbtell how desperate | was to feel him, to share
breath, to share absolutely everything.

"Oh, Ashmael, you're so transparent.” False ifdtathreaded his voice. "I know you're dying to be
naked together, after days of waiting. Not muclgymow before we burn your companion's bed with
the flames of our passion."

"Do you always talk like that about aruna?” | askaddidly. Never mind my own inner flowery
thoughts, but | kept them to myself. Vaysh hadvediand without preamble or warning produced the
key to my heart and let himself in. But that dian&an | adored all of his mannerisms.

"Are you always so judgmental?" he shot back.
"No."

| bristled with righteous indignation as the rusticoden structure came into view. Vaysh had a point
which explained my itchy discomfort with myself. fBlugh all of this, my irrevocable change from
human to har, from intended university studentdoassary murderer, survivalist, and embarrassingly
self-fascinated new creature, I'd never let anytdy into my being. did judge, and everyhar, even
Euclase, came up wanting. | did love Euclase, lmutware like old pines, comfortable and familiar,
planted side by side centuries ago.

We dismounted and let the horses wander nearlmedsgd that Vaysh had spoken to Belvac about this
spot; like so much about Vaysh, the understandimglg flowed between us, wordless and certain. He
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stood before me on the top of the three staird Lwtilked up to join him, paused on the threstafithe
inevitable. My rancor had melted away; all | fedtlanterlaced our fingers was a labyrinthine emgxdis,
that my soul was a hollow, chambered nautilus.

"Fill me," | whispered, bereft.

| began to drown, swept into his swirling curreste&mpathy. Then he closed his eyes and tenderly
pushed his breath into my awaiting mouth. Vaysheshaleasant memories from his childhood; images
of his inception and banding together with his eatrclan danced into me. | gifted him with sceneasip
own, including some wishful fantasies of the twaiefwhose time | hoped would yet blossom into being
There was a restless urgency pounding in my bleoalia bodies rutted together. | pulled away, biegth
heavily, my hands itching to feel every inch of &ikén. A question I'd never thought to ask skippatb

my tongue.

"How do | taste?"

Vaysh's gaze was that of a starving man sittingrdtmna feast. He didn't answer for a time, unbumigpn
my shirt, his fingers fumbling in their haste muiie my racing, stuttering heartbeat.

"Ashmael," he breathed into the sensitive flesmgfear, lust frissoning down my spine, "you tadte o
fire-warmed stone and twilight. Of home."

| could do nothing but worship him. We somehow nggthto situate ourselves inside the hermitage and
shed our clothes before | fell to my knees befang drinking in the wonder of his ouana-lim, itsiging
vermilion and plum. | swallowed him down, working/riihroat to bring him the greatest pleasure | could
Easing back, my tongue darted around the openetspktpping and savouring the vinegarsweet of his
phosphorescent essence. His curses and adulagioesl on me until | was soaked in his praise.

| wanted to absorb him; | needed Vaysh to knoweteated, grasping contour, every dark recess of my
heart. He put a finger under my chin and tiltedwmphead. | released my prize, though his crimsemst
continued to jut proudly from its thatch of goldeurls.

"Bed, I think," he said hoarsely.

We tumbled onto it, rolling and pressing skin agaskin, hands flying over muscle and bone like
careening birds. | held my breath as | hovered altim, achingly empty, soume in its entirety. Akkr

of fear ghosted across Vaysh's countenance; nesdseeped from my pores, and doubtless the scent to
him was overwhelming. | sank down onto his ouang-lie the bolt, and | the latch until with a ragged
sigh, we were locked together.

Aruna isn't always transformative or profound, fautwe Wraeththu it has the potential to shattet an
remake the universe. In my first years as harafioof my experimentation, | hadn't yet learned mirc
the arts or finesse of taking aruna. That afternbomwever, as the scent of primeval pine and ridted
our humble bower, | had my first real taste of earghdelirium. Vaysh clasped me down to him and
rolled us over, my legs thrown around his waist,ankles crossed so | could pull him ever deeper int
me. Vaysh's frenzied rockings caused the ricketiytbeslam repeatedly against the floor. Throughadwe
stung eyes | consumed him, his open, panting mauhslightly crooked lower teeth that were so
precious in an otherwise too-perfect visage. | thassea; he was fey and bold. Valiantly he navitjate
through my roiling waters until at last his thinhiwping sail struck at dry land, deep within me.
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Our release was the terrifying rush of a tsunamd, \@hen it had passed we lay in a jumble of limbs,
gasping and wide-eyed. Amid the flotsam of sheetsleather wrist bands that had slipped from their
fastenings, we gazed at each other, survivors opassionate shipwreck.

Instead of being exhausted, | was invigoratedaildtwanted was to clean up a bit and rest togethe
Trust in my own limbs was suspect. Vaysh gently ea@fully uncoupled us; | wasn't all that often
soume and due to our athletic enthusiasm, | kneuld be a bit tender for a time.

"You are—" | started to say, but Vaysh placed gémnon my lips, effectively silencing my inadequate
commentary.

He manoeuvred to lie on top of me, his lean formguite as long as mine. My ouana-lim had slowly re
emerged to take its usual place of attention, sgsNWavas especially cautious as he covered megpale
silent as snow blanketing a mountain. He spreafifgsers into mine, burrowing his face against my
neck, his lyrical chant only barely audible. Attlafigured out that he was offering up a prayethafnks,
or of gratitude, though to whom | wasn't certaifieAa few moments he slid to his side, spooningnyo
torso. That was how | dozed, the haunting hoothaodwal punctuating my hazy dreams.

* k k k%

"Get up! Ash! The camp!" Vaysh hissed, his eyesevadd terrible.

"What?!" | exclaimed, my nerves instantaneoushalant as well. Then | felt it, Belvac's call anéripaps
most startling of all, Jaffa's abject terror.

"They're under attack. Come on, come on!" he bedtbas we frantically dressed.

The horses had intuited our distress, and racéone to our small cluster of buildings. The sight
assaulted all of my sensibilities— depraved, brhtalbattling with those of our clan, who with thewn
knives and fists were retaliating fiercely.

Uiegnna. I've got to find Llembar&aysh's clipped voice sounded in my head.
"Vaysh!" | yelled, but he was gone and | fell itke fray.

| wish that had been the day I'd discovered myrgatio command, but | was too young then, and
everything | did was reaction, not guided actiosaw we were vastly outnumbered, though to my craze
and grateful evaluation, | saw nohar from my clamiy line of sight had been slain. | roared as |
galloped past one of the scarred Uigenna, pluntiadnife I'd taken from its holder at my waistoithtis
back, ignoring the sickening sensation of the biding though muscle and ribs to pierce his heart

We fought bravely, but the Uigenna obviously hadhfiare practise at intimidating and killing hara.
Eventually | found myself snarling, standing at tfant of a group of three of our tribe, slashingar
enemies. Behind me was Jaffa, now soaked in bluedyand gripping his own knife he'd doubtless
stolen from our kitchens. There was a gloating snaghe har facing me, certain he and his ruthless
cronies would murder us all, take our horses andl @y knew what else. My blood turned to ice when
one of them, a terrifying beauty aside from theiggpvound where his left ear once had been, sguoke,
gaze fixated on Jaffa.

"Somehar is a fiery, pretty thing. | think we shatdke him, unspoiled."

There was a choking, terrified gurgle as Jaffaggdsip behind me.
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"Over this har's dead body," | growled.

The macabre joy of his intent to kill me had juasged across the Uigenna's face when we were all
cowed by an explosion. Our assailants looked ceaffier a moment, then horrified as dazzling tesdril
of scarlet, corded light wrapped around their nedisappearing into their bodies as they writhed in
agony, falling to the ground.

I could only stare in shock, clawing at my own nask watched the three Uigenna die in front of me.
They screamed in pain until he life had been chdikad their bodies from this unrecognisable,
malevolent and yet resplendent force. Regaininguity, | kicked at them to make sure they were dead,
yelling out in mind-touch to Vaysh and Euclase.

Are you okay? What the fuck was that?

Yes,andOh God, Mael, come now. It's Monarettocheted into my mind both at once, Vaysh's
trembling, weary voice and Euclase, in a panic.

I turned around, my body still thrumming with adaéne. Jaffa, Polaris and Wycker appeared relativel
unharmed, albeit in a state of shock.

"I'l be back. The Uigenna are dead. I've got totgehe rest of our clan."

They nodded and Wycker's expression settled irsgudit and fury as he looked at the bodies of thd de
har on the ground.

"I'll take them out away from here and burn thehg"spat.

I knew | needed to find Monarch and Euclase, lmdred precious seconds to pull Jaffa to me. He
shuddered.

"I killed one," he said fiercely.

"He won't be the last," | said, realising then jugtv close we'd all come to being exterminatednegé
har. "Take care of yourself. I'll be back as sosh@an," | promised before sprinting away to @nenidry
where | sensed I'd find the one who'd called for me

The scene | faced there was too terrible for mypmat mind to contemplate, yet my body continueddo
through the necessary motions as | collapsed bigdatg of our clan leader. He'd been sliced opemfro
neck to hip, a festering wound oozing a hideouscs$tel couldn't imagine what they'd put on the bléal
cause this. His pallor was yellowish, the floorward him dark with pooling blood. Euclase's eyesgieeg
for assistance, for relief and consolation. Kyrgheas chanting, his hands held above Monarch, inmognt
spells of healing and restoration.

"Ondin," | urged, and Euclase flew out the doofiid him.
Crouching at Kyrgian's side, I, too put forth whatvers | had to try and channel strength and retirow
from the earth. My concentration wasn't what itidddave been and | cursed my rampant mind. Ondin

ran in a few moments later, an audible gasp dyimgis lips before he snapped to attention andrfadl
the role of surgeon. He readied a nearby pail héitbal water and cleansed the wound until at kbast
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stink from it had been washed away. Kyrgian waa irance, his lips never ceasing their intonatams
Ondin sewed up the slashed flesh.

Vaysh and Llembara staggered in and | looked hetpleat them. Part of me felt dead. The rest wailed
silent banshee cries at the world and the barhbaria who had attacked us, bringing us to our kreees,
for what? Surely it was bloodlust, nothing mortdthed them with every fibre of being, shakinghwit
wrath even as Vaysh sank down next to me, pulliegarhis chest and rocking me as though | were a
child.

"What did you do?" | asked once Monarch had beehitea bed, still unconscious.

"Grissecon,” he said quietly, his long fingers @ragimy head. "We'd never tried anything that pdwer
before. Thank God it worked."

Mutely | nodded, unable to formulate a sentencgstfavas still at my side when Monarch died, on the
cusp of a lilac dawn.

* k k % %

"Sage and guide, may your spirit rise on the wimdssper in the stars, lighten us in the dark pdate

us, your memory will live forever. Be at peace, Morh Lunidas,” Kyrgian intoned, his melodious voice
swallowed effortlessly by the hazy heat of noore Tiuggy, sweltering air draped heavily on us, the
physical discomfort adding to our emotional bruisiA simple ceremony was the most we had to offer;
with lolethe's help, I'd found a way to make someghesembling incense. | swung a small bowl of it
from a chain as had been done for high servicdseirucharists of my early human childhood, censing
the air above Monarch's grave with symbols of e Belvac suggested.

I hated the smell of our camp right then; | knewdauld pass, and doubtless the austere face dh deat
would be no stranger to me in the years to comerdtvas shock ringing in the air as clearly agdhs
on the brass bell that hung in the kitchen, twentg-peals for the years on this earth our murdelesd
head had lived. | felt the wild animals of my caetfhg emotions pulling and snarling, grazing on my
bones. | wanted to tell everyone that | was talkitaparch's place as leader; | wanted to take Vaysh b
the hand and run away to some hidden land, neva looking back; | wanted to hunt down every
fucking Wraeththu who killed pointlessly like a hampunk, to slice figure eights into their abdomens
and to watch their guts tumble onto the earthtikéant slugs. | wanted to hold Jaffa to me and sigea
him that it was going to be all right, that he'd/@eagain have to kill another har in self-deferthat we
were more enlightened than the humans we'd onge bee

Of course, | did none of those things. | becamprastical and composed as | could, and was grdtifie
when | saw that my actions allowed other hara toarm@penly, or expel their rage, and to seek salace
each other. | took comfort in having helped to grander so quickly to our chaos; my insightful
efficiency and patience was respected and valugchavbrethren's ability to cope was a salve to my
spirit, still reeling from it all.

Opequon, Vaysh, Kyrgian, Belvac and | sat up tlgittrin the library, drinking vralsfire. It was ather
potent liquor Ondin had distilled from the peacfmsd in orchards in the nearby valley.

"We'd known there would be changes soon," Kyrgaid dully.

"Not like this," Belvac said, rocking on the baelgs of his chair, his crossed feet propped up adesk.
"l wouldn't want foresight to see my own death."
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"He certainly didn't see that," Kyrgian slurreds face drawn and haggard. "The air's no good h@re n
We should move."

"l agree."

Vaysh slumped elegantly in his chair, his long Isgsead wide, the heels of his boots planted on the
wooden floor. It was a sight that normally wouldrbéanflamed my passion like a raging forest firet b
the thought of aruna was far from my mind. "Theae&one refuge on a mountain not far from here.
There was no sign of human inhabitants for milesiad it, and the buildings themselves are vacant. |
would be easier to defend, and it has sacred grdtmttaunted me in dreams since we passed through

"A stone refuge?" | asked, knocking back my drink @ouring another large splash. A fizz of memory
crackled in my mind; chills of premonition causexbgebumps to rise on my skin. "I think | know ekact
where you mean. But we've got to give it a new name

Opequon looked curiously at me, his green-strigadikohair pulled into a short ponytail at the batais
neck. "Did your clan come from middle Megalithida®m your voices, | assumed you were from further
south.”

| couldn't bear to say the name of the bombed-a@steland of my beloved childhood home. Yes, its
human refinement had been mauled from it by gahgsimans and then rampaging, untamed Wraeththu
when | was still rather young, but I'd seen picsuaiad been told of the jewel it had been in histlinwas

so awkward, wanting to shed every trapping of mmanity and yet being so close to it, part
dispassionate anthropologist and part regretfitheaf my own former race.

"We did," | said, and poured the rest of my vraéstiown my throat. "I had family, uncles and a
grandfather, who were scholars at the refuge yssgzhthrough. I think it would be a safe placedo g
There's arable land around and plenty of it. Létwaods, too. | doubt there are any working geregat
though. Electricity is a dream of the past.”

"We'll find other ways," Belvac promised.

"Tomorrow, then," Kyrgian sighed. "Tomorrow we'litper our things and move on. Ashmael, | think
you're the har to organise it."

"I will."

There was time for more remembrances, and talkeofiuiture before we all retired to our rooms. | wen
with Vaysh, to the former guesthouse. That nighteek aruna together, slow and with the promise of
healing. Away from everyone else, | watered his gassionate face with my tears.

* k k % %

It was a few days' unhurried ride to the base efplateau. This part of Megalithica remained retdyi
unchanged and unmarred from the cataclysmic etleatdiad gone on around it. The low rollings ofshil
and trees didn't harbour ghosts, though the opipeehsat was wearing. There was a black ribbon of
asphalt | knew led up the mountain, but for ouesaifve took a route through neglected farms ared tre
covered countryside. Euclase and Llembara rodedalseauting for humans and hara alike. I'd wanted t
talk with Jaffa about his experiences during thackt but he was tight-lipped, sulky and withdrawn.
Wycker and Belvac stayed protectively by his sate] | noticed lolethe's light eyes returned toytiheng
har time and again, but Jaffa had no words of smiestfor any of us. On the evening of our fifth day
travelling, after dinner lolethe suggested to Kgrgthat they go take a walk. Dark stormclouds hratke
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over our destination, and the electric tang ofra@rise thunderstorm permeated the air. OpequorinOnd
and Wyngarr were tending to our horses, who whaohiieir unease as the churning clouds began to
unleash their rain, miles away.

It reflected my own turbulence; | was ready towhat the former university looked like, ready tayime
this new chapter in my harish life.

"Kyrgian and lolethe had best not wander too fasdid to Vaysh as we erected our tent. "And Rekgi
my right hand for some mosquito netting right now."

"They'll be fine," Vaysh reassured me, futilely waya pale arm at the swarm of insects that wouldn'
leave us alone. "lolethe never does anything Hamshsick of bugs, and summer. | always hated summer
anyway." He looked up at the tree-covered mounttsnop under assault from the rain. The leaves on
the trees around us were brown from lack of raioking as wilted as | felt.

"Autumn will be here soon. | bet it'll be absolytbleautiful once all the leaves change colourdid s
"We sure need the rain, or the earth does," | thbagt loud. "Don't know if our tents are desigried
the likes of the storm coming, though."

"They'd better hold so | don't spend the nightifeglike a drowning rat,” Vaysh said, wrinkling hisse

in a way that made me think inexplicably of a thitgy rabbit. He had such an animated, expressos fa
once the mask of chilly haughtiness was droppéadt that everyhar could see my inner feelings, tag
Euclase had informed me more than once that théstwne case.

Vaysh tilted his head, his eyes raking over thaecstire, presumably looking for flaws. He turnednom
suddenly. "Do you know how to reinforce it? Usimogre of the elemental force from the earth?"

"Me?"

His grey eyes rolled heavenward. "Yes, you. | kyowr've been studying, several of you. But you're no
that far along in your caste, are you?"

"No, but I've gotten to be pretty decent with af&r@and a gun, and that's what the Uigenna use as
weapons," | snapped defensively. "I could traingnaup into a small army if need be. Probably stioul
But Kyrgian knows | can learn anything. We only bav had — two Pyralists, though. Caste
progression just doesn't matter a whole lot ifétsea bullet lodged in your heart or a steel-tomut s
grinding your guts into the ground.”

It was only when | saw Vaysh's widened eyes taka speculative, knowing look that | realized how
sore a spot he'd touched. | was clenching my jaistling like a cornered cat.

"That really wasn't meant to imply anything negathhe said, cautiously snaking out a hand to pbace
my bicep. His thumb swept back and forth a coupkntes on the exposed, hardened muscle; if it
weren't for the mosquitoes I'd have been shirtlésgias just an observation. Not everybody's ouget
you, you know. You have some rare gifts, and | knloatyou know you do."

With a slight squeeze he stepped back, playing aviting braid he'd pulled over the front of hiswder.
It was ridiculous, but a feeling of abandonmenttéld over me at the loss of contact.
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"My gifts aren't all in my strength, or my mind.\Wondered where this unexpected need for confession
had come from. "I'm not the most soume har arobntll do have a heart. | can make room for someone
else in it. I've loved, and do still. Even if isemething we're supposed to have moved beyond."

Noises of the others in the camp drifted in andadumy awareness; | couldn't help but be semi-ciousc
of where everyone in our clan was, or was supptsed, even while bearing up under Vaysh's now
somewhat frosty scrutiny.

"Does this love dare speak its name?" Vaysh askedriously.
Before | could answer and deal with any unnecegsatgusy, an anguished cry of rage sounded from
near the stream where we'd set up our bivouaadtfallowed by a flood of repetitive invectives ergl

with another yell, cursing all of us.

"What the hell is Jaffa's problem?" | asked, storgpff to remind the young har that we really didn’
need to be broadcasting our presence to evergliieature in the woods.

"Ash, he's coping with his change."

Vaysh's pacifying tone didn't make me feel anydsetind | doubted it would do anything but pisstb#
young har to a higher level of rage.

"We're all coping with a lot of baggage, but weiot all telling the world to fuck off," | retorted,
unsurprised when | saw Wyngarr and Vox had beateitondaffa's side.

Yes, but you're not dealing with a first crush,edssng about aruna, being uprooted from your hatie,
on top of a few days of high excitement with nesydrading with your harbrethren being brutally
attacked. He killed for the first time just day®agnd we buried Monarch, who was obviously like a
father to him.

I chose to ignore the impliégou insensitive clodthat followed his telepathic chastisement.

True. Where's lolethe? He said he'd help Jaffa out.

Taking aruna with Kygrian, I'm sur&aysh's mind-touch stated matter-of-factly.

Oh. | felt sheepish at having not come to that conctusyself.Of course.

Jaffa's expression was stormy, his cheeks redottby under the constellations of freckles that
adorned his whole body. Vox pulled a bottle of whitine out of the stream where it had been chilling
and poured some in a tin cup.

"Getting him drunk will only make him miseraldadhung over!" Wyngarr said, exasperated.

"l won't get drunk, | just want to be able to slgelaffa growled, scratching at his arms. Tensiolted at
his limbs like a puppeteer with a willful marioreett Thanks."

He took the cup from Vox's hands, swallowing itialkeveral gulps and then belching. "Thatigul," he
moaned, covering his mouth and looking very youggjra The fierceness had been plucked from his
face, the thorn pulled from a rose. Jaffa's he&lgeld eyes came to rest on me, then skimmed over to
Vaysh. In the background of the drama, Wyngarr nsehing noises and shot dagger glances at Vox.
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"Jaffa, I'm sorry you don't feel like yourself.5d¢uatted near to him and Wyngarr made a spaceddom
sit. Oddly enough, Wyngarr looked more like kinrtiiaffa's own brother did, though Wyngarr's hais wa
more auburn and straight. Jaffa's was a true oreogeer that formed ringlets at the slightest
provocation.

"| feel like utter shit," he said vehemently. | didtice the wispy smile tug at his mouth when he ka
would let him get away with his swearing, at Iasthow.

"lolethe says it's feybraiha and, thank the Aghatrdgesn't last that long. I'm sure we should reame
ceremony— you're a celebrity, Jaffa. First in dando go through it!"

"It's not exactly anything worth celebrating," feds scratching under his right armpit. "I'm alwatgsy,
and these damn mosquitoes are terrible, my skin'svhere the hair's growing, and | can't believehis
rasped voice trailed off. Vox poured more wine itite cup and placed it gently in Jaffa's hand, rigyrgo
the disapproving rumble in Wyngarr's throat. "lédl another har."

His pale hand trembled and just then a deafeniackanf lightning ripped at the sky. The white wine
soaked Jaffa's shirt as the tin cup went flyingrdwre shoulder with his startled reflexes. A boognioll
of thunder pounded above us, though there wasstilain.

"Quite a show," Vaysh said sardonically. He thrasvidraid over his back and gazed up at the liglgtnin
as it cavorted, streaking blinding white arrowsoasrthe churning sky. | could tell the rain wouidn'
arrive for a few minutes, perhaps a quarter hawedemed prodent to make sure everyhar's tentsasere
waterproofed as possible.

"It is worth celebrating," | heard Vaysh continug lzehind me. | turned around to see he and Wyngarr
help Jaffa up from the ground. He cursed his sodtinh and fate in general. "You've obviously been
thinking about what's happening to you; you doe&dto be embarrassed. Aruna is the most natumgl th
in the world. We'd become bitter, hollow creatungihout it."

"Nothing against you, tiahaar," Jaffa said, fumitighe world, his lips pursed and hands balledfists,
"but I really, really don't want to talk about thidot with you."

Vox's gaze lit to mine, his eyebrows raised. | fefitout of place. | was no guide, and Jaffa hidokén
giving me any furtive glances that I'd noticed. Aratice | would have, | assumed— he wasn't exactly
paragon of subtlety right now.

"It's okay, | understand," Vaysh said, raisingVoge to be heard above the wind. It had picked up,
teasing groans and sighs from the overhead trdeslim

"l suggest we get back to our shelter," | said blm#o stop myself from dropping a hand on Jaffa's
shoulder and rubbing at the bony line.

Discussions about who should explain the nuts aftd bf aruna as well as its more esoteric and
emotional qualities went on despite Jaffa's wisitesrwise as we walked back to the center of camp.
There a fire still crackled, its heat unnecessanyitthbeckoned cheerily nonetheless.

"Shut up about it!" Jaffa yelled, his face scarldtst leave me the hell alone! I'll take carehid bn my
own. Not until we're at our new place, don't woeyen though | feel like I'm going to crawl outroy
skin," he said spitefully, glaring at me.
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"Do what you want!" | said, holding up my handssurrender. "I'm not your father. Don't hurt youfsel
that's all I ask.”" Why he'd turned on me | coulfsthom. He was being supremely irritating, evesutih
| did feel sorry for him.

"Fine!" he snapped, his tone dripping with sarcaswm frustration.

"Can't he just do this now? | know he's physicalgture enough," Wyngarr said, appealing to Vaysh,
which only further grated on me. | wasn't meanttfias kind of domestic exchange, but Jaffa held a
special place in my heart due to his youth. "Wiuestthe difference of a few days make?"

"What do you think?" Vaysh asked of Jaffa as trensof rain filled my nostrils.

"Nobody asked me, but I still think we should gedidy for a downpour,” | said, looking pointedlyeatch
of them. We'd approached a pair sitting near tiee falking in low voices; it was Abelard and Balva

"l think you should all leave me the fuck alonelcEgt you! You're who | want,” Jaffa spluttered. He
looked to be on the verge of furious tears. | fokd the arch of his trembling arm to see he wastingj,
inconceivably, at Abelard.

"You want me to do what?" he asked, obviously ceafland a bit taken aback at our group arrival and
Jaffa's manners. Abelard had seemed the mostneti€éheir group, dark and brooding in a way that
reminded me of Belvac. Those two had drawn closrgther and got on like a house on fire. Theydad
secretive, intense friendship already. How couftaJa blazing comet of good humour and precocious
intelligence, be drawn to Abelard?

"I'm going through feybraiha. | hate it," he moanledrying his face in his hands. Seconds latertdeds
up straight again, looking wretched, as though atmmartyr himself. "l just want this to be oveithv If
you don't think you could stand being with me, tlerstand. But if | get to choose, it's you | wantake
aruna with. Since I'm supposed to, and then glleyerybody off my back."

Everyone appeared surprised at Jaffa's poignahtitt Belvac and Abelard not the least. From the
gauzy curtain of hurt on Belvac's face, he'd euvigehought he might have been selected, not his
companion. Abelard slowly stood up, angular butfin his movements, his soume side not particylarl
pronounced. His dark brown eyes shone with delihlotigh when he glanced over at me, | saw
trepidation and a silent entreaty for approvabdaed, not that | was Jaffa's guardian, but | iaset to
him than Kyrgian was. And Kyrgian had his own agendht now.

"How about you and | go to my tent with some wiawed let's talk first," Abelard said, walking thevfe
steps to take the bottle from Vox's hands. "Froenglwhat we do is up to you. I'm flattered that y@nt
to share yourself with me."

That seemed to be the perfect response. Thoughithand thrashing wind was almost upon us, the
storm in Jaffa's expression had passed and he degrtiee lanky har. "Sounds great," he enthusear®ef
turning to grin widely at Vox. "Don't you and Patawait up." Swinging the bottle of wine to oneesid
and taking Abelard's proffered hand in the othaffalsauntered off to a tent near the outskirthef
circle.

Heavy drops of rain began spattering the grourgjrfg us all hurriedly to take cover in our owntgen
I've always loved thunderstorms, but they make leepy. Being held in Vaysh's arms on as flat and
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rock-free a surface we could find, | yawned, séiteling in the novelty of feeling so protected and
cherished by another being.

"I hope Jaffa doesn't feel cheated out of a bigygarsaid, nosing at the sandalwood scent of Wiays
neck. Given how violently Jaffa's moods were swiggichances were he'd sulk if we had one, andisulk
we didn't. Hopefully taking aruna with Abelard wdigmooth out the edges and make him bearable
again, even endearing.

"Who's to stop us from having one once we're ughermountain and get settled in?" Vaysh asked
reasonably. He combed his fingers through my hadrlavished | could purr. | was so content, thae rai
pounding on canvas above our heads, Ondin and Wyckfrst watch, my ouana-lim heavy but not
demanding attention.

"Nobody. Abelard seemed like an odd choice, buttwlod know?"

"You know to follow your instincts,” Vaysh murmur@dmy ear. "It's served you well, and will him,
too."

We lay together in a comfortable silence as thenstaged until | heard Vaysh's quiet voice again.
"What was it like for you?"
"My inception?"

He nodded into my scalp. | spread out my palm dighip, grounding myself against his increasingly-
familiar body as | brought back the key memriethat time.

"l was scared. Exhilirated. It was painful, andeiibn, and seduction.”

I leaned back and slowly angled my head so thatawméd share breath. Like an unhurried bee, going
from flower to flower, | gave him a memory heregeanembrance there. My becoming Wraeththu had
been an act of anarchy, my perceptions and wodstirsmashed by the reality of writhing in terrait an
agony in my own filth for days before it was over.

"Euclase was there?" he asked gently as | laid @ayglback down on our makeshift pillow of blankets.
I nodded. He'd had an easier time of things. | m@as certain that this had been because his imagmat
soared to truths | couldn't truly believe untieltfmy own realities shift and mutate in my own okt
had no regrets, but the blunt blade of transforomaliad torn ragged holes in my spirit which tookeito
heal.

"What was his name?"

"Before?"

It was difficult to say; it seemed like a defamatito evoke his human name. "Eric."

| of course knew the next question before it wkeds

And you?
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| buried my face into the soft skin of Vaysh's nqulessed against a masculine, adult jaw and bhin t
would never again need to know the scrape of araezes changed. My old self was gone forever, our
whole former race, doomed. We had moved on, arkdrigdback made me discomfitted and melancholy.

Andrew.

* k k k%

We had our first newcomers well before the firsivrfell.

Autumn was a fiery glory; the trees were peacoglajing their scarlet and copper feathers under the
shortening days. The woods displayed their boldurslin a proud, decadent beauty, the sentinesfore
marching up and over the plateau and across tlis lsinCastlegar. | was undone by the vibrant riot o
our first autumn. At first there were only smalliptions of colour, daubed here and there as thbygh
crazed painter. All at once the woods were ablazesset and gold, touched by the inflamed whispgrs
nature's seraphim.

There had been much to be done to prepare forpt@ming winter, but | couldn't help from returnitoy
the many viewing grounds around this mountainta@giae. There was one location in particular set at
the end of a thin asphalt ribbon, where the treesbdeen cleared to provide an unhindered vistheof t
valley below. A relic of the religious heritagetbg university perched proudly on display, its bettite
cross easily visible from any approach on this sidihe mountain. | was of two minds about it:il do
harm, but we would be making our own gods now, taigdwas our home. Ultimately my reason for
leaving it be versus its removal was due to pratitic we were sorely lacking in cranes or wrecking
balls. Any such heavy machinery that we did findtoe grounds was rusting away, already being
reclaimed and oxidized by nature's powerful element

The view from this particular scenic location, hewe was second to none, and | often found myself
pulled to the spot as though by an invisible ha@hak. group of Wraeththu pioneers felt they had
rediscovered Paradise. Several enterprising humash$ended gardens in the past that we were able to
cultivate; evidently students had kept horses eettvere stables and countless acres for our hior gt
exercise; vineyards were on the other side of thantain, but the scholars on the campus had stashed
away enough wine and liquor in their abandoned hoimeus easily to get through our first winter
without becoming vintners ourselves.

And the stone buildings— they were the soul oftlégar, as we'd come to nhame our new home. Some
were relatively new but in an old style, and otheese genuinely old, perhaps older than a cenfry.
couple of hara did elect to move into actual hotlsashadn't yet fallen much into disrepair, butsinaf

us settled into barracks-like dormitories in tharthef what had been the campus. The sandstone
structures and spacious grounds beckoned our éxgldhere were winding staircases; a peaceful
graveyard; squat, solitary huts that still smefedtly of beer and a lingering, heady tang ofdestrone.
The campus was evocative of far older enclavesarhing, and the whole mountain seemed to welcome
us. We embraced the protection of stone and trégbgvatitude. One building held more secrets ttien
rest. Inside it on the ground floor, some couchesmow home for mice and birds as several of the
windows were broken or missing. Even on approatch@dormerly renovated but now-decrepit
dormitory, | felt goose bumps on my flesh; it wasihted by specters and tormented spirits. What
Kyrgian discovered through observation, | confirnbydooking through books in a former inhabitant's
private library, full of histories of this place.

"It was a hospital, even back before the turn efdéntury. No wonder," | said to him over coffee on
morning. The day had presented another endeapgicous quality to Castlegar: we were shrouded in

Maelstrom and Mage pg 25



fog. It seemed created for otherworldly phantasrisavel in, a soupy, dense quiet that had cregt the
mountain during the night and showed no sign ohgainywhere for quite a while.

"Many humans died there," Kyrgian noted, spreadaspberry preserves on a piece of wheat toast. "But
many were also born. I'd let it be for now, we hplanty of houses and other residences to choose fr
I'm certain that other hara will find us. Maybestkill become a school for our kind as it was for
humankind for so many generations."

"As long as it's not more warmongering tribes,tduged. "l want us to be prepared. We should scout
around all of the towns within a three-day ridedtrieve any ammunition we can find. Better toghat
guns and bullets we can before nature, any rogm@hs or somehar else comes along to claim them."”

"A prudent course of action," Kyrgian acknowleddledugh a mouthful of toast. "But not today. I've
never seen fog like this. It's a natural phenomgnmmwent on, intuiting my question as to its ploles
malevolent origin.

"Good. Then I'll just go and take a wander arount, isee if any of the legendary human ghostsavrit
about in some of those histories I've read washtaw themselves."

Kyrgian looked at me as though | were a juveniBe ¢areful. And don't forget that you and Belvacow
me your afternoon."

"I haven't forgotten. I'll remind Belvac."

With an eye roll, Kyrgian nodded. "Please do. Ofd would you ask Vaysh to see me? I'll be backyat m
rooms in not too long."

"Certainly."

| wasn't sure what those two were discussing, tprobably had to do with training for our lowesiste
hara. Or maybe it had to do with persuading Vagssutrender more of the potent cinnamon tea he'd
found and hoarded somewhere. | stood back frontethie, swallowing the last of my lukewarm coffee
before buttoning up my leather coat and puttinglowes.

Outside of the stone and glass dining hall | paudedking in the sight of such dense, milky mistita
shifted and folded in the air. Pockets of visiiltould appear and vanish again, shrouded in thiedh
murky air. | couldn't help the cheeky grin as | may way down one of the sidewalks; this was
marvellous. Even the sound of the heels of my bonte cracking cement was whisked away into the
heavy grey haze. Castlegar was full of surpriges,mhountaintop cloaking of impenetrable fog beang
particularly memorable one to add to my mental ligtalked down what had been the main paved road,
out past a small in, ivy and shrubs having begeir thexorable annex of its walls. Behind the inasva
wide, treeless space, the few sandy indentiongyiety its former function as a golf course. I'ddiza

I'd seen a plethora of angels or shape-shifteraadled along, but when | passed the inn, my rerve
went on true high alert. Sliding up against a siwdd, | felt at my hip and realised that while Ichan my
holster, it was empty. | swore under my breath teefealising | hadn't heard any actual noise ticate
that anything was amiss. The fog was so thickiléting but stealth was possible. Still, | walkeshn

the treeline, heading back alongside a gravel toadrd an overgrown sports field and moulderingnien
courts.

"We're not armed! Put down your guns and let'sitiésed about this!"
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It was Euclase.
"You're freaks! Killers! We'll kill you first!" Anenraged, triumphant young voice shouted.

My heart leapt into my throat as | began runningaim whomever it was threatening him. The blood
pounded in my ears as | now cursed the soupy aichrtess my absent gun.

What's going on? mind-called to him.

Young humans. Big guns. I'm a fucking idina,replied terselyZain's here, too. But Opequon and Ondin
are coming up behind them. | just hope—

There was a startled, confused shout, and an@llitinctive crack of a gun firing. | raced towadhe
sound, heedless of the consequences.

EUCLASE! yelled into his mind.

"I'm fine! Zain's been shot," he shouted angrilyhasindistinct forms | was running to became coepb
realities. The scuffle was over, Zain the casuély moaned and spouted a river of curses, his hands
protectively covering his knee. Ondin and Opequeid kheir guns steady at the back of the two humans
skulls. | strode toward the group, shocked that was our first run-in, and pissed off that we'drbe

taken unawares.

"Somebody fill me in. NOW," | barked even as | semhessage to Vays@ome to the old sports field
behind the inn. On a horse. Zain's been shot inghe

What?!Vaysh's immediate response was full of fear amdlfpaontrolled fury.

I don't know details. | will when you get here. Hur

It took only a few minutes for Euclase to tell mbathad happened. They'd just been out for a walk,
equally intrigued by this unique weather phenomeifamd they couldn't keep their passions in check
and were sharing breath when the two humans hetedtéhem. Thankfully Ondin and Opequon had
been on their way back from some mind-body exesa3gequon was providing instruction in, and
Euclase had sent a silent mind-call warning to @nthey'd had sense to be armed and stealthfid|yt cr
up on the adolescents but in doing so, had scareadithem who'd accidentally shot Zain in the knee

"Are there more of you?" | asked one of the yowthsse expression of defiance was tempered by
encroaching fear as more of us showed up.

"No," he snarled. "But we'll get away, just likestaime."
"You know what we are, then?"

"You're murderers. The other ones killed everybexigept the guys our age, and fuck only knows what
happened to them. Probably made into sex slavesmething,” he said, disgust saturated in the svord

"What're you going to do to us?" his compatriotemkkhis arms hugging himself tightly around hisrib

Ondin had taken the liberty of disarming them &ddust noticed how underfed they were. | was about
ask their names when | heard a horse gallopingribws.
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"Got here as quickly as | could,” Vaysh said terséismounting from Arches and giving the youths a
hasty glance before striding over to Zain. He teddhands over Zain's knee, closing his eyes astihga
some kind of healing energy into him as | focussgdattentions back on the two humans.

"What are your names?" | asked. When they didstan immediately, | said, "Opequon, Ondin, you can
give them a little breathing space. They're nohganywhere. Vaysh, you stay here, okay? Let Opequo
take Zain back to his room."

Ondin gave me a dark look, but then shrugged. k¢ dwe of their own rifles aimed unwaveringly at
them, while Opequon went over to assist in getfiagp up and on the horse.

"I'm not telling you anything, you fucked up freaije more aggressive one growled. "Neither is he."

"We're not going to be able to get out of this® #econd one said to his friend, his anxiety flgnoff of
him in waves.

Now | was amused, watching them bicker at eachroliheither was shockingly handsome, but they were
reasonably attractive in a rustic, unrefined wagedided to put them out of their misery of unknogyi
creating my plan as | spoke it aloud.

"You're going to be incepted, be made like us. &samo choice, really," | said, nodding my head to
Vaysh. He raised his eyebrows and came over toidiey ©ndin made a menacing sound at the taller of
the two adolescents as he began looking quicklyratpas though to escape.

"I'd rather die than be one of your perverted figyls,” he said, his voice low in his throat anddmean

balled into fists. The other boy just stared, hisegp eyes wide as saucers as his chest quicklyarase

fell.

"l hate to disappoint,” | said dryly, "but from wtHgknow of the sexual practices of the rest of cian,
we're pretty pedestrian, and no-one is forced targahing exotic."

"Then why are you forcing us?" the green-eyed yasi#ed with a trembling voice.

His name is Jaredyaysh said to me in my mintiVhere do you want to do the inceptions? Is it your
intent for us to do this together?

Yes. You can have the angry one. Hopefully sompeunfcalming influence will work on him.

Calming influence¥aysh said, sounding shocked.

I chuckled softly so only Vaysh heard me beforensming the boy. "Because, Jared, we're the future.
There is no choice. And besides, as Wraeththuweefdir longer than humans, we heal much more
quickly, and we have mind skills you could only ameof."

"You know my name," he said in a rasped whisper.

"Shut the fuck up!" the other one yelled at him.
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"I think it's high time you learned some manne¥&ysh said coldly, walking the few steps over and
holding his chin in a viselike grip. "You don'tkab loyal friends like that, Paul," he said, therds
measured and full of disdain.

Paul made a rumbling growl and spat on him. Vagslgd of his face, and boxed him soundly across the
jaw with such force and speed that he fell back@aodrely missing Ondin and Euclase, who'd ventured
over to watch the circus. | gawped at the adoladasrcked to the ground now rubbing at his facejids
Jared and Ondin.

Vaysh made a contented, purring sound, flexindhlaired a couple of times and then turned to me. A
mordant smile settled on his lips. "Let's do thisvil' he suggested.

I nodded. "No time like the present. Jared, yowite me." | pulled him to me, holding his arm cldse
my side.

"Get up," Vaysh hissed at Paul, not offering tqphtem stand. He did, shrugging off Vaysh's hanaieef
Vaysh tugged him close with a strength that suegrime. "You'll behave, Paul, or I'll break everg ar
your toes and make you walk back. Am | making myslelr?"

Paul grunted, presumably in the affirmative.

"I'd like for us to get along," Vaysh said withgdiily less acid in his tone. "You'll be a strongmber of
our clan, once you get that prideful pole out afiyass."

"Keep an eye on him," | said under my breath tol&eonce Vaysh and a shuffling Paul had passed
them. Ondin's gun was still pointed at Paul, aoduldn't help but be grateful. | expected him joand
bolt, to underestimate Vaysh, just as | had done.

Euclase flanked Jared, talking to me just overdlsugead. "Vaysh has quite a tongue on him!" he
marvelled as we walked through the thick fog bacthe heart of Castlegar.

"You have no idea," | drawled.

He laughed at the implication. At my side, Jaredienbarely audible whimpers of distress. | was gy
be objective— | really did feel we were doing thése a favour, giving them the gift of hardom. lasv
that or kill them outright, which would have beewaste. There was indeed a lot of spirit in Paared, |
suspected would come around far more quickly. Wilelase and | chatted in wonderment about the
heavy mist, which appeared in no hurry to burn\ééysh and | communicated telepathically.

Before an hour had passed, he and | were on oumgthirthe two humans and had taken them to one of
the abandoned houses deep in the woods out nefavoyrite viewing spot. By now they both looked
scared to death, and as we approached the housegyutgled, "Gonna be sick." He began retching into
the red shrubs proudly flanking the door, whichdnshghtly askew on its hinges.

"You'll be fine," Vaysh said airily before kickingpen the door.

| had to chew the inside of my cheek to keep franghing, though poor Jared blanched and then turned
a sickly shade of green himself. I'd been discaxgaill sorts of things about Vaysh over the paspt®

of months, but this wicked, showy side was totaltyv. | knew it was spiteful actions to retaliate fo

being held in such contempt, but | was impressetbtineless. We'd stopped by our room to get a couple
of flasks of water, blankets, and some wine. likkkdsEuclase to send Vox and Polaris over aftana, ti
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but the basics were all we needed for now. VayshHe way to what had been a sitting room with a
working fireplace. I'd also retrieved my pistol dtept it trained on Paul while Vaysh got a firergpil
had butterflies in my stomach; I'd never inceptegoae before. It was a bit nerve-wracking, withcdll
the intimate flutterings of having sex for the ffitisne.

Vaysh must've tapped somewhat into my thoughtedarned and smiled warmly at me, the look in his
eyes anything but innocent. He quickly became aeribowever. Paul and Jared sat on a couch whose
stuffing had burst out of one side of a cushionkinaa fibrous waterfall to the floor. Terror wasleed

on their faces now, and | felt the need to reassam.

"This isn't death. We're not going to kill you,$did as tenderly as | could while still aiming then at
them.

"Ashmael, | think you can put the weapon away," $fagaid, shrugging off his coat. He was dressed as
he so usually was that winter; leather trousetigle wool sweater, cordovan cowboy boots. My libid
perked up at the sight, but | wasn't there to perftihat particular ritual with him right now. Hetgane

of the bottles of wine, rummaged around in our sack for a corkscrew, and freed the cork. After
pouring wine into tin cups, he handed one apiethdqgouths. Jared gulped his down, but the nagseou
look on his face shortly thereafter prompted mgite him a water flask. Paul drank his more sloady
the room heated up thanks to the fire. | foundck ud cigarettes and lit one, offering the packhe
innocents on the couch. Paul pulled one out ant] libw back to glaring at me.

"How old are you?" | asked, pulling over a chaid anaking sure it wasn't going to collapse as s@on a
sat down in it.

"Does it matter?" Paul said, his expression musnou

"No. Your attitude doesn't, either," Vaysh saidpadetting a chair and taking a seat. He crossedamwt
on top of his knee, the very picture of a har geeaith himself. "Oh. | almost forgot."

Jared couldn't keep his huge, fear-filled eyeobffim as Vaysh leaned over, searching again throlg
rucksack and pulling out a finely decorated leattherath and knife it protected.

"Oh God," Jared said, hiccupping at the same mament

I wasn't sure why | had no qualms making theseitdmhara, though obviously they wanted nothing to
do with us. I guess I still firmly believed it waggift, and that they'd come around. All they cahlighk to
do was feast on their own fear, and yet, we werigithem as close to immortality was we could.

"I'm fifteen," Paul said, narrowing his eyes at kinée, still in its scabbard. "Jared's the same."

"Am not! I've been sixteen for two months, not tihatas worth celebrating," Jared babbled. Wildekye
he looked from the knife which Vaysh smoothly taak from its holder, and up to Vaysh's face, his
voice pleading as he said, "Will age make it hessP"

"There's not that much pain. C'mon, let's getdioise, then I'll ask Vox and Polaris to come andgkee
vigil during their althaia," | said to Vaysh, whtagced speculatively at me before turning his éttes
back to the two youths. "More wine?"

Jared stood up on trembling legs and shuffled ttvearm before collapsing to a heap at Vaysh's feet,
wiping under his nose as he sniffled and made gycopghing sounds.
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"What we're giving you is a gift," | said gentlyaising Jared back up from the flobd watch out for
Paul, I warned Vaysh in mind-touch.

Oh, 1 will.

In the end, it wasn't as dramatic as I'd expedaever incepted anyone before, but drew on mg ow
experience to cut a gash in Jared's arm. He gaspibd shock of it. | slit a line down my own fonea
until the blood spilled, the same colour as Jarédisoh, so different. He'd given up the fight lailer ago
and sat meekly as | pressed our arms togethemayithy blood to flow into his body. After a few
minutes | figured it was enough and we steppedtapar

Shell-shocked, Jared stared down at his arm, siheatle sticky blood, already congealing. "That®'it
he asked harshly.

"Well, the whole transformation takes a few dayiseyll be rough, sorry to say. But Polaris and otk
be here. They'll look after you, and then oncergosuccessfully changed, there'll be one lastlritua

Paul bristled with defiance. He'd continued to sejakatching the proceedings until I'd wiped off the
blade and handed the knife back to Vaysh.

"Well? Hurry up," Paul demanded, shoving his slaesge to the elbow and wiping at the beads of sweat
on his upper lip. A few coppery hints of beard &felglinted on his jaw, and all of a sudden he sgbm
heartbreakingly naive.

"Ah, your common sense has returned. DelightfubYysh said, standing up to his full height. He was a
couple of inches shorter than | was, but he wasesgive enough as he drew next to Paul.

"In blood, in fire, into forever," Vaysh breathedietly, making twin crimson slashes on their armd a
pressing together the open wounds. Paul's lips avéght, white line. He'd not made a noise, only
watched and breathed quickly, his nostrils flasivigen the knife cut into his skin.

It was so calm and quiet, the fog drifting outssshel muffling other sounds as though the whole naant
were draped in a diaphanous blanket. Jared hagtagkagainst the couch, hugging his knees to his
chest. Paul stood, staring at his arm for a tinferbdooking over at me. His eyes were half cloged,
profound weariness harboured in their hazel depths.

"Could | get another cigarette?" he asked. | hardedone and he leaned over so | could lightlielbed
myself to another and gestured to Vaysh with thekpide demurred, helping himself to a swig directly
from the wine bottle.

I laughed at him, faintly shocked.

"What?" he said with a small shrug. "We're all fgmniow. I'd rather drink from the bottle than these
ridiculous camping tins."

It all seemed so anti-climactic, or perhaps | wasdming used to changes like this occurring so
suddenly. | did find that | was curious about oewrto-be brothers— or sons, almost, as we'd made
them, though Vaysh and | weren't that far aparnftbem in chronological age. Then again, none of us
were.
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"So. Tell me about yourself," | said cajolinglylared. Amazingly enough, he stumbled through d brie
history of his life over the next half hour or smd Paul followed suit.

I'll ask Kyrgian to send the Aralid¥,aysh suggested after an hour began to creepvirtoWe both
remembered our own experiences, and | wanted dak&aul's althaia to be as comfortable as possible

"Two har will take care of you for the next few ddyl said, squatting by Jared and running my hand
through his stringy hair. They both needed a bathé worst way, but that could all be done prgperl
once their change was complete.

"You're leaving?" he asked dully. "Wha'll protest?i
"Vox and Polaris will be here with you. At timeswmay feel like there's a war going on in your hody
Because there will be. But you're both strong-tgairi You'll make it, and there's a definite rewaitrthe

end."

"Reward?" Paul sneered. "Probably a gang-banghéaed about what you get up to. You're all
deviants."

Vaysh was almost shaking, trying to keep his temmpeheck. "You have no idea how much | want to
string you up by the balls right now," he said nmengly.

"So do it," Paul said, his upper lip curling.

"No, because somehar will have to take aruna withand for aesthetic purposes, | want you to be
unscarred, you and those jewels of yours."

The sound of two horses approaching cut throughethgion and broke their standoff. As Vox and
Polaris began to settle in, | introduced them ®&rttwo charges. | didn't envy any of them, butad to
be done, and the memory of the moments of agonydidade in time.

"Thank you," | said to Vox, patting him on the bakVaysh and | left. | glanced over my shouldesde
Jared still huddled on the floor, and Paul standintpe fire, looking smug.

| ventured out only once during the following feayd; their screams and moaning were more than |
wanted to know about. I'd been elected to get Bauled on his new path; Vaysh and | had discussed
in the comfort of our own bed, sated in post-adasaitude.

"You should be with Paul," he said, running hisenakng my jaw.

"We could all parade in front of them, let themidedor themselves who they want to do the
deflowering," | joked.

"Do be serious. You'll remember that a few haraoatg just on speaking terms with you again."
"We can't afford to be principled like that,” | isted, recalling some of the reproachful thrashitig
received once the news got out. "It was us, otdigenna, eventually, or they would've found sontesot

humans and they'd have attacked. We'd have hall tiegin. No, there wasn't a choice. Llembara and
Belvac can climb down out of their lofty towers.elWworld's not safe for us, not yet."
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Vaysh's long fingers drew fanciful, slow pattermsmoy abdomen and | tightened my arm across his
ribcage. "You don't sound like the worldly schofau used to," he said thoughtfully, his fingerslimg
down to the shadowy, heated juncture where thighgaain met.

"l think | have a different calling now. | like b a protector, making sure we can take care of and
defend ourselves. Especially you." | pulled him asgibly close, nosing at his temple, breathingisn h
woodsy scent and painting the skin with dry kissBst that you need me. You'd kick the ass of amyon
who tried to attack you."

He snickered, the husky tenor sending a pleas@ntfdast from my ouana-lim slithering all the way
down to my toes. "I'm no damsel in distress," hd,saching down to take one of the hardened nubs o
my chest between his teeth. He tugged gently untdaned at the exquisite pain of it.

"No," | rasped. "You can watch my back any day."

His hot tongue licked a stripe to the hollow of ngck. "I do exactly that, my dear Ashmael. I'm your
paladin.”

That thought made me smile; of Vaysh as my knigtghining armour, his now-red hair fluttering ireth
breeze. | still wasn't entirely sure why he'd talimpelled to change his hair colour. He'd said ¢bimg
about truly becoming himself, embracing his hadsktiny, and other commentary that I'd decided to
tune out after a while. tid suit him, his hair flowing down his back like cson, silken ribbons.

"So, paladin," | said raggedly as his nimble firggstroked my passionate fires back to life, "do lyaue
any particular noble cause of mine to champion?"

"Nothing noble," he purred. "Only my pursuit of yaitter sexual conquest.”
"Shouldn't I call you a conquistador, then?"

His nonverbal rebuttal lasted well into the night.

* k k k%

Paul's change took more out of him than Jaredngiie anger and perhaps false bravado, he wasa't ab
to stand on his own or clean himself for severgbdance his althaia had run its course. Jared Inaady
taken a harish name, Gladwyne, and begun learriihg mew race (and the delights to be found in his
newly-modified body) with Wycker. Jaffa also sparibt of time with him, as they were closest in.age
And Jaffa was drawn to novelty, as a newly-inceiadcertainly was. Maybe Gladwyne's pull to
Wycker had brought Jaffa back in harmony with histher. Wycker and Jaffa were enough alike to be
thick as thieves, especially in times of dangert iNfsjequently, however, they sniped and were ahea
other's throats.

Apparently I'd made an impression on Paul as haskdor me to come and complete the pact he'd been
forced to sign with Wraeththu. Polaris had sidlgdrao me during dinner, squeezing Vaysh over en th
bench so he could speak low in my ear. I'd feli'B&yes on me through the meal, his first witlasisa
group. His gaze had felt like burning coals, stgrembers of intrigue in my loins.

"Paul's well enough now, and his body's going br&rséou remember what it's like," Polaris said Boft
though doubtless everyhar at the table knew why tredertaken his mission to talk to me. We lived
rather in a communal fishbowl, none of us takingidence too far away from the centre structures of
Castlegar. There were also no secrets, and rdiatittke privacy, which was beginning to gnaw aém
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"l didn't have the best first aruna experiencesgitl candidly, using my dinner roll to sop of thstlof a
tasty venison stew Vox and Jaffa had created. "Méreg the ‘'wham, bam, thank you ma‘am' varidty. I
make sure Paul's is more memorable. In a good Wiéglt'the need to clarify.

"Of course," Polaris said, the words dripping withuendo before his face took on a more sombre
expression. "You will treat him well? I've becomdtq fond of him. And he's a stunning har. Who'd've
thought under all that vitriol and filthy mouth widbe such raw beauty?"

Vaysh turned and gave the new har a look underhwdmyone else, even myself, would have withered
and turned to a pile of ash. Paul took a long dofwine but held Vaysh's gaze, challenging him
unflinchingly. Though I didn't let it show, my soemaspect kicked into high gear for a moment— |
swooned at the ferocity etched in Paul's face.

"Vaysh incepted him," | said, stabbing at some &8wof potato still in my bowl. "Are you sure he dao#
want him? You have my word Paul won't be disapairit

Vaysh growled low in his throat, then composed leilfrgs though this were perfectly normal dinner
conversation.

"I might get carried away with one that feisty," $@d, angling his head to speak to us in congiedt
tones. It also allowed him to show off the bruibdmssoms of my enthusiastic kisses on his neck framn
night before. "He should only be broken in, notkem, full stop.”

"Enough," | said, my brow furrowing even thoughilekv, or really hoped, it was all in jest.

Polaris clearly reveled in our banter; a born gogsiankfully his fists were as fast and lethahis
tongue. "He's been staying with us, but Vox got kenhup in his own room. On the second floor."

I nodded. They lived in a large residence in tharhef the grounds, a home the size of an inn and
structurally sound. Anything of value had beenatages ago, and there were shadowy marks on the
walls where pictures had hung for a few decadesrdit to the histories I'd read.

"l could keep you company, Vaysh," Polaris offergelhuine warmth in his voice. "l just happen todav
an unopened bottle of bourbon that | found duriyglast scouting mission. That and some cards and my
charming self? You'd be a fool to say no."

My heart swelled at his hopeful earnestness. Oargmeups had merged near-seamlessly once we'd
settled on the mountain, and everybody adored Viay#ieir own way.

"Bourbon?" Vaysh's head snapped to Polaris, eyiekling. "You're a rogue for not telling me until
now. Come to our room later. The door will be opénsly smile slid onto his lips.

"l guess I'll be going," | said to nohar in parta and there was no answer. | did feel the styusf
several pair of eyes as | left the dining hall &mehd that | stood up straighter under their presssBack
in the suite of rooms | shared with Vaysh, | took time engaging in some perfunctory primping;
knowing Vox and Jaffa, who'd been close as shadoWwswl during the meal, they'd try and turn hitoin
some prettified manwoman. | suspected that at firgil he learned to understand his feminine aspec
Paul would shun his less familiar side. I'd befttret to teach him, through lessons of transcendent
pleasure — | hoped! — to welcome and embrace thiat@wn, secretive and strong part of himself.
Soume. To be honest, it still intimidated and pexpd me at times.
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It was bracingly cold; | was glad | didn't havewalk far to get to the building | thought of ase'th
chancellery," as the chancellors of the schoollivad there in the past. My pulse quickened onaas
inside and could take off my gloves, warming mydsaver a merry fire down in the main foyer.
Somehar had also thoughtfully placed a decantsomie liquor on a side table, though | wasn't suratw
it was. It seemed like a mix of vralsfire infusedhacinnamon, and | poured two glasses, taking them
upstairs.

Paul's room wasn't hard to find, a band of ligreerily escaping into the corridor and beckoningimie
behold the treasure hidden within. Since my hanel®viull, | nudged open the door and found myself
engulfed in the scent of spruce and sandalwood.Wasipacing, but stopped when he heard me enter. |
placed the glasses on a dresser and shut the ebimdlame, leaning on it for stability. Whateverfdaind
Vox had done to him was subtle, bringing out tlaeksbeauty that had been formerly hidden under his
arrogant facade. | couldn't help but stare, deviguhim with my gaze, suddenly irritated when aifegl

of guilt flitted in my chest. Taking aruna aftecaption was a necessary act, and besides— it wegrah

to our being, like eating or breathing. Jealousy e idea of possession was a human trait. Thbugh
strove to cast such things off, back then, theytinaed to mark me like the whorls on my fingers.

"What are you thinking?" he asked hesitantly, sigdver to pick up one of the glasses of amberidig
"One of these is for me, right?"

"Yes, sorry."

I didn't know if my apology was for not offeringti him, or for my regressive thoughts. "l was ki
about how attractive you are."

This was no fiction. His hair was a rich chestmayy and hanging around his face. His hazel eyégas
evaluated me, tended toward a tawny gold, thowgélllimagined they would seem to change colour
depending on the light or his mood. Paul's facesfammed at my words; timidity and uncertainty fled
replaced by a sultry stare.

"So you don't mind, then?"

He drank the entirety of his liqueur and ran thekbaf his hand against his lips. It was such an
unassuming gesture, | felt my reserve give way lidssweren't particularly lush; in truth, his more
soume aspects were elusive.

"No. | hope | don't disappoint,” | said, puttingvdo my glass to walk over to him. | rested one hanihe
base of his spine, the other cradling the backshbad.

He made a dismissive sound.
"Impossible.”

Paul moved against me, wrapping his arm about mgtwsawaying his hips slightly. | felt a noticeable
hardness pressing into my thigh. This was goinggtinteresting.

"Breathe into me," he commanded softly. "Don't hmdek tonight, not with anything." His gaze was
molten, ferocity gleaming in his eyes.
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"You seem to have taken this well," | said, my lifssering over his as he let out hot puffs of ‘difot
going to surprise me by kneeing me in the ballsranding off, are you?"

Paul leaned back just a bit, licking at the cowfanis lips where a sticky moisture from the dratkl
remained. Desire and physical want radiated fram hiknew that feeling, of being parched and needy,
desperate for the renewal only another har's tooald bring.

"No." A sheepish look crossed his face. "I'm glatill have my own balls, to be honest. You were a
damn bastard, you know," he said, beginning todgaigainst me with more intention. "You didn't say a
word about the fact that all of our changes woddéxual.”

"Because they're not!" | insisted, leaning in targhbreath with him, but he evaded my lips to get o
another confession.

"I've had my hand in my pants. A lot. The new pastihey kind of creep me out, so | need you to nmiake
right. I know you can, that's why | picked you. Yreustrong and you act like a man. You seem safe to
me."

"Let's go lie down on your bed," | said and Pauded. My ouana-lim was beginning to press insigtent
against my own trousers, but | felt | owed him arslexplanation and clarification before | ravadwah.
No doubt he'd heard plenty from everyhar else] s with him now.

| took the liberty of tossing another couple ofdamn the fire before joining him. | also took offm
sweater, shirt and boots, and forced him to keegazg while with unhurried hands, | unbuttoned his
shirt. Skin on skin was sublime. It took all of mwllpower not to shove down our trousers and swallo
his stiff length and make him writhe in pleasurequick — very quick — overview of being a
hermaphrodite, andhenl would tease to life the pleasures inside of harformerly never could have
imagined.

"Like all hara, I'm male and female, though | knbgon't express my feminine as blatantly as some.
Having both genders is our gift, one of them,"itdls&neading at the narrow flesh of his backsidaulP
and Gladwyne both could stand to put meat on tkeirly harish bones.

"I know. | just didn't..." his voice trailed off, arfte buried his face in my neck. "I've been stuckin
head, analysing things, and feeling myself up tited of both," he said impatiently, pressing fatttaste
kisses on my skin.

| felt another embarrassing swoon coming on.
"Share breath with me," Paul said, his voice raafijgut begging. "I'm ready to really be one ofiyo
"You already are."

Deep and expansive, we shared breath, imagessng winds of desire flowing back and forth. Our
tongues danced and teased; | savoured sparklinmeustarlight and the flavour of tart apples, Baul'
warm taste. When his fingers became grasping taldmseke away and we finished undressing. He'd
been bountifully endowed in the ouana-lim realnd dalt my body warring with its two polaritieshad
to penetrate him, that was the way our bodies stmedidand threw off the last vestige of being human.
We might contain both sexes, but right then | wdmtething more than us both to be ouana, to cross
swords and spill our delights on each other. Whiddat only made his body more crazed?
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"Ashmael," Paul said, his voice demanding. He tdrs® he lay on his back, his kiss-swollen lips gurt
eyes heavy-lidded as they'd been the afternooniVagd incepted him. He tugged me on top of him,
pulling me down and intermingling our hands ingltigrip. Velvet over steel, soft petals openedas
rubbed together, slick with opalescent offeringsighed and growled, rutting against him, not hegdi
how thin and wiry he was. My own passions had bextike a wild horse, bucking and running amok.
This wasn't for me, however, the focus was on Raadsed out of his grip, mapping the cartograghy o
his bony torso with kisses.

He groaned and uttered other, less-defined na@sesiding like a wounded creature. | pushed himhep t
bed and lay on my stomach, ignoring for now thenshéring pearl of his ouana-lim and instead trying
something whose inspiration had come just momesfiaré: | licked and drank, teasing forth the honey-
lemon nectar from his soume-lim. Paul's moans settéo surprised gasps and trills of pleasure. When
my tongue and jaw began to ache, | sat back andedotis body had responded to my ministrations.

Taking aruna with Paul that first time, | was ag@pade, digging deeply into warm, loamy earth. He
kept his eyes open, unable or unwilling not to kegpexpressions in his sights. With each thrust |
planted my own strength and hope for harakind himg, he seemed like the embodiment of a comet, a
constellation of light fallen to earth.

He chanted a steady stream of monosyllabic profasitour energies neared completion. "Don't hold
back," | panted, tossing back his earlier commeritsensed the interweaving of our release.

With him, our energies were tightly wound, like@pressed double helix that spun explosively ageart
he shouted into the room. Lights danced behind yeg as the last of our exultant energies flew faar o
out into the fathomless universe. Eventually theatlsunoises of the room faded back into my
consciousness and we uncoupled. | lay back dowaualts side where he looked at me, his cheeks
flushed and his eyes full of wonderment. Long, campnable moments went by.

Licking at his dry lips, eventually he said in aahge voice, "You didn't say anything about thahesi"
"Did so. | said there was a reward, didn't I?"

His attempt at a disdainful look largely failed.é\Rard doesn't cover how amazing that felt."

I smiled and began to hold him to me but he madenalparrassed noise. "Um, think | should go to the
bathroom or something. I'm... well... leaking."

| cringed inwardly for him, but gave him a reassgrsmile. He returned minutes later and at lasad w
able to feel his warm body splayed next to mingrag&/e spoke for a while before the warmth and
exertion caught up to me and | started to drift off

"I know my name," he said thoughtfully, and | opemey eyes.

"Oh?"

"Yeah, but I'm not telling until the morning."

"Fair enough. Now rest up a bit, because therete taothis experience. The night is quite youngaid,
attempting a feral smile.
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Later, in the heart of the night, | became souméniim, and was unsurprised at his ferocity. Wemetlas
well-muscled as | was, no doubt I'd have returimedaysh with bruises on my shoulders from where
Paul had gripped me. As it was, we rejoined ouugrat lunch the next day to catcalls and leering
comments made in jest. | shrugged them off, castipgaze around for Vaysh, but he wasn't there.
Disquiet rumbled in my chest, but | forced myselfgnore it, instead acting like the leader | wasp
groomed to be.

"Fellow companions of Castlegar,"” | announced,réisgnt to you Parallax, our newest har. Proper
celebrations and caste ascensions will be heliedegst of the solstice, twelve days from now."

Jaffa and Vox waved Parallax over, and after ailupdheated gaze up into my eyes, he walked ower an
joined them. | sat near Euclase and Kyrgian, whs,\&a usual, engrossed in a conversation withhielet

"So!" Euclase said, waggling his eyebrows.

"Oh, give it arest,” | muttered gamely, reachiagtohim for a platter with smoked meats. "I know yo
have more interesting things to set your mind @mttetails of my experiences last night."

"Well, of course," he said, pouring me a glassakly-fermented apple cider. "We need to talk albloist
party coming up. And besides, you and | were ranggers to aruna. I'm sure he'll treasure those
memories for years to come."

I snorted. "l just do what comes naturally. Now éagou gone through and catalogued our stores like |
asked?"

"Yes, commandant,” he said, a hint of sarcasmsrvbice.

He'd taken to calling me that since we'd settleghiron the mountain. | found | didn't mind, evehef
seemed a bit rankled or surprised by my behaviaaw it as common sense; winter had tentatively
blustered in and out but would entrench itselfth@ season very soon and we needed to know what
provisions we had. Plus, I'd been talking with Kggr lolethe and Vaysh, and we all assumed thatroth
hara would find us, probably sooner than we exgedihe likelihood of our stronghold becoming an
outpost or even a small town wasn't at all impridadspecially if the Uigenna kept terrorising sieral
clans. Just as Vaysh and his band had been draus) surely others would do the same, pulled to our
mountain haven by some harish instinct.

"Thank you," | said a bit curtly. "Where's Vaysh?"

Euclase shrugged, cutting a wedge of sharp cha&sermaller blocks. "Out taking a walk, maybe. Or
sulking. Hard to say."

His challenging gaze flickered over to me, butdrdi rise to the bait. Instead, | made a honconaimitt
sound and got back to the meal at hand. | was fedisParallax's former guardians had kindly lefaus
carafe of coffee and some sweet bread in the mgyrbim I'd been awake and energetically occupied
most of the night.

After bundling up, | journeyed out to the stabled avent for a ride around the perimeter trail I'd
discovered. Willow seemed happy to be out for glade, and | treated her to a thorough rubdown and
extra care once we returned at dusk. | was so laddadn the tactile enjoyment of brushing her coat,
humming to myself, that | started, turning quicklyd brandishing the mitt I'd been using when | tedel
cigarette smoke. It was Vaysh. The fact that hesmasking wasn't a good portend, as he didn't derit
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often, usually only when he was in a particuladylfmood. He leaned against a nearby stall, sdedt
lovely, his expression inscrutable.

I looked at him, and | slowly relaxed after the diwf adrenaline of being caught by surprise. He wa
almost painful to gaze upon, his beauty and inoergp pulsing around him like violet flames. Neitloér

us spoke; some primal magnetism hung in the fragianand | felt both the inexorable attractionaz|

as a self-preserving caution to pull away. My havbénnied softly; | felt myself pierced by a daftself-
knowledge. Vaysh was no paragon of hardom, but vitheame to him, | could no longer deny that every
cell in my body, the very marrow of my soul, ranghathe forbidden wordmine.

Vaysh continued to appraise me before he strode dxessed head to toe in mahogany leather, and
offered me a cigarette. | took one and let himtligfrom the glowing end of his, a weirdly intineaact. |
inhaled deeply and then turned my head out of esurso as not to exhale smoke into his face. | knew
that he knew what word trembled in me. At lasthviite kindness of an executioner, he relieved my
agony.

Yours.

* k k k%

Winter ebbed into a lush spring. As though we haured them by our very planning, hara did arfive
twos or small groups, so that by the end of thiat fiear we were nearly fifty hara strong. Someewer
Unneah, some of nameless origin as we had beervamdwo bewitching marvels who had made their
way from a great distance in the north, two migfitshe Coluraste tribe. We tended crops, took oéire
livestock brought into our fold from the endlesewging sojourns, made wine, tore down some of the
human dwellings and let the forests take theimeldidid become commandant, in charge of ensuring
every hara was armed and trained to fight and dedem home, while Kyrgian and lolethe took upon
themselves the mantle of spiritual guides.

So the months marched on, and | took on the rofgaid mentor as Parallax shone in his martial and
spiritual advancement. He and | took aruna togethesccasion, as did Vaysh and Abelard. One
memorable night while out on patrol, Vaysh, Para#lad | explored the myriad ways in which threeahar
could feast at the table of physical and spiritiedights. | couldn't bring myself to say the wotduel

very often, as it had been ingrained in me thati$ sacrilege, but my love for Vaysh deepened and
expanded as the days went on. We were marked thypitgh not to the naked eye; we were like trees,
whose tale in rings is only truly told once cut doand exposed for the world to see.

At the time, | couldn't have known how apt andibderthat comparison would be.

As we approached Smoketide, Kyrgian, Vaysh and &s@rossview, gazing out at the sedate mountains.
We drank wine and discussed the logistics of dngitihe indoor pool we'd been using all summer.
Kyrgian went into a kind of trance, which didn'tgime pause; it happened not infrequently. Vayshlan
refilled our cups, watching a hawk soar on the égkair currents watfting up from the valley floontil
Kyrgian rejoined us in spirit as well as body.

"They'll be here before dusk," he said, a youtkfiditement in his voice I'd not heard in a longetim
"Who'll be here before dusk?" | asked.

"Our newest hara." His eyes gleamed as he helbisaup. Vaysh poured wine into it, glancing at me
with a quizzical expression.
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"Newest hara? Excuse me? If you knew new harafelleveoming, why didn't you tell me before now?"
| asked, both baffled and frankly angered thab&dn kept in the dark. "That was irresponsiblecaf.y

"We've been communicating for some time," he admjttaking a deep draught.

"Why didn't you tell us? Are they in danger?" Vaystked, voicing my next sentiment.
"l wanted it to be a surprise.”

"A surprise?!"

"Dammit Ashmael, quit repeating me," Kyrgian blusté but his obvious enthusiasm temporarily
triumphed over my ire.

"Well, don't you think maybe | should alert our gigmat the gates, or have you instructed themeaksn
in? It'd best not be the latter or you and | aregdo have to have a serious talk about who hasate
authority here." It was only Vaysh's calming towchmy leg that brought my hackles down.

"Let's put off the power plays to another time,'y¥h offered, evidently not wanting to have to be
witness to a shouting match on what had been spiaaant late summer afternoon.

"So now | know," | said, feeling my brows furrowl’Hey're obviously special if you've kept this sécre
for so long. | won't allow you to let me look lilke idiot, so fill me in."

"They're just hara," Kyrgian started until | grod]dow in my chest. "Oh Ashmael, it's fine. Theyham
the line of an ancient indigenous human tribe,itaitheir third companion that is the most astioimg
thing about them."

"Quit explaining with more riddles!" By now | waga&sperated.

"It'll be clear shortly."

"Do they need special accommodations?" Vaysh aseting Kyrgian from the invective-rich tongue-
lashing | was about to serve up. | looked gratgfatihim; he was as practical as | was, but faremor

innately diplomatic.

"No— they can stay in the guest quarters for adeys until they decide where in Castlegar to set up
more permanent residence.” Kyrgian couldn't suigaites smile that was loathe to leave his lips.

"For the record, I'nmot happy about this, your keeping information from'mestated, getting up from
the wooden bench we'd made. It had replaced thedrohe that had been there when we arrived.

"Duly noted."

"I know my title is considered somewhat a joke, ban essentially in charge of our growing town. |
need to know about anything disruptive, especiéliyat knowledge is available in advance!"

"Go get cleaned up," Kyrgian said with a lighthedrtvave of his hand. "No need for you to get your
drawers in a twist."

Maelstrom and Mage pg 40



"Don't be condescending!" | fumed. "I have eveghtito be pissed off at you."

"Kyrgian hasn't ever done anything to jeopardisé \Yaysh reminded me as he forcefully steered me
away and to the path that led back to the heatteo§rounds.

"It's the principle of the thing," | found myselfuttering an hour later. I'd taken a shower andsgreé
my most officious outfit, which looked much likeetihest of my clothes worn at that time of yearwvigro
leather pants, linen sleeveless tunic, leathedbtharmbands worn about the bicep, and my bootsadt
really too hot for the leather, but | wanted to mak impression.

Vaysh came over, shaking his head in disbelieft."lteGo," he said, kissing me in between words.
"But—"

He placed a nalil, lacquered in darkest indigo, regiany lips. "They're heading in from the gates."
"How do you know that?"

Vaysh tapped at his temple impatiently. "Kyrgialoni on, let's go."

Curiosity overwhelmed my continued annoyance ofigpdiossed around as though | were a child. We'd
taken a residence in one of the buildings on thim mpaadrangle at the very heart of the former canpu
and | heard a bell tolling, calling the hara whoshto eat communally to our evening meal. Some
preferred to stay in their dwellings, especiallggl spread out further afield on the mountain hlaoa

tend to be social creatures. For the most parenj@yed each other's company, and those not out on
patrol, or tending the vineyards, usually ate tbgetl stood out beside the main road, its asphalt
beginning to crack as tendrils of grass teasedijirdissures granted by its lack of maintenancgsWa
came to stand beside me, a decorative fan in hnid,ltaeating a welcome slight breeze as he moved it
through the air. | found my mind wandering: themrevrepairs in the stonework | wanted to have done
one of the small buildings being readied to hows®ed fruits and vegetables.

"I think I'll make an announcement at breakfadind out if anyone in our ranks knows anything atbou
masonry," | said. "If not, I'll need to conscripinse volunteers to learn. Surely some har knowsaest |
somethingabout construction..."

My voice trailed off when | heard the sounds ofdes' hooves clopping slowly on the road. Oddly
enough, Kyrgian appeared to be riding one of tive Im@a's horses, one har was on the other horde, an
another walked ahead of them, a shorter figurésadiie who couldn't be an adult. Unless it was a
diminutive human. Kyrgian hadn't said anything attbat! When they were only a few hundred yards
away, | realised why Kyrgian had kept this seapdtitnself; they were striking to behold, burnt sian
skin and hawk-like, regal noses, flowing black heith braids and coloured beads. It was the smalter
that defied reason, and made the blood roar inany €0 that for a moment, all other sounds faded to
silence. Time slowed to molasses speed as theyupdw/us, and | saw with my own eyes a harchild.
There could be no doubt of it; | couldn't explaowhl knew it was so. Vaysh had been shocked into a
similar, reverent torpor.

Coming to myself, realising | was staring and agima manner devoid of any decorum, | straightened

up and looked at the two adult hara. "My name ismael," | said, unseemly grateful that my voice
hadn't cracked. "l serve as commandant of Castlegatown here on the mountain. Welcome."
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Vaysh also introduced himself while the har ontibese dismounted to flank the harling whose age |
couldn't begin to guess. All of their eyes wereckjdarbouring incomprehensible deeps of emotiah an
wisdom. | suffered the unpleasant sensation ofrfgdike a young child, yet again.

"I'm Firestorm," one said, beads of cerulean ang avoven into his plaits and embroidered on hig.ves
"This is Cloudblaze. We are chesnari. And thisusson, Firethorn."

| swallowed thickly, startled at my sudden urgéaibto my knees, weeping at how perfect and
astounding their son was. Firethorn, for his pgemed to realise the distressing effect he had and
unsettled him. He evaluated Vaysh and myself batorgng back to Cloudblaze to comment, “I'm really
hungry."

"You're here just in time for dinner," Kyrgian reased him, and the harling nodded solemnly. Thetyou
tilted his head, his gaze going back and forth froento Vaysh and back again.

"How did you change your hair colour?" he asked wadking over to pull some gently into his palm.
"l didn't. I'm a natural blond."
"The hara here will look different, Thorn. We tatkabout that," his father said, chiding him.

But... weren't they both his fathers? My legs thmeatkto buckle as this exquisite proof of harish
procreation looked down at the ground, chasteneiy® fixing his gaze back on my face.

"You are strong and beautiful," he said.
| didn't know how to respond, shocked as | wasflatiered nonetheless.
"Don't say things like that to him, it'll go to Higad," Vaysh said, the smile infused in his voice.

"We have been isolated for many years," Cloudbézie apologetically, shimmers of blackcurrant
glinting in his hair as it caught light from thettéeg sun. "We speak plainly by nature."

"Not a problem," | said, battling to regain my cawspre. "If more of us did that, we'd be better"off.
Firethorn caught my eye as Kyrgian suggested wéogée dining hall and make proper introductidns.
raised my eyebrow in anticipation of another questrom the harling. At last a smile settled onligs,
his face bright as sunrise. He was going to meltmarts of no few hara. The repercussions ofrtinah
of these three into our midst were going to bedéaching, that was indubitable.

"Will I meet your son at dinner?" Firethorn askiellly playing with the redviolet beads in his braids
"We don't have one," | said, and saw confusionsrdark eyes.

"Yet," Vaysh said warmly.

YET?!l shot back directly to his mindlVe don't even know what it takes to make a harchildlow rare
itis!

The hara will tell us before the night's out, Bore of it.
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"You're the first harchild I've seen," | said aswalked the short distance to the dining hall. swa
content to let Kyrgian continue his introductionoafr enclave to Cloudblaze and Firestorm, and they
seemed equally at ease for Vaysh and myself ttodetow their son. "Did your fathers tell you how
special you are?"

"Firestorm is my father," he said emphatically. tA@loudblaze is my hostling. But Firestorm couldéda
a child, if he wanted to. | think Cloudblaze wamnts to have a brother, and he thinks he's a béitece
as a hostling than my father. He's stronger iritspie says, to carry a pearl."

So this was it. My mind reeled. It truly, emphalig@ank in that already there was a generationf— o
one, at least — for whom the word mother was ytterkaningless.

"How old are you?" Vaysh asked as the new haraieththeir horses and we prepared to enter théebust
and clamour of an everyday meal. But today we wendtk in with tangible, heart-bruising beauty;
evidence that when there were no more human irmeptour race would continue.

"I have five winters."

| stopped dead in my tracks, my hand on the dotou'te only five?" | asked hoarsely. He appeared to
be twice that.

"l think pureborns, or wholly hara, | don't know atto call him, other than dazzling," Vaysh said,
running a finger across Firethorn's high cheekborgelanguorous caress, "they must mature farifaste
than human children.”

My heart had leapt into my throat, but | openeddber. Firethorn had the sense to join his fatinelr a
hostling, his fingers interlaced with those of QGlblaze for support, no doubt. Though it felt like
weakness, | did the same, taking Vaysh's hand. Whegueezed my fingers, however, it transformed
into strength.

* k k % %

That night, torches were set up along the rectamgudles of a grassy sward, an enclosure betweznftw
the stone buildings in the middle of the groundsth& base of the slope a covered walkway provided
shelter, and in front of it perched a stone shedf stairs, much like a small stage. Cloudblaze and
Firestorm sat cross-legged on some cushions sorttaaghtfully had provided for them. The composed
hara faced us, wondrous secrets dancing in theasdike fireflies. Firethorn had gone off, jealbyus
escorted by Jaffa, Gladwyne and Parallax to exglwayrounds. Jaffa, of course, had seen nothing so
novel as a harling, and he appeared as though balelwgplode with excitement, Gladwyne in tow.
Parallax feigned relative disinterest, but | knem vell enough to be sure that he, too, was buystiith
guestions. As were we— hence the informal Gatheuiitig our new hara.

Kyrgian made a short speech filling us in as tartteaching out to him through the ethers and hHoeyt
had been led here from lands far to the west. Whése two hadn't pursued any particular caste
ascensions, it was obvious to all of us that thhotingir own, unique pursuits, they were enlightened
nearly beyond us all, Kyrgian and lolethe as exoept And perhaps Belvac. Mostly, however, the hara
wanted to know what had occurred between thesedwake it possible to create life as they had. An
instantaneous plague of paternal fervour had stheptigh our group, leaving nearly none untouched.
We had experienced peace on the mountain sincutpeising arrival of Gladwyne and Parallax, but
news had come through the year with the arrivalusfother new inhabitants. Much of Megalithica was
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under the control of former Uigenna now known asr¥ave seemed like an island, though if we could
somehow bear harchildren, we could grow fairly dipin strength and number.

As Firestorm spoke, with Cloudblaze interjectingasional thoughtful phrases and explanations, it
became apparent that none of us had even beguress gt particular powers to be found in arunare'he
were some in Castlegar who had explored the pafesftiGrissecon, Vaysh included. But nohar had ever
dared, so it seemed, to surrender so absolutebg ted to another plane of being while in thossagic
throes. There, apparently, the souls of poterifeadwelled, awaiting an unspoken invitation tauretto
earth, nestled in a secret chamber inside the bbsgemed rather capricious to me, and required an
intensity of devotion | personally doubted to existween even our few who were chesnari with one
another. And yet, many in our group nodded thedidise captivated by the thought.

"We think it is rare, and won't happen to everyh@ipudblaze said, his gentle voice carrying ewethe
back of the group where | sat, keeping watch oungrfained habit. "I have meditated, asking the
Aghama's will for us, if he would deign to sharelsinowledge. He seems not to wish for our race to
scurry over the world in hordes like locusts, beitdtores and cherishes new life. It is a paradox.”

| couldn't help but imagine my harbretheren overribxt few weeks, tired out at their daily tasks as
roonfests reigned at night, and | sighed.

"It's novelty, and will wear off," Vaysh said toabe me. He knew many of my thoughts seemingly
before | even knew they were there.

"True. I'm glad we have Jaffa around, who can Rkélgthorn understand and cope with his Feybraitea. H
may only be five years old, but I'd wager he'ligméng through it far sooner than we expect. Butdfay
the rest of our community..." | said, looking bleaklyhim.

He smiled. "I know, Ash. You're commandant of agand you want it to stay that way, not turn iato
nursery. | really don't think you need to worry rhwabout it. Our hara are independent, and weresnont
in pursuing their lives and ensuring we can sesva haven for others as they find us. I'm not gpthat

| don't think some hara will become hostlings mdi— doubtless, it will happen."

"Firethorn is captivating. It's ndiim, it's the process that's just so... strange,” | mettemilling around
the outskirts of the group. By now the meeting haded into an impromptu party, soon to take oler t
whole centre of the grounds.

"Of course it is," Vaysh stated, taking my arm guodling us to find Vox and Polaris, always thetfts
bring wine or liquor to an event. "All of us heiredd the first parts of our lives as human maleseéms
freakish to imagine hosting a child. And then agdidoesn't at all.”

"It's unnatural," | said, with emphasis.

"Only if you insist on holding on to those oldettteans of thoughts. We can create life after athihk
it's terribly exciting," he enthused, but he addegsmy worry before | could voice it. "And no, livat
suggesting that you and | go straight to our bedytand create a harish lovechild. If it's meanbe,
we'll know. I'm sure of that."

Relief flooded through me and | pulled him clod®ring breath with him. | was filled with his rich

velvet taste and gratitude for our life; | soaredioe wings of his untamable affection, riding agim
through uncharted skies.
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"When you're quite through," Polaris drawled, mis€llittering in his eyes and waving a two-thirfdd
bottle of bourbon at Vaysh.

"Oh Polaris. You're absolutely divine," Vaysh sdidning away from me to mouth open kisses aloreg th
side of his face.

"Yes, yes," Polaris said, grinning. "Do go on. Véall night."

"Feel free to keep buttering him up,” | said to ¥laysqueezing his hand. "I should go and spend some
more time with Cloudblaze and Firestorm, make sheg're settled, figure out what skills and talents
they've brought with them."

"Ashmael. It's a party. Lighten up!" Vox said, hayidraped himself over Polaris' side and giving the
bourbon bottle a mournful gaze. "Do you have tedhat away?"

“No, dear," Polaris replied, tapping his chesngtitly on the cheek. "We're sharing."

"It's not as though you'll ever go lacking for lagy' | said, resigned. "In fact, if some hara wosjend
half of the amount of energy on work that needsa@one as they do on their private distilleribs t
place..." | didn't finish the sentence, becauserilh tvas, our environment was in good shape. "Well,
there's plenty around. If you get through thateluyou two can find more."

"Forget that," Vaysh said, looking imperiously la¢n, the pale skin of his exposed chest damp with
sweat from the muggy air. "I know where all the datuff is." He winked at me and | quirked a sniile
return.

"Well, we already knew that,” Vox said. He glancegly at me before they set to the very serious ths
drinking copiously.

"Polaris!" | called after I'd walked a few step$oithe celebratory throng. "Did you or Wycker giagfa
and the others a curfew?"

"No, but once they catch wind of the festivitiés) sure they'll turn up.”

Reassured, | made my way through the clustersvefees, finding a much-appreciated glass of chilled
tart wine in my hands after a few minutes. It too& some time to get to the new celebrities bechuse
stopped to chat with several hara I'd not seeritas as | would have liked. | was gratified at howil

the minimalist structure of our society workedgafvnly one year we had plenty of stores for thetevi

we'd not had any brawls, there was almost equalldiébg and dismantling to claim these lands as our
own. | had a core group of defenders — it wouldenbgen an overstatement to call them soldiers — and
our hara practised spiritual studies as well ais tven artistic and creative pursuits.

For all of that peaceful and prideful thinking, tkreowledge of disquiet to the north and the vast
unknowns to the south, east and west sometimeakepiwake at night. Would we go to war with each
other over land, or, heaven forbid, philosophidtiedences, replaying the human legacy which preded
us?

| was so caught up in my reverie that | almost pdgSrestorm as he stood with Belvac and Abelard.
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"Woah, Ashmael! Slow down!" Belvac joked, alreadglMinto his cups. "l can tell your mind is racing,
probably caught up in details about the next sogutnission, or archery tournament. Something
dreadfully serious."

| frowned at being belittled. "For your informatitn said, helping myself to the wine he'd placedso
nearby waist-high stone wall, "l was thinking abbatv successful we've become. No fights, no deaths,
everyhar clothed and fed, enough wine and liquaatisfy at least two small armies!" | toasted him,
inclining my glass as well to Abelard and Firestorm

"We are grateful for your open arms of peace,"dtoen said, bowing his head slightly.

| did the same, before acknowledging Abelard'slsubbvements to tug Belvac away so | could speak
privately with the har.

"Do you have a shrine to our creator?" he asked.

I shook my head, as shame bloomed crimson in mgtctieveryhar has his own ritual,” | explained,
though it sounded like an excuse.

"Do not debase yourself." Firestorm gestured ab#se of the wall and we sat. He leaned against the
blocks of sandstone; | sat across from him, sthycthe irrational wish to please him. "Evidentlyias
not the time, before. But perhaps now it is."

With a fluid gesture, he drew out a pipe, tobaau @ small tinderbox. | patted down my vest poeket
discovered, thankfully, I'd put a pack of cigarettieere before dinner. We sat, smoking, until rgahe
speaking again. He told me of his people, and hawynhad converted back to the old ways when the
pervading culture spasmed, choking on its noxi@lishatred. With unflinching honesty, Firestormdol
me of his nightly prayers to the gods of wind aedtt to carry him away, but instead they brought a
small group of angels— or so it had seemed. A hkdtmm his tribe, Cloudblaze, had also been
incepted, attaining the most natural state s/hé&ldwave. Then a sickness from some desperate humans
who'd lived in the closest city infected his angalsd several died. The rest took good horses aeaddu
west. Cloudblaze had stayed, and as though sewminigib self for the first time, Firestorm had bedd

with him, giving heart, mind and body.

"Only a few months after our blood-binding ceremomyr bodies took their joy. Out under the stars on
night, | felt a faint latch open. Suddenly we wsv&mming in fire, our souls shining together, the s
eaten by the blazing moon. It really was like thag said, laughing at my bemused, cynical expoassi

"You're a romantic," | said, pouring the last of econd bottle of wine we'd shared during hisatiag.

"Guilty," he grinned, and | saw a couple of missiegth in the bottom row of his mouth; his life had
been an easy one.

"A couple of months later, Blaze was in terriblénpave were both scared out of our wits, thinkirgg h

might be dying. | tried to meditate and call foighgom the spirits. In the end, he just yelled aneéd

and common sense took over. He birthed a luminacashat hardened; we were both shocked, as you can
imagine. Firethorn came out of his pearl severgbdater. Blaze didn't let go of it once it came othis
body. He kept it warm, murmuring how much we warttad to break out so we could see him with our
eyes, how precious he was. Now you see him, nearlyinters later. He is a blessing to us."
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I lit a new cigarette, comforted and at peacehaadgh my spirit lay at the edge of a balmy poatt so
waves lapping tenderly at it.

"Your coming has changed us," | said. "lolethe &aiowledge of harish procreation would come tol us.
could never have guessed it'd come and knock nmeyoaiss! Metaphorically speaking.” | only slurred
some of my words.

"You have good instincts. Your aura is strong, bkeestless mountain reaching for the sun."

"Do you think it's heresy to love?"

He blinked slowly. | held my breath, expecting wigerds as written in the inky pools of his eyes.

"Things shift out of balance when you deny selft Nenying as in keeping things away, but pretending
that self-truth is falsehood."

"That's a non-answer," | said eventually.

"Be true, Ashmael, and the true heresies will retleamselves."

He stood and helped me up. | swayed slightly; Eres, too, was feeling the effects of the wine.

"I would like to give you something before | go dimttl my chesnari,” he said before enfolding méim
arms, swift and supple; a bobcat protecting a Elibbreath was wind-stirred trees and sunset, a

laughing, triumphant force that sought out my wesrand shook them free.

Light-hearted, | drew back, my fingers tracing Headed symbols sewn into the leather of his jerkin.
"Thank you." The words were wholly inadequate.

We were called here. It is our son's destiny maa tours, and even that remains vague. We'll giiit y
with what we have.

I hope we can treat you with the respect you're due
"Shelter, loyalty, strength of heart and arms. lldagand storytelling, tears and bloodshed. | hbpee's
not as much of the last two, but all of these thiage spokes in our wheel of life. We're all ofeisorn,

new children of earth."”

Firestorm cradled my jaw in his hand; | was strtiek he was slightly shorter than | was. His presen
rose far taller and commanding than his actual é&.di@o and dance with your soulmate."

"Sound advice," | replied, feeling a need for thmiliarity Vaysh would provide.
Firestorm headed back in the direction of the grasgle alley and | ventured to the heart of the
laughing, talking, singing hara. When | found Vaylsé immediately plucked the not quite empty liquor

bottle from Vox's hands and levered unsteadilyisdfdet.

"Let's go out to the lake," he said, sliding praatieely next to me and draping his arm down to eyp
arse.

"Whatever will you do out there?" Polaris hootedisit
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"Good God, you're all fucking smashed." | wasntiespto be sure, but | had some sense of decorum. O
thought | did. The Aralids exploded into fits ofighter, fumbling with each other's tunics and pavan
their exposed skin as we took our leave.

The cicadas droned their unceasing, nightly symphaccompanying us as we walked along quiet paths.
Millions of glistering stars flickered in the silkélack as a milky swath stretched across the@ly.on

the shore of the small lake, to the chants of eticland dazzling silence of space far above ussiVapd

I made love. We danced ancient steps, slick willy saeat. It wasn't a sharing of energies as aisina

we gave each other body and emotions unboundemtpareal, grounding act of supplication.

Later, after a cleansing dip in the tepid watemmyah sat in the vee of my legs, his back to mytcHége
should build a small shrine to the Aghama here Sdid, running his long fingers up and down my
calves.

"How strange," | murmured, kissing the back offiesy hair before lying back on the ground, swakalv
by the light of the radiant stars. "Firestorm asikede had one earlier when he and | spoke."

"There are no coincidences," Vaysh said simply.

* k k % %

In late October | held a council with our self-apyed leaders, laying out my plan for five or stws to
go and investigate and map out the harish settlesterthe north that were reasonably close.

"You want to go and spy?" Abelard asked, his sképti apparent.

"Not spy, but venture out beyond our shorter sogutnissions. We'd be gone for a couple of months,
probably. See what's going on, how Megalithicahisnging."

"You want to see how far Varrish territory goesd @valuate their strength," Euclase said insightful
coming to my defense.

"Yes. Most of our recent settlers have sought refugm there. I'm keen to see the source of their
troubles.”

"But we're coming up on winter," Cloudblaze notétlyou were going to go anywhere, why not head
south?"

"I've sensed a powerful tribe far south of us," ¢igin said, smoking a pipe, a new trait he'd piaked
from our newest hara. "But they've not set theimdsito conquest. Darker magic is their pursuitéf

Varrs are like the Uigenna, or part Uigenna, it'suir best interest to know where their stronghalds
who their leader is."

"It's a huge land, Ashmael," Mabast interjected wées an independent Unneah who had been found half-
starved the February before, rescued by Opequo®adih. "And there are plenty of scared, angry
humans still around, wanting vengeance."

"I'm not suggesting that we travel without any degton in mind," | said, keeping my calm. "I'm jus

saying that the more we know about the state afjthiharish and human, the better off we'll be .here
We're building Castlegar from the ground up—"
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"Metaphorically speaking,” Abelard interrupted wéh arched eyebrow.

"The life here, not the actual buildings, dammiishapped. "Surely we're not going to hide hereaaid
for any proverbial bombs to drop, right?"

"No, not at all,"” Mabast said quickly as he peeladrange. The fruit was evidence of a successful
experiment in a small tropical greenhouse Jaffakirethorn had undertaken as a project, fuelecelgirg
by Jaffa's uncontainable creative enterprise.

"I'll be the first to offer to go with you. It's $tithat 'north' is rather a vague term," he wentHmeased
his chair back onto two legs, the delicate canghiich he pulled the veiny strands from the orariges
in contrast to his imposing, muscled form. He reseith me a lot of Monarch, and | newly warmed to him.

"It is," | acquiesced. "For the next several daygant to set up informal interviews of every harols
come here since spring to get a sense of the desdraveled, the state of the former human citleees
to avoid, and create a proper map. At least of tiomgs are now. No doubt it's all in a restlessestd
change.”

"I'd like to do the same, but from the west. Oavéls. Another map,” Cloudblaze finally clarifiesiiaice
it took me a second to follow his train of thought.

"I'll ask our friends, Ahalenia and Eleu, to cobtie their path from the far northeast. If we'réyaoing
for a couple of months we won't go nearly thatafalistance, but forewarned is forearmed. So thgy sa
Vaysh cocked his head at me and | nodded, grateful.

"The Colurastes aren't the most forthcoming,ymutdon't seem to offend them," | said, a tang of
bitterness in the words.

Their attitude toward most of us was a distantrémiee, though they were quite friendly to Vaysh and
Wyngarr; Vox and Polaris also appeared to be iim ivaces. The two sybaritic libertines positively
fawned on Firethorn, now in danger of becoming date by the entire community. I'd found myself —
to my discredit — praying that somehar else omtlbentain would beget another harling just to take
some of the focus off of him, though he bore upeauritie attention with an amused kindness that sgeme
beyond his nearly six years.

"Do you have your scouting party in mind? Do teBglvac said airily, tapping cigarette ash into a
wooden bowl.

"Do you want to rip apart my reasoning now or |latdrfumed, the words dripping scorn.

"You shouldn't go," Euclase snickered, jabbinguarth at Belvac. "You'll be too busy trying to do leac
other in. It would be distracting."

"We're still friends," | insisted through gritteekth.
"So we can see." A ghost of a smile flitted aciOksidblaze's lips.

"Well, if my valued opinion were sought,” Vayshdarimly, steepling his fingers on the parchments i
front of him, "I'd suggest myself, Ashmael, Mab&siclase, and Firestorm. If we take a sixth, Paxdll

"He's still young!" Belvac barked.
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"He's a born warrior," | countered.

"He's nearly ascended to Brynie." Belvac leanedesgively over the table. "He's born to do more tha
fight, much like some others | know. Or thoughtd.tiThe reproach in his comment wasn't lost on me.

"When do you feel Parallax will be ready?" Kyrgiasked.

"In a few days, if he devoted himself to it full\Belvac grumbled.

"I know him well, too," | reminded him. Belvac wasw fidgeting with the braided copper armband
Abelard had crafted for him. | was certain a fluofyconversation was flying privately between tive t
"He and Gladwyne want to be treated as adultdikesevery other har. | think Vaysh's list is a sdu

one. Does anyhar have serious objections, or aligas?"

A mottled silence hung in the air as | looked pedty at Belvac. He gave a mirthless shrug; I'd it
round.

"Excellent." | glanced at Vaysh, sitting at my rigbwirling the remains of some cold coffee inra ti
"Llembara's drawing skills are superb. I'd like fom to join me during the next few days to crahte
actual maps. Perhaps you, Cloudblaze, would lilesgist me as well?"

"If that's where I'm needed."

"Kyrgian, | respectfully ask you to call a Gatheyiim five days. Those of us going on this missioh w
leave the day after that.”

Why don't you ask Abelard and Belvac to stand i@@mmandant and ArchonZaysh sent the
suggestion fast as quicksilver.

You're a geniud, marvelled What would | do without you?

You wouldn'tHis snark was unimpeded by his telepathic vdican think of all kinds of ways you can
thank me...

Later, | thought, suppressing a smile.

"Abelard. Belvac." They turned, expectant, and ssegl. "I'd like to ask you to serve in Vaysh's amgd
stead as Commandant and Archon while we're goreeydu willing to take on those tasks as need be?"

"Sure," Belvac said.

"Yes. Most everyhar here looks out for each othet we can step into those roles in your absence,"
Abelard replied with far more politesse.

Six days later we left Castlegar; a small entoutzidais safe travels and prayers of protectiohat t
stone gates, mostly consorts and chesnari. The taiautself appeared not in the mood to let us go
easily, cloaking the realm in the impenetrableviggd come to expect in the year and few months we'd
been residing here. Parallax had insisted thaehalbwed to go, and it seemed that his deternanati
had tempered Belvac's scorn for the whole endeavour
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We rode north for sixteen days, following our neavish maps. Euclase and Parallax became our group
scribes, taking copious notes and modifying theswalpen we passed ruined towns, and the very few
human settlements still inhabited. We circuitousfpassed one, sensing their numbers; two nigles lat
we were ambushed, but there were only a few of tHielhof bloodlust and not nearly quick enough on
their feet once we figured out what was happenivig.burned their bodies the next morning. Firestorm
and Vaysh both had well-honed abilities to seekguatd against harish mind-thought, but after a
fortnight had come and gone and there hadn't beam & flicker of sentience, | began to wonder. Bpsh

I was unwittingly leading us all into a trap, rigimto territory that could be protected by Wralthivho
were superior to us in masking their presence.

It was with a cold shock of relief, then, when ahaboth Vaysh and Firestorm gasp audibly, looking
wildly for the other as we rode in pairs.

"What is it?" | asked, trotting Willow up from Masigs side to match Arches' pace.

"Hara. Three, and two are dying of some human-chdsease. Firestorm thinks it may be what killed
some of the hara who incepted him."

"What tribe are they?" Parallax asked, though weuspected there could be only one answer, given
what all our maps indicated.

"Varrs. But only just,” Firestorm said cryptically.

With guidance, we urged our horses on. The afflittera weren't that far away; the one still immbad
felt the brush of Vaysh's scan and screamed a@ideelp. Not quite two hours later we found owsel
approaching a long-abandoned human barn, skulktittgeaedge of acres of dead cornfields.

"Are we sure this isn't some Varrish snare?" Mabaltd to me, the first to believe the worst akallt
things Varr. In that regard, | was as close behindas shadow.

"No, but it doesn't seem their style, luring usnistead of fighting outright,” | yelled back, my vz
shatched away by the wind.

Tired of keeping their treasure, the leaden clandshead began to release their wintry offeringgkth
snowflakes fell as we pulled up to the decrepitcttire. Sagging windows looked mournfully at us. An
uncomfortable prickling crawled down my spine aodked up, sensing that all of my companions were
doing the same. Above the middle of the field,¢loeids churned and darkened, as though a cauldron
boiled behind it, readying to expel something farenmalevolent than snow.

"What the fuck?" Vaysh swore, tugging his hood etaaround his face, glancing wide-eyed at me. All |
could do was briskly shake my head. The air waswith the metallic crack of thunder and all of a
sudden, a malapropos, tangy scent of ozone. Wiihiraphant, booming clap, a horse and rider bunst o
of the sky and pummelled the ground, slowing frogalop to a canter, eventually to a brisk walk in
their final approach to us.

Vaysh and Parallax had fallen to their knees an#nepproached. Har? He was a god, a lurid, dark
angel, a fire in corporeal form. He shone as thdugthed in sunlight from an invisible source. H#ir
flame streamed behind him, ice crystals fallingxrio and the luminous equine king's nostrils desgit
relative cold of our reality. Power, knowledge—pitised and danced in him, radiating blue flame,
igniting fear and awe, shattering my imaginaticaressing tender wings across my thudding heart.
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The falling snow muffled nature's ambient noisesphdered if any of us were still breathing.

Dressed in an outlandish ermine coat, aubergiriededoots that laced up to his knees, pity and lov
were chiseled on this creature's features, agatesyoung. He dismounted and walked forward wiéh th
deadly grace of a puma. When he smiled, | felteassurance, instead | drowned in wretched unworth.

"I am Thiede," he said, the answer to all questions

| felt that my tongue had been wrenched from my timo& maelstrom of love and despair spun and
floundered in my heart. This was a har. How couddewven dream to reach the lofty heights he'd
achieved?

"You all are doing tremendous things, truly splehdny dears," he went on, sweeping over to Parallax
and Vaysh. He placed fingers with long, talon-liiels under their chins, lifting up their facesgarze on
his munificent being. "Please get up," he said $iyeend Vaysh and Parallax did so. "There's nalriee
worship me— | am one of you, after all."

His glance flickered over to me and with resolvenitg from | don't know where, | managed to stay
standing, and held his gaze. An intrigued appreciaimmered in his eyes; | felt refined, purgedad
passed a test, and been deemed worthy. Thunded foliny heart.

"There are ill ones inside. | believe you know whaitst be done, but I'll assist you. Yes, you ang'yo
he said, pointing his immaculate claws at Vayshineistorm.

| tentatively reached out in mind-touch to Vaysk aaw him startle; he'd been wholly absorbed by the
presence of this otherworldly har.

Ash! God! Grissecon. Come and shelter us. Thisdb—god, god, god.he babbled in a silent frenzy.

| calmed him as best | could, but the next whilesadlur. Inside of the ramshackle barn, Thiede's
radiance was all the more striking. He was all hess, now, orchestrating events with the merest
suggestion of thoughts. The poor hara inside hidpsed in fits of fear and relief, overwhelmedaing
rescued from death. The one caring for the othersat sobbing. Whatever inner dam of control hat h
was long broken as torrents of gratitude and thpelessness he'd felt hours before came floodingfout
him.

Thiede evaluated the wasted hara, clinging to e#ler, huddled under some moth-eaten horse blankets
He closed his eyes for a moment then looked adairea"l'll need to take them to your mountaintop
home faster than you can travel. I've just senséoneone. He'll arrive shortly."

Pockets of hushed conversations drifted; everyth@amed to happen in slowed, honeyed time despite
the innate urgency imprinted on everyone's fac&edenstood behind me as | cast spells of warmth and
sanctity while Firestorm and Vaysh composed thewesdior this act. Thiede's aura seeped around me,
guiding me with a tantalysing hint of just how muymbwer germinated within me, having come nowhere
near fruition. With wordless thoughts, fingers fatricity, he guided my incantations. Firestornadan
Vaysh became an altar, a pyre— | lowered my handsw@oved away, rejoining the rest of the small
assembly. Thiede spoke conspiratorially to Parallho looked as though he were face to face with a
ravenous lion.

Another har strode through the door, resplendeaniebony pelt. His silver hair glistened with gaene
ice crystals and he carried the faint odour of ezas Thiede had when he'd first come to land.dsar |
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aetherial than Thiede but just as commanding, flegpout an azure crystal phial and handed it tedé
before taking a moment to assess our motley baswldht his gaze and he arched an eyebrow at ree. Hi
fingers rested briefly on the silver chains and ktsuresting on his chest as he nodded, acknowigdgi

my greeting.

The walls now seemed to curve protectively aroudreathing with the slow chant Thiede had begun
and into which, one by one, we'd added our voigethe point of Vaysh and Firestorm's completion, a
warmth and sparks of a thousand comets cascadethintoom. Parallax, with shaking hands, took the
phial and a delicate, long-handled spoon from Téigod went to the corner where Vaysh and Firestorm
lay, returning to our circle a few moments latdneif fruits shone with amber phosphorescence,
brightening the faces of all of us enraptured leydlow, fluid movement inside the glass. | saw Rata
cheeks damp with tears, his expression beatifitsiwonder.

| thought suddenly of Vaysh and his well-being andried to go and check up on them both. Vaysh's
face was flushed with exertion and the glow of atgilently | thanked him and Firestorm, also by
heavily. Once Vaysh had dressed | ran a thumb striescheekbone, undone by his vivacious beauty,
this loving firebrand, my heart's comrade in armg,truest desire. The affection shining in his eyes
bruised my soul.

We were being called to return to the circle, taokaand reach hands forth, radiating power as Ehied
performed a series of chants and spells until leengel the Grissecon offering ready.

"Arahal. | believe you brought wine?"
"l did."

The incongruity of such a casual statement afeeiptitency of ritual was jarring, but the momentseas
Arahal, so this other har was apparently calledy@d wine into two of our tin cups. Thiede, witlaat
dramatic swirl of the phial, poured half into ealgnted tin. | almost laughed.

Euclase took the cups to the sick hara, their gkity appearing all the more lifeless compared ¢o th
vibrancy of we who'd been a part of this ceremamhkaling. His role as high priest concluded, @hie
resumed his former aloof, but captivating demeanour

"Arahal, you and | will each take one of these paears to— what do you call it? Castlegar?" he éiske
me, though the comment was no true question.

"You know a lot about us," | ventured. "Where dalycome from?"

"All in time, Commandant, all in time," he saidettvords sensuous and yet the thread of amusement
never left his voice. "I'll come and visit you agasoon. Then | shall tell you of my plans and drsa
just beginning to take place in a land far fromehéwe been waiting for a good moment to make my
presence known, and this seemed as good a tinreyaAr@hal? Are you quite ready?"

Arahal threw his head back, his hair cascading doiwiack, a thick waterfall of mercury. He had the
sickly hara tucked to his sides, an arm about eaeh He seemed somewhat immune to the extravagance
of this demiurge, and | respected the authority éin@anated from him.

"Yes. It's a good thing we're not travelling fdmptigh. | don't think they'd survive in the othedarior
long."
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Their compatriot who'd been their caretaker madarmyuished noise at that statement. Euclase stepped
over to comfort him.

"Don't you worry," Thiede said, smiling brightlyh@wing clearly his long teeth. With a jolt | was
reminded that he wasn't remotely human. None efarg, of course, but the awe he inspired and ttte fa
that he — and Arahal — had arrived from God kneverelon horses that flew... | half-expected shining
wings to pop from his shoulders and a flaming swtordppear in his manicured hands, like the angelic
messengers in the church windows of my human bayhoo

With great pomp and a swirling of fur coats, thegrevgone, leaving the rest of us in a stunned,mpt
silence. Some of the residual energy still pulsethé air, dissipating slowly like a shimmeringaow
as it fades into nothingness, making you wondgrhiad ever really existed.

"Well," | said raggedly. "This wasn't exactly iretplan, but | think we should go home. Anyhar
disagree?"

Silence continued to reign, so | nodded. "We'ly $tare for the night, and then begin the returk tre
tomorrow."

"Do you really think they took them to your moumi2l the anxious barely-Varr asked, wringing his
hands.

"It's all we can assume," Mabast replied, his th@tnbking the hilt of the gun nestled at his hip/Here
do you really think they came from?"

Without missing a beat, Vaysh gave him a look efuumelancholy.

"Paradise."

* k k k%

We returned twelve days later, hastened with tie dfeour newly improved routes. Rumour, gossip and
theories of all kinds had apparently run rampapuakthe mysterious appearance of Thiede and Arahal.
Their sensational materialisation at Castlegar with barely-alive hara, on horses that defied gyaamnd

a slew of other usual laws of physics, had causéeé q ruckus. The ceaseless questions to whiameo-
had answers eventually died down, helped in nolgpaal by the discovery that Ahalenia, one of the
Colurastes, was carrying a pearl.

Kyrgian was in the welcoming party at the stabléere we left our horses in the fine hands of a few
stablehara. He seemed rather perturbed at Thiedie:answers to his questions during his brief vasd
elaborated as we walked back to the centre of town.

"l asked Thiede about birthing spells and incaatej" Kyrgian said, frustration in his voice. "Hes{
waved his arms and said, 'Oh, think on it for a é&ys. The answers will come to you. You're a har,
don't worry, it'll be just fine." I don't know wheehe came from, but I'll admit it, | was impressddw
could you not be? But you, Ashmael, yon&lrerbe as vague as that about something so importaat,"
declared, and | had to agree.

"Opequon has been writing down the thoughts aridngsthat have come to him in dream states and in
meditation," Cloudblaze informed me as our weanugrheaded to the dining hall. "We need books, or
need some way to teach our spiritual and magicdérstandings with more structure than we do now.
But we're all so new!" he laughed, and | couldelptsmiling at the incredulity in his voice.
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"And | guess come early January we'll have a brewd harling,” | said. "I don't know that | can siao
watch. That should be a private matter."

Cloudblaze gave me a piercing look. "You don't séeshirk from fighting; you can't tell me that yau
squeamish.”

| couldn't suppress my shudder. "I'll do whateve€sessary to protect our community, but I'd fénea
be in combat with a crazed human than at the fleeicoazed har with his legs spread, other haidangel
at him to push!"

A secretive smile of remembrance lit Cloudblazatef | saw Vaysh catalogue the serenity in thedéorm
hoobuk, and | could almost feel his tremour of ataece. He would never pressure me, but an ember
had been lit in him; Vaysh had heard the Siren etdlwanted to travel with me to that weave and wkf
souls, to nurture and cocoon a son who would bguety ours. | sensed Cloudblaze's knowing gaze and
turned back to him. He was thoughtful enough naaty anything, though | believed he'd intuited
Vaysh's silent hopes. He instead chatted aboutrgetopics, and the miraculous recovery of the new
hara, easing his arm through his chesnari's teeqtaar clasped hands in Firestorm's large frookpb

"Vox, Polaris and Jaffa will have a grand time nmakplans for this year's solstice," Vaysh musedeas
walked down the gravel path, past slumbering shuikelings and toward the cheery lights of the dinin
hall. "There's so much to celebrate— Mabast mayotigonvince them to let him double the size of the
kitchens so they'll have room to properly cook balle for a huge feast.”

"It's hard to believe it's our second winter upehalready,"” | said, shaking my head. My nose waging
from the cold and | reached into my back pockegdba cloth. "And in other ways these past few year
are like several lifetimes."

"Not since you met me, though," Vaysh said archiitting more swagger into his steps. "If you want t
keep the peace, you'll say that our time togethergassed far too quickly."

| squeezed his shoulder, though the gesture wass tthoough layers of glove, coat and his wool tunic.
"There was no time in my life before you, was tfére

"Absolutely not. I'm your alpha, your genesis."
"And so modest!"

He cuffed me playfully on the back of the head asment in through the doors and were absorbed into
the din of the evening meal. Not surprisingly, Maysok a seat with Ahalenia and Eleu; Zain and
Llembara were also close by the Colurastes. | vebtatékcnow how Thiede's brief appearance had affiecte
our mountaintop hara, so | placed myself next taf®as | was sure he'd share his thoughts— and as
town gossip, he'd share the prevailing sentimeihéveryhar else. He didn't disappoint.

"With clothes and an ego like that? Thiede'll bekdmr our solstice party,” Polaris declared, pognne
a full glass of wine and a refill for himself.

"I think he'll be too busy having his own grandsfat his own lands," Vox countered. He fingered a

couple of fuscous, fuzzy fruits on a small platiefore selecting one and beginning to peel it. SHem
Megalithica, originally, but I listened carefully tvhat hedidn't say, and I've figured out he's set up a new
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realm for himself across the sea." He looked cgritelg and pleased with himself as he uncovered the
bright emerald flesh of the kiwi fruit.

"You're glad he went back so quickly, too," Poladsd, puncturing his chesnari's bravado and giaugper
a murderous look. "It's true! He was fucking sc@wgrgeous, freakish, angelic, those purple boots...
‘dear’ this and 'darling’ that, and he could prbbhave killed any of us with just a whisper ofr@tight
while buffing those long fingernails. Flamboyantdtaming in all senses of the word, even if thatais
meaningless now," Polaris mused. He dipped a miepaéeapple in some melted chocolate in a chafing
dish above a flame and, much to my surprise, pl#aadny mouth, intrigue flickering briefly in his

eyes.

"That silver-haired one, Arahal, he oozed power, samd was sexy as hell, don't get me wrong," Rolar
went on as though no current had passed betwedmaybe I'd imagined it. "I could tell he thought 'ree
a bit rustic, but he seemed nominally impressegyMere both so composed, so self-aware and
confident," he reflected, swirling another sunnurak of fruit in the chocolate.

"Is all of this fruit out of Jaffa's greenhouse&'sked, looking down the long table and noticirege¢h
weren't that many dishes of it after all.

"Jaffa and Firethorn,” Opequon said admiringly froisi seat across the table. "They're potent intlaen
on each other, even though Firethorn's still young.

Once he had my attention, Opequon asked me sayuerations about our travels and what plans we had
for the future in regards to continuing our mappiAg we spoke, | was struck at the lush health
emanating from him. The distinctive vivid greernis hair shone amidst the black, which he currently
wore long with decorative, complex braids on ome gind a strip shaved above his left ear. At oma po
he made a sweeping gesture, and my gaze fell @vel-poloured scarab tattooed on the inside of his
right forearm. It seemed familiar, but it took mevhile to remember why. Once | did, several nigglin
puzzle pieces all snapped into place. Ondin andg&iyrhad identical art, having asked Wycker toldo t
tattoos when they'd pledged their affections tdestber. At a lull in our conversation, | stretchmd my
hand and let my fingers smooth across the brigh&aigrine and jade inked on his skin. My suspicions
were confirmed when his coltish, often severe esgiom softened and one side of his lips quirked a
smile.

"We were going to approach Kyrgian because we thioyigu'd be out scouting and mapping for a couple
of months. Since you've returned and will be herdtie solstice, well..." He looked apologetic. | abh
didn't recognise the sentiment for what it wasdséver seen it on his face. "You've been clasads

with Ondin for many years."

"Let's just call it forever," | agreed with an itimg smile.

"Right. You know that | was still in bad shape whéysh managed to make contact with Monarch and
we first joined your clan. I'd been pretty crazpabsomeone, and mourning him and his death corssume
me for a long time. I'll never forget him, of coerd®ut Ondin and Wyngarr, just as the cliché ggase

me a reason beyond revenge to want to live."

| tilted my head and poured myself some more wime&s no longer certain where this conversation was

heading. "I've been glad to see your healing, aagkN is, too. | know you two have had your
differences, but—"
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"He's always respected my opinions," Opequon gaiickty. "He's taken on the roles required of himt b
he's been fiercely protective of all of us."

"So. The tattoo?"

They secretly fascinated me. Once I'd succumbéaetbumbling truth that | wanted to share everyghin
with Vaysh, to the end of time and beyond, I'd gjituof going to one of our resident artisans to ink
something on me in commemoration. The thin sliiehe romantic in me wanted to see, of course,
whether or not | could convince Vaysh to do thesam

"Symbol of immortality. You know why Wyngarr and @in have theirs. Well, their hearts are large
enough to have invited in a third, and we want toknthis formally. We'd like for you and Vaysh to
perform a blood-binding ceremony for us at thetsms'

I nearly choked on my wine. "All three? Togethdrasked a bit stupidly.
Opequon's face lit brightly with amusement. "I'didea you could be so easily shocked!"
"Not shocked, just... surprised,” | hedged. "I'm viaappy for you. All three of you."

Opequon's beaming smile reverted to his more tacéypression, but now | saw the hidden joy behind
it. "Thank you."

"Yet another momentous event to celebrate. We'tdiang, drinking and dancing for days," | said, my
eyes glazing over for a moment as the logisticabeg creep in stealthfully despite my best efftrtput
them off until tomorrow.

"You say that as though it'sbadthing." Vaysh's voice sounded behind me and lddany head back,
resting against his ribcage. He slid his hands damahclasped them across my chest. | covered thdm w
one of my hands, making a low rumbling sound ofrapiation. | looked up and saw Vaysh's bemused
expression, his porcelain features upside-dowrgd¥e me a nearly imperceptible wink that caused a
current of pleasure to snake down between my legs.

"You simply have to be different, don't you?" Vaysid to Opequon with mock exasperation. "I do have
eyes, you know. I've seen what's been blossomstgupuder my nose."

Opequon's eyebrows raised and he stared defiaathy bis grey eyes eerily similar to Vaysh's own.
"You've always said to follow my instincts, espdlgithose of my heart."

"Vaysh, you didn't really council your clan to madgs like that, did you?" | asked, reaching out and
trying to drink from my decidedly empty glass.

"Of course | did. Look what it got me!" His warmriiane was supple leather sliding on my skin and |
decided that any further debriefings and convewsatof all kinds could wait until tomorrow.

"Opequon, of all who are dear to me, your happinessis the most deserved," Vaysh continued, his
words simple and heartfelt. Admiration for my chesflooded my chest with a warm stain of pride.
"You've always been brave, and only now can wehseeprogressive as well. Who knows— perhaps
you, Ondin and Wyngarr are the true future of harddhree has always been a sacred, mystical number,
after all.”
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"l quit noting how often images of threes appeanetly dreams," Opequon said with a huffed laugh.
"I'm glad to have your blessing, though the cergmsronly a public showing of what already exists,
unbreakable."

"Blood-bindings can't be undone. Ever," | cautigrtbdnking Polaris who'd poured me some more wine
before he and Vox left the table.

"I don't know Ondin and Wyngarr as you do," Vayaldgo me, splaying his hands so they fanned out
across my abdomen, "but for all his bravado, Opeglaes nothing in haste."

"I was hollow and they both filled me," Opequontstawith a devotion that pierced me to my core.
"Should Wraeththu need poets, you should heedathé tsaid without a trace of sarcasm.
A knowing smile drifted across Opequon's featusee¥aysh nuzzled the top of my head.

"Let's take advantage of the fact that we're baclsdoner than planned. I'd like to sleep on ofirise,
Commandant.”

"Excellent suggestion."

Vaysh released me so that | could stand up frontale, downing most of my wine once | was on my
feet. "Where are the rest of your partners?" | dsBpequon, who was also readying himself to leave.

"They ate earlier and went to spend time with tbe hara. Ondin, as you know, is quite the healat, a
Wyngarr has a gift for putting anyhar at ease. ¥oa Wycker have him in a steel trap with projeots f

our upcoming festivities. For all | know, Wyngarenlisted these two new to the mountain to carve
personalised napkin holders or God knows what"else.

| groaned at that image. "Our reputation is gomggread far and wide as being a place to comesafys
of wild partying."

"It's only once a year," Vaysh countered with azhad eyebrow. "And unless the napkin holders ged us
to decorate usually hidden parts of our anatongy'te hardly wild."

Opequon stifled a laugh. "Go enjoy being back istlégar," he said, pulling on his woolen coat. "I
would like to speak with you in the next few dap®at sending out another scouting party, but to the
south," he continued, tugging his hair out from¢b#ar so it spilled down his back.

"The south? Yes, that's a strategic thought—"

"Tomorrow, Ash," Vaysh said impatiently and Opequeaved his farewell.

| was pleasantly mellow from the wine and willimglie led back to our suite of rooms with no further
cajoling.

"As much as | love Arches, I'm desperate to clearsimell off of me," Vaysh declared as we hung up o
coats and | got a fire going in our bedroom. "laking a hot bath."

He lit several pillar candles with piney scentsvadl as two sticks of incense. After our time ie ttold
wilds, their aromas were particularly delightfuhdard Vaysh filling our bathtub and | stripped dioww
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just my underleggings. | stood in front of the d&law fire for several minutes, engulfed in the rscand
sound of what had become truly home.

I needed a thorough wash as well and ambled owhetbathroom, where the door was cracked slightly
ajar. | nudged it open and stepped into the hungichvth. In a corner a coil of sandalwood incensefiet

a thin tendril of savoury smoke. Vaysh stood nakefdont of the sink, wrestling with some stubborn
tangles.

"May | join you?" | asked, easing the comb fromfinigiers. He loved it when | massaged his scalgicr
anything tactile with his hair.

"Of course." His voice was huskier than usual. &ewed down his essence as we shared breathl until
felt I was lined with velvet; my soul was dressedaiment of a king. With a low laugh, he said, life
greedy."

"Il be generous after our bath," | promised, ailog Vaysh to pull off my underleggings. My ouaria-|
had quickened at the sight of his strong, lean fdnsirefined features a handsome terrain both uahiasc
and feminine.

"You're a gorgeous enigma,” | told him later asseeked in the hot waters.

"Me?" he scoffed, situating himself in the vee of legs so that | let out a soft groan at the tengpti
pressure. "I've kept no secrets from you. Ask mehang."

A wispy pall of foreboding skittered across my tgbts and | pulled Vaysh closer to me. His warm skin
and the steady rise and fall of his chest chasey amy disquiet. Something he'd said months before
floated back to memory. "Do you really believe thare no coincidences, or were you trying to sound
particularly profound that night by the lake?"

Vaysh pondered the question for a brief time, $mgrbne hand under the surface of the water. Fkthi
there are patterns that originate far beyond thithemaybe even this part of the universe. | doglieve
that everything has been pre-ordained and is galimgy some inexorable path, though. | can't shiade t
thought that we as a race might be a beautifudaoti Even if not, whoever created the first Wrteth
and those very first ones who created themseltb#k any planning or control has gone awry."

I let my eyes drift closed, ruminating on what h&gddd. "I think we're destined for amazing things,
Vaysh," I murmured, the faint lilac scent of hisghly washed hair tickling my senses. "l want towiit
all, to go everywhere in this crazy world with yaumy side. You're my obsession. | don't care amgmo
that we're supposed to be enlightened and notHatelvay— | do. You're everything."

He craned his neck around to kiss me lightly onjalaéone. "And doubtless you had plenty to drink at
dinner. But thank you."

"I mean every word," | said stubbornly, easing mimgérs down to tease in the soft curls at his grioin

purposefully lit flames of his arousal, letting ffitygers stroke his quiescent ouana-lim as he shredde
pressing back against me. "l want you to prepatesglf with oil. I'll ready our bed and then, weigu'll
see."

"You're wicked," Vaysh purred. He let out a breathy when my fingers drifted against the folds i h
soume-lim.
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"I am. Be the sword of air; be ouana," | encouragjad kissing the side of his head before easingbu
the tub.

| dried off and toweled my hair, pulling it backdrtie as | tended the fire and arranged the caridla
pleasing pattern.waswicked, and grinned at my own plans. | moved allifléngth mirror closer to the
bed, angling it sideways so we'd be able to segebregs while taking aruna. More than anything, |
wanted Vaysh to see himself in the heated momdmisracoupling, his flushed face and wanton
expressions.

The room was our sacred bower, inviting and protecfilled with spicy and tree-scented aromas. 8fay
walked in, his skin shining with the oil absorbingp his pale flesh. He'd tied on his leather amulsaat
the wrists and around his biceps, as well as cdmgatrips at the top of his thighs. His vibraniama-

lim jutted proudly, the petals slightly parted, ang mouth watered at the sight. In a nod to hisifiéme
aspect, he'd lined his eyes in regal purple, butanged himself with the aggressiveness of a warti
was undone.

"Com here," | said, my voice gravelly with need.

His grey eyes were warm and loving, like sun-warrfuepthere wasn't a hint of stone. | fell to myelas,
paying homage to the altar of his body, hands kingatls muscled legs as | fellated the red-viofetes
tantalysingly there for the offering. He gripped hsad so tightly | had to ease my mouth from his
ouana-lim.

"Gentle, love," | said with a small smile beforagain devoured my prize. | teased and sucked atotie
skin over steely length, nudging my tongue to ewergculent crevice until | felt his thighs tremble.

With a last kiss to the crown, | eased back and tosny feet. |, too, had focussed my energiesnmto
ouana aspect, as it was my most natural state hMaa@ been biting his lower lip and | kissed him,
alternately sharing breath and kissing with purgsjma, letting the images rest. "Be as loud aswish,
| said. "The walls are thick enough."

"I'm wondering what all you have in mind, you roguéaysh said huskily, frotting against me so the
stalks of our ouana-lims pushed together. | groatede contact. "Do you want me to tie you to our
bed?" His eyes glinted with feral delight.

"Not tonight, though that is intriguing.”

I licked his lips, seeking entrance yet again,tongues dueling as our breath carried across tsroén
desire until Vaysh broke away. Breathing heavily chught a glimpse of the mirror, pausing to look
curiously at it.

"Stay ouana," | spoke low in his ear, moving usr@geour torsos and below were visible in the
reflection. | stood behind him and wetted my palsfobe taking the crimson plum organ in hand. He
watched, enrapt, as | pulled and caressed hinmgasy own hard length between the rounded curves of
his buttocks.

"Our bodies are clever enough to know when the adiamisn't in danger of being damaged. I'm goimg t

plunge into your seas, and you'll stay cradled ynhand. Both at once, Vaysh, and you'll watch yelfirs
in the mirror. I'll be in you, around you. It's aaiso powerful; you'll be ouana and soume, alhaed
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"Oh my God," he said, voice cracking. He snakedahigs behind my back, grinding himself into my
pelvis.

"Your lover. Your acolyte," | rumbled, releasing gld on him so we could crawl on the bed. | made
certain his body was prepared but he was wild,andh and knees. He tossed back his head, the sibbon
of red hair falling down his back. He made demasfdse using the harsh, human word to tell me in no
uncertain terms what he wanted me to do. With ong ktroke, | was sheathed in his grasping heesl

an eel, swimming in his slippery depths, and alsglentless pleasure, caging his ouana-lim in ¢leg
fingers. He cried out, bucking back and forth, grdt, broken noises rending the air.

"Look!" | rasped, and he gazed wild-eyed into tHeran, entranced at our reflection. | sank into him
again and again, quicksilver moonlight dipping im@ut of the waves. His mouth was slack, his pale
knuckles a stark white where he grabbed for puehashe bedcoverings. The fire of his ouana-lim
glowed; the air around us blazed blue-hot, ourgiasruilding to a crescendo with the power of a
volcano.

Our rapture burst upon us; the flames of the canitheed up, filling the room with golden shadows.
Deep inside his embracing warmth | was a comeghd $triking out and swallowed by the sun. He gl
inarticulate words as his seed fountained overingefs and onto the bed with the sparkle of a tands
diamonds. My heart was thundering, drumming tobbat of the god of aruna, of little deaths and/fier
sacrifice.

Eventually a tranquil peace drifted upon us, andsetded together. He held me closely, like theamy
the stones of Castlegar. My fingers played idlyhwite leather plait on the corded muscle of higfic

"You're quite a passionate storm, when you wabett Vaysh said, his fingers carding through my hai
that had come loose from its ribbon.

"You inspire me."

| kissed his sternum and then rose up to planekiss his eyelids. Easing out of the bed, | padded to
a small cabinet and poured us each a glass ofivealgaysh discreetly tended to the damp patclmes o
the bed and undid the leather thongs on his lefygsd@e spooned together again. We sat side-by-side
legs intertwined.

"Things are changing,” Vaysh said contemplativsigping the amber liquid.

"Are you talking about anything in particular?"

"Thiede. Arahal. They'll be back. They were so..."

"Unbelievable?" | took a healthy swallow.

"Yes. But they're like us, hara, as we are. Thintwa it. And Thiede seemed interested in us. Wgbte
to ask him questions, demand answers as to howéhiarned to do what they do. And then there's
Ahalenia— I'm going to be there, when he giveshbirt

"It's a child in a shell," | said, hearing the wipien in my voice, embarrassed at my fear.

"It will be a harling. Another pure-born, like Filern. It's miraculous. | want to be with them whren
comes into the world. How can you not want to knvelat that's like?" he asked plaintively.
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"l do, really,” I reassured him. "It still seemkdia female thing, but I'm working on wrapping mindh
around it."

"Try wrapping your heart around it, Ash." Vaysh the back of his hand tenderly down the side of my
cheek, his face still radiant from aruna. "That Imige easier."

* k k % %

Rain lashed at the tents, but | was pleased tths¢¢heir construction held, and they were pegueidly
into the ground. The protection spells woven aroiined perimeters didn't hurt, either. An unexpdcte
few days of warmer weather had put everyone omihigntain in an even more festive mood just before
our newly named Natalia celebration— the precockiusthorn and Jaffa had decided the birthday ef th
new year should have an appropriate name. Thetsifwoke in a foul mood, overcast and windy. A
storm front had scampered up the plateau, nowrbagtthe mountain with rain and gusts of wind.
Despite the wretched weather, all of the commuségmed to be in upbeat spirits. There were tables
groaning under burdens of food and drink; smaigHity coloured globes of glass with candles hung
from everywhere, filling the three conjoined tewith flickering rainbow lights. Vaysh and then Paga
had pointed out a few darker corners of intriguerghenthusiastic, drunk, or simply libido-drivenrdna
groped at each other or shared breath. | noteddimgs-on with bemusement; were my situation
different, perhaps I'd be doing the same, thougspected I'd always be the type who preferreegép k
most of my physical exploits away from curious eyes

"l think we should have the ceremony before it getgh later,” | said to Vaysh over a plate of hatty
ham and a helping of steaming escalloped potatoes.

"Wyngarr came to me to say the same thing not &ay" he said, drinking a glass of tangy, sparkling
white wine. "He also asked that we keep it simple."

"That's for the best. I'll get some sage to putify space, and let you be the primary speakehéor t
ceremony. You're more eloquent than | am."

An incredulous look crossed Vaysh's face, more iheagcented with cosmetics than usual due to the
party. "You think I'm eloquent?"

"Yes! Don't look so surprised. | do try to complimigou on your many talents, but maybe | left thrad
out."

Eyebrows still raised he smiled crookedly. It wassadearing expression, and shockingly innocent; |
realised he must be very at ease. | wondered havhmne'd had to drink, not that | could chide himmt, b
we did have a solemn duty to perform.

"Vaysh, are you drunk?" | finally asked.

He attempted to sneer, failed, and instead tocksparagus spear off of my plate and began chewing o
it. "No. | may be mellow, but | most certainly amtrin my cups."

"Mellow?!" The cause hit me like the proverbial nenof bricks. "Vox and Polaris gave you something,
didn't they?" Vaysh had spent much of the afternsith Polaris, which had seemed like a good idea at
the time since | was up to my eyeballs in last-r@rigsues to do with the weather.

"No, and | suspect they'd take offense to thetfztt you always assume they're the ones up to 0d.'jo
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"Only because it's the truth,” | muttered, takingreg quaff of wine.
"l spent a little time with our resident Unneahddme shared some early Natalia cheer with me."

| couldn't help but stare at him. "Mabast? Fasaigatyou didn't ingest or inhale anything
hallucinogenic, did you?"

Vaysh rolled his eyes. "For the Aghama's sakejusha bit stoned, but | swear | can perform my
required functions with aplomb and grace. | wouldneam of embarrassing you, nor would | act like a
idiot when my clanshar has asked me to perform awusdcred ritual." With a delicate hand he pulled
some stray hair behind his ear and | noticed tinke lolack red of his lacquered fingernails.

"You're really something," | said, reaching outdke his hand. He gave me a quick squeeze in rahdn
a soft smile of gratitude.

"I know. You're incredibly fortunate. Let's go abithd these three together for eternity. Good Gal. A
though being a pair isn't challenge enough, deaqgOpn has fallen for two hara. Better him than me."

I led the way through the milling, celebratory thgo greeting and granting well wishes to everyoee w
passed. Jaffa came bounding up to me, sprigs dlietais wound into his riotous orange curls. | was
stunned to realise he was only a couple of incheger than | was now.

"Thorn and | have a ballad to sing. We've made #srekay with Wyn, Ondin and Opequon,” he said
breathlessly, and I noticed he had a wide strapsadris chest. He twisted his back slightly souldsee
the rest— there was a guitar, neck down, agaisdbéck.

"You! What? You're going to sing for their bindingremony? Since when have you been playing the
guitar? Vaysh, you're not telling me things | née#&now," | said, but he ignored me.

"He's great!" Firethorn enthused, having sudderdyemialised at Jaffa's side, his black hair in sivople
braids with a crown of holly on his head.

"That sounds splendid,” Vaysh said dreamily.

"Thanks! Is that okay, Ashmael?" Jaffa asked. "@adly did write it for them. Well, for them, andrfo
new beginnings, new year, all of that."

"I... well. Yes."

I wasn't at my most fluent, but no one was at histsober, either. It was a night of rebirth and jo
taking Vaysh's arm, we went to find our novel tisaae.

It was a simple ceremony. Jaffa and Firethorn sabgautiful duet as Jaffa played the guitar. gbaa
glimpse of Cloudblaze and Firestorm, at their gtdgkprofiles, two parents radiating pride. | spokards

of commitment and devotion, of trial and calm. Witk same ceremonial knife he'd used to conduct the
inceptions of over a year ago, Vaysh cut a thia bn the right forearm of each of them, above tighb
scarabs. His voice was so low | wasn't sure whandented as he pressed their arms together inhutn

| trusted him implicitly. Final prayers and blegginvere made; | sanctified a small bowl of honey an
plate of crushed herbs.
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"Together, through bitter and sweet," | intonedzzling a small amount of each of their tonguesysfa
prayed ancient words, whispering into a chaliceiole before handing it to Opequon. With strong sand
he took it, his fingers brushing Vaysh's and hissegwash in gratitude. He drank, and passed ihthrO
and then from him to Wyngarr before it circled arduo me. | shared in the communal cup beforengisi
it in both hands to my chesnari. A bouncing spfignistletoe caught my eye— Firethorn was grinning
like a maniac, riding piggybacked on Jaffa. Thelaldhan symbol swung side to side as he tried td get
to dangle over the threesome without poking anhein with the jostling stick.

The hairs on my neck prickled and | turned awawftbe re-emerging revelry to scan quickly through
our group, instantly on guard. My gaze was dravexamably to lurid red and shimmering silver, th@tw
lissotrichous hara as startlingly otherworldly asew I'd seen them several weeks before. They'd.come
Even from a distance, Thiede's pleasure at thevifiest radiated from him. Arahal was far more
inscrutable, though | noticed his face became raamnated when Polaris swooped in to offer him agla
of wine.

The celebrations were back into full swing; I'degivcongratulations all around one final time and ha
turned to find Vaysh to go and greet our guestsmiieeard Firethorn shouting gleefully, "Kiss him!
Kiss him!"

Trying to find the source, | jerked my head around! | saw him. He was still on Jaffa's back, leigs

held tightly as the mistletoe dangled over Vayah@ my head. Firethorn's eyes danced with mirtth,|an
felt the keen weight of yet another's eyes on tikirshis unusually — for him — carefree, effusiv

state, Vaysh took two slow, dancelike steps tolreae. His arms wrapped nimbly around my waist, and
he made a sensuous, purring sound before exhdding eny jaw to my ear.

"He'swatching," he said. "Let's give him a good show."

The raucous cries around me faded to an indistioise as we shared breath. Even my tenacious tteugh
of setting a good example were smothered in satingsses. Embers flared and coiled low in my belly;
Vaysh's supple fingers skated up my back to rublyeahthe base of my skull.

Eventually my decorum freed itself from its tentdends. | broke away from the kiss, our lips smagkin
wetly as we caught our breath. | looked into Vaysglyes, luminous and innocent, the grey a thin ring
around his dilated pupils. He glanced over my stheuand a conniving smile quirked his lips.

"That's what happens when you stare, young hardtdmeled. "You get an eyeful. One day this will raak
sense; your body will come to life and you'll crakat kind of contact.” Vaysh leaned his chin on my
shoulder. | could only imagine the look of curigsitr distaste on Firethorn's expressive face.

"Hey Thorn, I'd like to go and talk with Euclase #obit," Jaffa said, easing Firethorn from hiskbdc
was under no impression that talking was reallytitgahad in mind.

"Guess I'll go and see Eleu and Ahalenia," Firetlsaid sullenly, leaning the branch with the miste
against a nearby tableTHeywon't get all gooey-eyed and—"

"l do not get gooey-eyed!" Jaffa said, indignant.
Vaysh had stepped back from me and with unspokereatent, we left the arguing pair to receive our

guests. We found Thiede in an animated conversatittmKyrgian, lolethe and Abelard. Arahal was
being chatted up by Polaris and Vox. Their faseamator him and his complicated but skimpy leather
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lacings that decorated his torso was apparent &onile away. | only hoped that Arahal had a lot of
stamina.

"Ah, the Commandant and the Archon," Thiede enttiuaed | couldn't sense whether he was sincere or
sarcastic; | decided it was the former. "What adfel night outside, but all hara here are in highits. |
assumed you all wouldn't mind that | paid you aapthsit— you couldn't have known how to send me
an invitation," he said graciously, picking up acblate-covered strawberry with his long, taloned
fingers. He held Vaysh's gaze captive as he sfidrtlit past his glossy, crimson lips. I'd nevesught

that chewing could be an indecent act, but as maay things, Thiede was simply outside of anyo$et
usual rules.

"Welcome to Castlegar. Again," | said, proud thatls able to see him not as a demigod, but anb#rer
like me. An unprecedented, latently threatening bat still flesh and blood. "On behalf of all diet
Regents, please make yourself at home and be @¢.paéll you and Arahal be needing a temporary
home to spend a few days, or just one night? On ergger?"

To Vaysh in mind-touch, | saiiGet a hold of yourself! You're practically droadjri
"Am not,"he insisted with little conviction.

"Well, let's see," Thiede drawled gamely, glanaingr to Arahal. He now was sharing a plate of srdoke
meats and cheeses with Mabast. Vox and Polaris mezndy, giving Mabast murderous looks that he
blithely ignored. Arahal sampled the savouries,H®itvas absolutely devouring the Unneah. Arahal's
attraction was so potent it seemed to crackleerath

"My own commandant," Thiede began, smiling slylyh&sattentions swung back to me. | braced myself
under the onslaught of intensity and mischief gmtred from him like perfume. "He would accuse rhe o
not ever allowing him any fun if we were to leaefdre mid-afternoon tomorrow. | cannot stay longer
than that, though | do thank you for your geneyogd! of you." He regally inclined his head,
acknowledging the rest of the small group.

All at once, it was as though Thiede had causethhir flame to subside. It was much like seeing an
eclipsed sun; all of the energy was there, butipgilsehind a screen. Thiede had become a sleemiig w
he'd found a way to wear the raiment of an orditeny or as close to ordinary as he could possibly
become. The effect allowed him to move among tmeidg, socialising group without being stared at.
He asked Vaysh and myself to follow him to an entpble away from the impromptu music where we
could speak without yelling.

Parallax must have felt Thiede's presence, as hietwver to us, bringing two bottles of wine and
youthful, awestruck attitude. This appeared to ggeBhiede tremendously. Chagrinned, | felt a near-
paternal protective instinct for Parallax bareesth.

"Vox thinks you're from across the sea," he saglhhzel eyes turned a shining wheat, set off by hi
flaxen tunic. "l want you to tell me everything! Uanean," he added a bit guiltily. He thrummedhwit
excitement, a swooning fan crouched at the featrotk star.

"But then there'd be no mystery!" Thiede said gifilatting Parallax's hand with his rake-like firge
"And what fun is life if there are no sordid sesr&t be uncovered?"

Parallax hung on his words, and Thiede revellat ide was calculating, as well; | could see itipeh
the benevolent persona he currently projected.
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"You're a lovely har, Parallax, and | think | shiadive use for you in the future." Thiede refocudsed
attentions on Vaysh and me. "I'm building a newmgar Wraeththu, where enlightenment and beauty
will reign. It has only just begun. Constructioruisderway even as | speak, which is why | canyt sta
longer, though | would enjoy that a great deal.iffipressed with your mountaintop community; you
have an exotic collection of inhabitants, all trsrapnsidered,” he mused thoughtfully, taking ao$ip
wine. "Even a pure-born, already."

From Thiede's commentary, Parallax's imaginatiqgreaped to have flown to lands of self-gloried
fantasy. If Thiede had suggested they take a sgléotHell itself, | had no doubt Parallax wouldve
gone without hesitation, asking to lead the way.

"Immanion,” Thiede said, eyes vibrant, the wordiogsts own spell. "It's my Castlegar. And I'ddiko
speak to these two about it. Alone."

Parallax's face fell. He was like a kicked puppg,whimpering all but audible.

"It's nothing personal, tigerling," Thiede murmuredt | felt jealously for Parallax, and knew thag

body language betrayed me. "l want you to have ragperience here before | whisk you away. I'll plan
seeds of intrigue where | see fit, just you wdig"said conspiratorially, which appeased the pride-
wounded har.

"Whatare you?" Parallax asked as he stood, pulling his lesgly tousled hair behind his ears and
gathering his dignity.

Thiede's smile was the graceful architecture ofi¢emess. "I am Wraeththu. Nothing more, nothing.les
Now go," he said playfully, those arresting harld&dring in the air. "You have adventures to persu
while | speak to your creators of the mundane antsbolts of crafting a dynasty."

With a sigh, Parallax turned and headed towardvlad and Wycker, who waved encouragingly at him.
"So."

Thiede steepled his fingers, resting his chin emthHe looked back and forth at us, his fathomdges
like searchlights, blazing into my soul.

"l want you to have positions of high authoritymty new world. And what | want, | get. That's not to
sound threatening, it just is. I'll have need gkaeral," he said to me, "and a beautiful monaroh,$aid
to Vaysh. "Any questions?"

| couldn't help but let out a choked laugh befaitdrtg a long drink from my cup.

"But—" Vaysh was saying helplessly, obviously fluoxad by such an extravagant and unbelievable
mandate. "We don't even know where this Immanibi/ig've never been there. I've never ruled
anything or anyone in my life!"

"Trifles, Vaysh, mere trifles,” Thiede soothediisg back to stroke idly at the column of his eephle,
long neck. "l would take you both with me tomorrbut you must be more advanced spiritually in order
to ride thesedim Therefore, that is my first charge— you and Asbhmeed to focus on achieving the
caste of Ulani, to become Pyralists. I'll be ablenbnitor your progress but if it's from afar, ddré
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dismayed. My attentions are needed in Immaniomyktelite hara engineering the construction of the
city."

My tongue finally decided to cooperate and | wag &b formulate a sentence. "What isead® Why
can't you take us now? And if I'm to be a genevhht is Arahal?"

Thiede loosed a melodious chuckle. "I wondered wmm torrent of questions would be unleashed. All
will become plain, but only in time. Even | canmiild a kingdom in a day. &eduis the horse —
creature — you saw us riding when we emerged fieotherlanes. It's a way to travel inter-
dimensionally, to cover great distances without mvaery."

He held up his hand to stave off the flurry of otheestions that jostled in my mouth. "I'll spehdst

night with Kyrgian and lolethe, to guide their s$fial path so they can lead you. As for Arahalishe”

His ruby lips quirked to the side and | felt Vaygshand grab for mine under the table. If he weren't
stoned, | suspected that he'd have become catatmeiovhelmed by the vast changes Thiede had stated
were inevitable. "He's many things to me," he saydteriously. "An officer of the New World. Now |
need to go and make the best use of my hours hdrgeur Pyralists. Do forgive me." He stood up
elegantly from the table, a swan set to glide teeotvaters.

"What about the Varrs?" | found myself asking, mig/to wrest back control of my own destiny. "WHat i
Vaysh and | want to stay here? This is where we'ade our home."

"These things take time, Ashmael. Don't fret,"” Daiesaid, moving away. "You can't even fathom what
I'm offering. Trust me." His smile gleamed, andrtine'd vanished into the assembly.

Vaysh gazed at me, his fingers clenched in mireegkpression dazed. "Monarch?" he mouthed.
"I don't like being manipulated,” | said darkly.

"We don't have a choice."

"We always have a choice."

"I need a drink."

| pushed my glass over to him. He let go of my hdiftchg the cup and taking two deep swallows lvefo
he grimaced. He placed the glass on the tablengtaff into space.

"Our harling would be a prince," he said aftemaeij his eyes misty.
"What is Immanion is off somewhere in the frozespges?" | said, intentionally provocative.
"It wouldn't be. He wouldn't live in a place likedt,” Vaysh said with surprising logic.

The noises of our carefree, celebratory harafoljabeo reassert themselves into my awareness. Vaysh
was similarly brought back to the present and gagea weak smile, which strengthened as time went on

"Come on, Ash. We're missing a fabulous party.'lé#med over and kissed me on the cheek. | closed my
eyes, centering myself in his familiar light scefisandalwood, a hint of autumn always around him.

Unexpectedly | felt Cloudblaze send a tentativesage to me via mind-touch.
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"Ashmael? Firestorm and | have solstice ritualsirour original tribe we'd like to share. | can sens
your troubled spirit. Let us be with you and Vaysh.

His comforting voice put me more at ease and | edddut then Vaysh looked at me, confused.
"Cloudblaze and Firestorm want us to join thenhihk we could stand to be grounded a bit after what
we've been told."

He drew circles on the table with his finger befooglding.

"Thank you,"l replied telepathically:Shall we go to your rooms?"

"Yes."

| took a deep breath and drained the rest of mgwin

"This is certainly an interesting beginning to tieav year."

Vaysh looked at me, his face grave. "Il go withuyanywhere, you know."

"I know."

* k k k%

"Ashmael? Come here! He's standing up— and wallitigdia!" Firethorn said, his voice elated and
incredulous.

I got up from my desk where I'd been documentimgditrival of another pair of hara, these from the
northwest of us, and hurried into the living rodfirethorn and Vaysh were both making a flood of
encouraging noises as the harling, sure enougbpegdahold of a chair leg. He stood, wobbling at the
knees before bouncing a bit, and took a few shedgyss He grinned widely, then fell flat on his behi
The tot's expression of joy transformed to shoakthen his face reddened as he began to wail.

"Oh Lemmy, it's okay, don't cry," Firethorn saidpeping him up in his arms and rubbing his back.
Vaysh cooed comfortingly to him as well while Firetn paced a few steps back and forth, quietingndow
the harling.

"It's amazing how fast he's growing," Vaysh sa@mmg over to stand at my side.

"I'l say."

Lemuel was only a few weeks old. He'd eaten redoladl almost since birth, though it had been served
in a mash until his teeth began to come in. Heehalderubic, laughing face most of the time, andees
temperament. His curly black hair seemed to haweénd of its own, though this, too, was hardly
unexpected since his sirelings also shared thebdcerting trait.

"Don't forget, we're keeping him tonight," Vaysimiaded me.

"He could stay with us," Firethorn said hopefullfdre nuzzling his face into the waving curls thedit
from Lemuel's head. "Father and Blaze won't mind."

"Yes, but Vaysh will," | retorted. "I'm going to k& us some dinner. Firethorn, are you staying?"
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"No." His voice was glum. "Mabast's given me regdim do and we're meeting tomorrow morning.
Thanks, though."

He passed the harling into Vaysh's awaiting arrhe. ilifant promptly grabbed a fat fistful of Vaysh's
hair and started chewing on it.

"Careful, or you'll spoil your appetite!" | said tiee child, who looked at me through vast, lighteokyes
and kept gnawing on the clump of red hair. "FinenDlisten."

Firethorn came through the kitchen a few momenés kan his way out, bundled in a fur vest and
overcoat to protect against the lingering wintel.cHe picked up a piece of pickled beetroot angped
it into his mouth, his fingertips stained purple.

"When do they get back from their retreat?" he dsképing his fingers on a damp cloth.
"Tomorrow."

"What are they doing?"

"To tell the truth, 1 don't really know."

| continued chopping up lettuce, more of the hydrop and magical genius coming from the greenhouse
now mostly in Firethorn's care. Since Natalia,d&ffid been spending much of his free time with
Euclase. Fortunately this had coincided with thierdey of Ahalenia's pearl and the harling's birtto
the world a few days following. Firethorn had beearly inseparable from little Lemuel, and the

Colurastes didn't seem to mind.

"l didn't think | needed to pry," | continued. "Tih&ribe has its own rituals, but | get the feelihat Eleu
and Ahalenia were never average Colurastes, hehgehey left. Or were exiled. I've never asked."

"Hmmmm."
Firethorn gazed speculatively at the salad | asksinthough his thoughts seemed elsewhere. He'd
grown a few inches since his arrival last auturhankfully he didn't yet seem to be suffering any

awkwardness or inexplicable brooding that woulddate the onset of adolescence.

"I'm going to plan an herb garden in the summeg,ptoclaimed, watching as | put water on to boil on
our hybrid stove that ran on a generator.

"A good plan."

"I'll teach Lemmy everything | know. And maybe," §&id slyly, looking at me with an arresting ladk o
innocence given his age, "maybe there'll be andtading by then, too."

| just gazed at him. "Maybe so. Honestly, | domithk we'll ever have very many. It's not like befowith
humans, who could get pregnant by accident, jkstthat.”

The befuddled expression on his face was priceless.
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"Ask Mabast. He was human, too, back in the dadsagctually, | hope that once it's spring and vegts
scouting again that we'll find some human enclaviéis young men who can be incepted. Not that
harlings aren't superior, but until we know a larmabout our race and what's really required, digw
phrases notwithstanding, to create harish lifer'tdforesee Castlegar having lots of doting parént

"I'm glad I'm not the only pure-born anymore," laédshis long brown fingers deftly plaiting a nevator
from the nape of his neck.

"l thought you'd gotten used to being a celebrity!"
Firethorn pursed his lips. "I should go. | needs$tt some questions to my akuchi."
"Your what?" | measured out some rice, pouredtd the boiling water and placed a lid on the pot.

"Cards. Blaze and Opequon see things in dreams,dautt. If | have questions that other peopletcan
answer, or don't want to, | sit and think on it asé the akuchi."

"Fascinating. Maybe you'll show me sometime?"

He nodded. "Sure. Well, I'd really better go." Hisod seemed back to its usual upbeat keel. "Sele you
Bye Vaysh!" he called.

"Bye, Firethorn!"

We spent a comfortably domestic evening, the hafliolding us both in his sway as only a child can.
Vaysh put Lemuel to bed in the makeshift crib wiashioned for him, spending quite a bit of time
reading stories and even singing a soft lullalsatlin my study with a decanter of vralsfire, pgrover a
map of southern Megalithica and beyond. Ondin, @pagand Wyngarr had declared their intentions to
go on another extended mapping and scouting misditre first signs of spring. Belvac and Abelard
voiced their plans to join them. | wasn't surpriseir thinly veiled comments about needing toaeay
from the rumour mill and potential turf wars hacttime more strident since Thiede and Arahal's Natali
visit. It all meant that many of those | knew thessband were our strongest hara in both brawn and
intellect would be gone for an indeterminate amairiime. It made me uneasy, which led me to the
realisation that | needed to re-evaluate the roledl of the hara in our community.

"You look so preoccupied,” Vaysh said as he cansaond behind me, rubbing my shoulders until |
surrendered to his touch. He let out a low putriaiph. "I can think of at least a dozen ways &b pur
mind off of whatever it is you're worried about."

"A dozen?"

"Just for starters.”

He prowled around the desk and | saw he'd changedhiflowing, heavy silk dressing gown, belted at
the waist but showing off the middle of his finglgulpted chest. | murmured my appreciation, especia
when he straddled my legs and sat provocativetgyiiap. My ouana-lim had started to awaken when

Vaysh's hands had massaged down to my chestféunb answering hardness in his body. He was in
full soume form, then.
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"We've not christened this chair, have we?" he dkoatily, beginning to grind his pelvis into rein
The friction caused heat to spiral outwards fromgrgin, desire frissoning up my spine and clamigerin
into my stiff, sensitive ouana-lim.

"No. Not yet," | managed to groan before he leandd possess my mouth.

There are times when sharing breath is companienalkn verging on platonic. This, however, was not
one of those occasions. This was an explosionmdreiovas, suns cavorting as Vaysh's desire and
singing chorus of need soared like comets un@d to pull away with a gasp.

"Fuck, Vaysh!" | said, breathing heavily as his hlenfingers unlaced the front of my trousers. "You
might give a har a warning before kissing the dgs out of him."

Vaysh tut-tutted, insinuating his warm hand throtlg gap in the flannel-lined fabric to free mypipad
length from its confines. "Nonsense," he said ldissed at his skilled motions, his palm slidingamal
down my heated flesh.

"Still, if you feel you need a warning, you sholtlibw that parenting has made me horny. I'm about to
take you so deep, I'm going to ride you so hardganit even say your own name."

He breathed into my ear before flicking aroundtbigyue and nibbling gently on the lobe. Without
preamble or warning, he rocked his hips and sank dawn into my lap, sheathing my upright ouana-
lim with the tightness of a glove. | gave a crydigbelief, which changed to a stream of inarticulat
groans pebbled with profanity. Vaysh was the aggnesnilking his own intense pleasure while | tried
not to lose myself in the exquisite tortuous pleasif his seas. | needed an anchor— instead, ledsha
breath again and | was further, hopelessly lose diergies of our arunic bliss catapulted us faitien
I'd been before, into wilds of amethyst, teemingaots that crackled with the living jubilance of
fireworks. Like passing into the eye of a stormystaslowed, the tsunami of erotic force quieted land
was able to catch my breath. My heart thunderedyirchest; my fingers were gripping his hips tightly
enough to bruise.

His grey eyes were feral; he possessed me. | ldhad, and the glow about his disheveled hair was t
phosphorescence of incalculable deeps. He startealytsomething, and instead closed his eyesnigani
back his head as he began our intimate dance gage. My climax pounded in my groin; he brought me
to the brink once more before he let abandon okeiiém and my release flooded into his body.

Once the final currents had ebbed away, | chandedkaat Vaysh. The robe had fallen down his back;
his flat belly trembled as his inner muscles gayespent ouana-lim a last squeezing caress. He dlowe
with arunic strength. | was suddenly jealous fon laind how he was so innately accomplished in the
mysterious powers of Grissecon. Other hara addradris abilities to console, his surprising phgsic
prowess, his wild abandon at our festivities whenét his hair down. But no one else knew just how
brightly his flame for me burned, nor could anytase known how singularly my own fire for him
blazed.

"Where did we go?" | finally asked after we'd ungleal and tidied up only to sprawl out, back to fron
naked in front of the roaring fire.

"I'm not sure." He seemed pensive. "Not to wotnguigh," he said in a voice light and fearless. "
wouldn't go anywhere you couldn't follow."
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Affection spilled out from me. | bled with it, hatdy him tightly to me, the firelight drawing cheery
shadows on his white skin.

"l love you," | admitted softly, burying my nosedrthe musky hollow of his neck.

He drew my fingers into an enclave inside his oglasped to his ribs. "There should be no shame in
that."

"It doesn't seem enlightened. This Immanion, wies#l visit and apparently play some major part,
whether we like it or not... What if love is seent@s human, too regressive?" It sounded ridiculaus a
the words tumbled out, and | finally formed alohé tvords that continually troubled me. "Surely even
Thiede can't forbid it outright.”

Vaysh leaned his head down and placed a soft kissyoknuckles.
"If he does, then we'll be clandestine outlaws."

| wished that | shared his conviction in love'slindness to subterfuge.

* k k k%

Winter thawed into a wet, oppressive, indecisivéngpthat was much like winter, only warmer. | cgdv
sunlight, and grew to curse the overcast skiesstilhdrequent fogs that often cloaked Castlegavefof
our finest left several weeks after Natalia; tHaral of sunny days and escaping a perception ofrtaay
inquisitive eyes — for Belvac, at least — encounggheir departure earlier than I'd hoped. | dike#p

a human calendar anymore, but | knew it was latel Afnen the mountain ceased being coy and the
grounds and trees alike exploded in an exhilarpsgwply of life. Everything seemed to happen atopnc
flowers popped out of the ground, leaves burst ffommerly lifeless branches. The overall mood an th
mountain lightened a thousand fold, though the datur scouts, my friends, remained a nigglingnyor
in the recessed of my mind.

Arahal visited several times, always on one ofrdgal white stallion-appearing creatures. $hdim

could somehow travel paths through space, timedandnsions; | wasn't sure how and Arahal chose not
to be forthcoming. He wasn't unfriendly, just fosed on his liege's demands. He would only stay one
night, he continued to dress in a confection ofklaather and silver chains no matter what thetheza
and without fail, found a welcome respite in Malslsbme.

I chomped at the bit to see this Immanion, anaddwhmyself into the exhausting dedication to myteas
work. Vaysh was more advanced than | was, and spech of his daily time with Kyrgian. | was
entrusted to lolethe's care. Our educations weigualy flavoured as we spent more than a few egsnin
with Firestorm and Cloudblaze, drinking deeplytod tvisdom of their human tribal ancestry. A rustic
sauna had been built; that spring Vaysh, JaffalRarand | met with Firestorm, Cloudblaze and
Firethorn for weekly cleansings of spirit and bo8pmetimes the simple pleasure of chatting in éign
conversation was refreshment enough.

Castlegar had emerged like a butterfly from a cadato a thriving, if relatively intimate communijty
complete with a weekly market out on the fieldsrrtea small lake and shrine to the Aghama. Goods an
artistic outpourings of surprising variety, considg our populace, were available for barter odéraNe
didn't have any true currency except in the shilid time to offer one another. Our hara were resdur
and talented: you could find everything from crdfteather shoes to hand-designed and built fanciful
wooden furniture; inks and pressed paper; kitdl/toolourfully on the wind.
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One morning | was haggling with a particularly imegd artisan over a ring. It was bold, set withiog
and amber. I'd seen Vaysh fawn over it in weeksrptiying to come to a satisfactory trade with the
jeweller. All at once, Arahal interrupted me vianahtouch.

Thiede is here. It's time for you to come to Immani
My shock and zeal must have shown on my face,eakdhasked me if | was okay.

"Yes, but I've got to go. Please take this ringdigplay,” | pleaded, and my tone, or rank, seearealigh
for him to agree. "I've been called away, but Inise I'll come to an acceptable payment for it."

"I'll be sure to come up with something!" he calted suggestively, and my step faltered for a mdmen

Maybe he was joking. Maybe not— no hara were tp®ticlusive in rooning, of course, it was just that
I'd not been approached even in jest by anyonedeuts an elite group in quite some time. Parallax
wasn't a stranger to Vaysh's and my bed. Afteiqudatrly gruelling spiritual exercises, at times dfiven
myself over to Jaffa or Polaris, both vibrant samih whom aruna was exuberant and playful.

Where are youPasked Arahal, stopping in my tracks and wondgifih had time to go to my rooms to
tidy up.

Out at the stables. Just come as you are.

I shrugged, and strode quickly away to the barmslash fields. My mind swarmed with fanciful images
thankfully brought to rest when | approached tlablsts. There were fosedim their glorious bearing
almost too much to stare at for too long. Vaysblkstd the neck of one, his obvious love for horses
evident in his worshipful reverie. Thiede lookedwith proud bemusement, dressed in flowing robes of
copper and azure. Arahal, in a shocking changeoé pvore deep turquoise leather pants, though the
black web of laces still adorned his strong totsombent peacock feathers winked in his hair angheop
chains flashed around his neck and hung from his #avas a pity Mabast wasn't here to see him lik
this!

"Today you'll see the beginnings of Immanion," Taesaid, gliding past Vaysh with a gentle toucthto
small of his back. Vaysh reached up and tuggelealhair at his neck, the gesture one | knew meant h
was nervous and preoccupied.

Standing in front of me, | realised Thiede wasmtt tnuch taller than | was, though | felt dwarfed in
comparison with his knowledge and seemingly casedese with which he carried himself. It occured t
me how regal he was, and like any shrewd leadenagsehand picking the most useful and potentially
loyal subjects to serve in his own kind of courti-dane with a nod to beauty, | noted, as | glanceer

at Vaysh, his red hair rippling in the fragrantisgrair.

"Congratulations on your progress," he said. Iielevaluated me from my choice of tunic to thetibga
centre of my heart's intents. "To rideedy you must let him guide you. Give over absolutelyim;
they know the routes through the aethers, so tinest. And hold on," he said with a wicked smile.

"What are their names? And what are they really@ys¥t asked as tlseduappointed for him nuzzled at
his palm.

"This one is Tassia. You need to open your mindgite Go ahead and mount up— Immanion awaits."
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Vaysh caught my eye, his face flushed with excitenoe fear, | couldn't tell.

"You must connect with yowsedy" Thiede was saying as | stepped into a stirruptarew my leg up
and over the creature. "l wish we weren't goindpspthis first time, but there's nothing for ihe went

on cheerfully. "Let yourself be guided. Theszlimknow the paths well. Hold on, but above all, facus
Align your intentions with them, and don't be swéyy visions you may see out in the vapors. Follow
me!"

It's impossible to put into words how that firstyage felt. | opened my mind and nearly recoiledhnock
at the alien intelligence Zephyr possessed. Thagemovement and rushing winds until all at once we
were all linked, Thiede's vast power forming a lfokhara andedimalike and the universe cavorted
around us. The trip took forever and yet no timallat clung blindly to Zephyr as we rode through
freezing stardust, haunted by ululating alien vasiiLike flickering shadows | saw Monarch, leanimg
his doorframe with a pitying smile; Euclase whittjia piece of wood with a mournful face beforeingtt
out his heart, the pulsing muscle changing to aggranate in Vaysh's hand, his eyes dancing asihg fl
the seeds as stars into the triumphant, flashiagrozof space.

Down and through and out— I nearly choked on tleessnted air when | came to, back in our earthly
realm. Shocked, I discovered I still clutched Zafshgeins in a death grip, ice clinging to my heid
fingers. The horses thundered onto solid grouh@alrd Vaysh's joyous, unfettered laugh tinklingron
ears. Thesedimseemed invigorated by the journey, as did I, thahg faint shadow of a headache
pressed behind my eyes. After the frigid sheatb®btherlanes, the balm of salty air in my lunassed
my blood to thaw and two shudders wracked my body.

"How do you feel?" Arahal asked as | turned my fecthe warming sun.
"A bit discombobulated.”

"That was fucking unbelievable!" Vaysh exclaimei, éyes mad with euphoria and his hair a vibrant,
tousled mess. | knew he'd been affected even mofeyndly than | had; he was usually far more adref
about his language, unless in the heat of the mbofdaking aruna, that is.

"Isn't it?" Thiede said, seeming for an instangl&giddy child showing off a treasured gift. Hated up
next to Vaysh to reach out and stroke his handvaysh beamed, his face as dazzling as sunrise on a
snowfield. They rode together, two porcelain figuwath waterfalls of crimson hair. | felt a stab of
worry, a lightning-fast dagger wound to my pridériéd to shake it off, but | felt bruised, thetgpf
jealousy never completely leaving my mouth untilnetirned to Castlegar.

We rode down a grassy slope toward a bay, theiagytwith salt and sweet scent of cypress. Vaysh an
Thiede chatted animatedly while Arahal and | treacemore or less in silence. | could see human
influence still holding sway in some of the houttest clustered near the cerulean waters, but it'did
seem to be sinking into the same tortured decagamein Megalithica. As we rounded a curve, the
shimmering outlines of Immanion spun elegantly frin@ sun-kissed earth. The scale of it was
breathtaking, made all the more so because it Wwaigwsly only in the earliest stages of constructio
was no architect, but through flights of imaginatie- or visions planted by Thiede himself — | coa&e
the yet unbuilt curving spires, the minarets anddraes, fountains and groves of shade trees, ghgam
stone of onyx and marble, mosaics and pools imlara which the very stones breathed their order a
beauty with the scent of jasmine.
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Thiede turned around, caught my eye, and smiled. Was his harling, forming a perfect, living spate
Wraeththu. Pride streamed from him with persimmibhans. Just as Thiede often as larger than lige, h
vision made physically manifest overwhelmed theseanl remembered his words: 'What | want, | get.’
Perhaps there was no one har who could contajorbégeation; instead, there would be fruit of higan
and heart, rather than his loins. Again, | wonddred much of these lofty thoughts were mine, and if
some were being conveniently place there by him.

There was an extended tour, time spent poring ssm@ils of designs and sketches, partially the pcod
of a human architect, | was surprised to hear.rl_ater a scrumptious meal of mild cheeses, savoury
fruits and tart wine, | asked Thiede point blankuatthis past. To my shock and Vaysh's delightpfae
he was forthcoming, at least to the degree he waswlling to be.

"Like both of you, | was made in Megalithica ankkliyou, | was part of no particular tribe,” Thiede
stated factually before allowing himself to rema@s"Those were dangerous, thrilling, glorious
nightmares of days. | had a small group; we spagadgrew in number, but never sought outright eattl
against humans. The world was descending into nsadiaed | had no desire to be taken down quickly
with it. We transformed angry youths, wild punksld@boths, the outcasts and rebels into a gorgeous,
death-defying brotherhood. Sadly, some of themrsgmitheir gifts. Tribes broke off and rather than
rising above humanity, rather than cherishing ®arAammortality and wanting to pursue goals and
enterprises simply unfathomable to humanity, ppathetic race that was trying — and as you know,
failing — to retain its supremacy on the earthteas they became megalomaniacs. They bred
psychopaths and sycophants. Destruction as itseomirwas their primary endeavour: swarm over the
lands, kill, incept anyone whenever possible, @pé murder if inception proved impossible, create
mayhem and start petty wars among each other. Béegme absolutely no better than bullies, turnimg o
each other and unforgivably squandering such agiftas never been seen before on this planet.”

Vaysh reached under the table to take my hand. &temoved by Thiede's impassioned speech; |
squeezed his fingers in sympathy.

"l grew tired of watching them, some like bullsan already ruined china shop, others too dull by fu
appreciate or value this treasure. | could tell theeeded to begin anew, and so here | am. | kaepon
those still in Megalithica, of course. I'm not foofithe cold, regardless," he said, one side ofijns
quirking upward. "This climate suits me. | am irghitial on all hara, but | have only our best indéset
heart," he went on, his voice fervent like a zedldere I'll bring only the most extraordinary of
Wraeththu kind, plucking them from all over the Watio create a garden unrivaled by any this wodd h
seen. It's my dream, my dear Vaysh and Ashmaaealvé lthe ability to cause dreams to become realities
so potent and vital that were | to let you in oera tenth of it, your heads would positively exig@avith
shock."

| doubted this, but | admired him for being so gocko get to where | currently sat, I'd travellad &

way that had been totally inconceivable before ypdad if Thiede had discovered it and managed to
teach it to others, God only knew what else hedesigns on for our fledgling race. In that moment |
made up my mind voluntarily to become a part ofgté. | took a sip of wine and fastened my gaze on
Thiede who seemed to be waiting for me to speak.

"I'd like to flatter myself and say that even Hose not to be a part of your shining city onli thiat my
strength would be such to resist you. However ubdahat's the case, and | doubt even more thatlyou
allow such dissent. | do have reservations, dutdine. Your methods of coercion are becoming
legendary, but so are your ideals. I've felt | WwaBg groomed for something— perhaps this is ith&es
you've been manipulating me all along," | saidtarbchallenge.
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Thiede arched a fiery eyebrow. "I'll never admit/itell, not yet, anyway."

Arahal chuckled softly into his wineglass. | sugpddie'd been one of Thiede's confidantes from the
beginning, or as close to the beginning as eithéram would reveal.

"Who incepted you?" Vaysh asked brazenly.

"Yes, the question everyhar wants to know." A shjls graced Thiede's lips, but | thought | saw the
tiniest flash of sorrow in his eyes, gone in arans "It's one of the great mysteries, and notldine
reveal just now."

Just then a har of exquisite beauty even by otffedistandards entered the room. | sensed Vaysh's
defenses clanging up around him as he did wherlha potential rival appear.

"Ah, Velaxis," Thiede crooned. "Thank you for stoppby. This is Ashmael and Vaysh, as you know."

"Welcome to Almagabra, tiahaar," he said gracigusiglining his long neck with the grace of a swan.
His heavy hair was a white brilliant as titaniuroxide. "Are you in need of anything?"

"Velaxis is my personal assistant,” Thiede saidds stultifyingly obvious that this har, no mattes
title, wielded a tremendous amount of clout. Hedweatlin greeting to Arahal and looked at us with
detached expectation.

"Are we staying?" Vaysh asked, the question purfodlgeopen to interpretation.
"Is that your preference?" Thiede queried back fiyee

"We didn't tell anyone we'd be gone," | began befealising that | spoke only for myself. "l dign't
anyway."

"You travelled a tremendous distance," Arahal ssp@aking up after a long silence. "It would prdbab
be best for you to spend the night, at the verstléa

"Your own hilltop community needs to learn to gletrngy without you," Thiede said pointedly.

"Yes, but some of our best hara are on an extescating mission,” | said a bit peevishly. I'd studt
I'd join his new vision, and presumably Vaysh woadwell, but | wanted to do this on my terms.II'Sti
one night should be fine. Vaysh, does that suityou

Velaxis scoured Vaysh with a clinical once-over inlike a butcher evaluating a cut of meat. Vaygh sa
up straighter, giving Velaxis a haughty, defiargrglin return. "That's fine. | would love a batbugh.
Could that be arranged?"

"It would be my pleasure. I'll have one of the hatisira escort you both to a set of rooms." Theowil
har flicked a glance at Thiede, and | had no dthéy were communicating privately.

Vaysh and | spent the rest of the afternoon takifgjsurely nap after a luxurious soak in a maniteset
into the floor of our bathroom suite. That eventihg four of us dined together again, a late mdarta
outdoors in the balmy evening. Once we'd eatetilburhiede expressed his wish to go on a private
walk with Vaysh. | immediately sought him througimaitouch, but he gently rebuked me.
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I can hold my own, you remembhg said, but there was little sting to the words.

Once they'd gone, Velaxis again appeared, thiswitiea bottle of some liqueur I'd not had before.
Arahal asked him to join us but he begged off, defgiexplaining that he had other matters which
required his attention. Arahal and | spent a coopleours drinking the exotic beverage that smelled
strongly of liquorice and had an oily consisteriCiye taste grew on me, as did Arahal's company gpsrh
due to the alcohol loosening our tongues. We wetting) on like fast friends when Vaysh and Thiede
returned and Arahal pushed the last third of théomto my hand before | left.

My spirits were light and my heart expansive asdbagulled me out on the balcony that opened off of
our room.

"Ash, look," he said excitedly, pointing up at #lg. "It's a meteor shower. Very auspicious, dypott
think?"

"As much as anything. You're the one who plantediiought in my head that there are no coincidences
you know."

He pulled me to him, sucking my lower lip into Imm®uth, running his tongue over it before sliding hi
tongue into my awaiting mouth. The passionate i&same a sharing of breath, which in turn became an
incendiary taking of aruna; Vaysh held on to thiedway, staring at the stars and sounding like aweit

in heat while | stood behind him, burying myselhis scorching depths.

The next afternoon we returned to Castlegar, all & us. Arahal left hiseduin the starry-eyed hands of
the young stable-har, which | knew meant he woatthsbe seeking out his Unneah companion. He'd
returned to his usual all black ensemble, but bHoevy peacock feathers still graced his hair. | idly
wondered if I'd see one or two of the opalescemttiers tucked into Mabast's chestnut hair in tmeitcg
days.

Thiede, Vaysh and | took a long stroll through shered greeny space of the forest. | almost wéanted
reach out and take Thiede's hand; though he was anldl presumably as sensual as any of us, heeddia
an aura of physical distance that | didn't wantitdate. In silence we walked along paths strewth wi
bark and fern fronds, birds occasionally calling @mother and hearing the snapping of twigs as deer
hidden from the eye, travelled in the woods. Froyncmildhood religious upbringing, | had a keen sens
of being in the Garden of Eden, before the snakiedppeared, before knowledge had been consumed.
Vaysh and | were walking in the lands with a Creadat in the dusky gloaming of the day; he loved u
and he would have us be at his side in his newdira

He wouldn't wait forever for us to take up resideircAlmagabra, however, and | knew | didn't want t
go until after the next Natalia. This would be damehis timeline, | suspected. If it took placing a
angelic looking har at the gate of Castlegar wiflaiming sword in his hand, barring us re-admitgnc
then | had no doubt that was what would happen.

* k k k%

"Saltrock."
| blew out the word in a stream of cigarette smoke.

Out in the small lake, Ondin continued to floathe patched-up inner tube he'd managed to repaig us
methods | couldn't begin to fathom. "What about it?
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Parallax swam up behind him before letting oufariphant yell. He cupped his hands and slammed
them into the water so that a small wave soakedr@nieft side.

"ARRRRGH!" Ondin spluttered as Parallax gave amlavigh. He swam away on his back, kicking more
water at him in the process. "You know this meand'w

"Bring it on!" Parallax taunted as he got to shéte.pulled himself up on one of the small boulderd
stood aggressively, gesturing at his chest. Hersingioh just a bit and my eyes couldn't help watclhisg
dancing ouana-lim as it slapped from thigh to thiga really had been blessed with a great mang.qgift

| took another drag off of my cigarette. It waseafpct summer day: hot, but not oppressively humid,
enough of a breeze that the insects weren't swgrriimas a market day so | didn't feel the neeleo
roaming the Castlegar grounds or doing anythingréraotely resembled business. I'd wanted to bend
Ondin's ear much more in depth about their morpkatsat the other solitary outpost, as well asrothe
aspects of their trip. At breakfast I'd suggested we take our horses and go out to a secludedahat
pool down the mountain. Parallax had been eavepirg@and managed to wheedle his way into the
outing. | didn't mind; | felt he should know whaasvreally going on. | hadn't said as much to him, o
anyhar for that matter, but | hoped to bring hinbinbonanion as well, as my own personal aide. Thiede
had one, and besides, Thiede had seemed seriougheabout adding Parallax to his list of fawning
acolytes. Or potentially useful hara, whichever.

"What do you think was so compelling about Saltrck made them want to say?" | asked Ondin,
reviving my line of thought.

"l don't know. It seemed a bit more rustic, fewdes, a bit more like the wild west?" Ondin offerétis
gaze had also drawn to Parallax, who'd come ovsprtawl by me, bumming a cigarette and showing off
his rather masculine glory. "To be honest, | thimky wanted to make more of a name for themselves.
Belvac has felt like he's in your shadow, held hagiuess. In Saltrock he and Abelard can do wieatev
the fuck they want, and their skills are definitaeded. | don't think it's really all that perddha

| snorted at that. It wasn't the end of the wohlak they'd decided to stay, leaving all of theirspeal
possessions here in Castlegar unless they dedidgabsolutely couldn't live without some knickkkac
or sentimental treasure. But after two and a hediry of having hara be drawn to Castlegar, if lewer
being honest with myself, it stung my pride thansone from my original clan had defected to another
outpost of harish life. Then again, Belvac andd bhaen butting heads for months. Perhaps it waerbet
that he and his equally enigmatic lover had dectdestay in Saltrock. Our shouting matches during
Regents' conferences had almost become regulagleoie an agenda item.

"Had Thiede visited Saltrock?" Parallax asked Ondow taking a drink from the wine bottle that ledi
after him, bobbing in the water.

"I don't know. They already have somebody reallw@dul there, Orien. | talked about him at the
Regents' meeting," he reminded Parallax.

"I know. But that was a more formal event. Now wélrst three hara, friends, sometimes more..." he let
the words drift off as he looked up at me and dhlsis eyebrows.

| gave a reciprocal acknowledgement.

"We should have a name." Parallax stated.
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"What?" Ondin asked.

"A name. Ahalenia and Eleu, and little Lemmy, ofitse, they're Colurastes. Mabast is Unneah. There
are the Varrs just north of us, and you all toldabeut the Kakkahaar further south of Saltrock, Weat
on, gesturing at Ondin with a newly lit cigarettiéve talked with Blaze, Firestorm and even Thomnay
own, and they shared with me the name of their muameestral tribe. They were Chickasaw. But we
don't have a name," he finished, his brow furrowéthink we should."

"Thiede and Arahal don't seem to have a tribal nahsaid reasonably. "A name doesn't make you more
or less Wraeththu."

"The hara at Saltrock don't either.” Ondin paddtedhore, where he engineered a makeshift shade and
helped himself to more wine. "But you have a gooohpp We could use a self-identifier."

"Shouldn't things like that happen naturally?" kexk

"What, like inceptions? Or our race in general?abax's voice held no malice, just dark humour.
"What name would you deem appropriate?"

He mused for a time and finally looked at me, givinrueful shrug. "Don't know. But I'll think abaut
"No doubt!" Ondin said with a short laugh and anmvamile.

"It's good to have you back," | said to my old fide "And a bit jealous of all that you experiented.
"Well, I'm glad to be back, though you've apparehtdd your own share of highly unique adventures!"
| huffed a laugh at that and beckoned at his wirtddo

"When do the Kakkahaar arrive?" Parallax asked, sittimg cross-legged. He'd pulled his bag of beads
and hand tools to him and begun working on andate armband.

"In a couple of weeks."

| was both intrigued and no small bit wary of thgiicoming visit. They had taken in our hara as es
however, and we needed to return the favour. Besldeanted us to have allies. Even though we'd not
had direct run-ins with the Varrs, or Uigenna, sitlte attack which had claimed Monarch's life, swa
under no illusion that the peace would last. Nefasuo presence would travel; it was bound to. There
weren't nearly enough of us to take on a fully atinattalion, especially if, as both the Kakkahaat a
residents of Saltrock had told our envoys, the ¥amere actively pursuing the dark avenues of magic
race possessed. Then again, according to Opequoste discussion with me once the triumvirate
chesnari had returned without Belvac and Abeldrel Kakkahaar were doing far more than dabble in
dark arts themselves.

"Did they have any harlings?" | asked Ondin, thegfion having just popped into my head. | was
beginning to correlate tribal spiritual advancemeith harlings as evidence, though I'd only saichsa
thing aloud to Vaysh.

"Not that we saw," he replied, pulling his kneesi®chest and resting his head on his knees.ftBull
of their hospitality— and I'll say it again, Aslngly werevery hospitable —"
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| sensed Parallax's attentions snap to attenfl@alfox suddenly sniffing a tasty scent.

"They're a secretive tribe," Ondin continued. 'IStithink if they had managed to generate newdari
life like that, from the feelings | got, they wouldve had the child on display. They're really ey and
I didn't truly relax the entire time we were wittet. They're quite proud.”

"Very astute, Ondin. And since you are, | have heoguestion. I'd like your opinion too, Parallax."
"All you need to do is ask!" he said with a bequglismile.

"And so | am. Ondin, the scarabs you and your cmefiave have inspired me, as well as some of the
tribal markings on Blaze and Firestorm. I'm thirkiof asking Wycker to draw one for me, about Vaysh.
| just can't seem to come up with just one symbol."

"Ashmael,"” Ondin drawled, his face gleeful. "Howrrantic! I'm shocked! How very unlike you."

"That's not true!" | blustered. "I don't feel theed to shout my feelings from the rooftop, but | do
unexpected things for him not infrequently.”

"You want the tattoo to be about Vaysh? Or the dfvgou, together?" Parallax asked, still busily
threading beads on a tiny loom.

"Just him."

"What about a horse?" Ondin suggested. "Or thechawastellation since he's fond of astronomy. Or
maybe you two aren't looking at stars at all whea gpend time up at that tower."

| didn't answer that, but saw a conspiratorial ertrhipse on Parallax's lips. The three of us kadired
one of the telescopes in the former astronomy tdwerve'd also taken advantage of the privacy and
novelty to take aruna a few times as well.

"Pegasus," Parallax said. "A flying horse. Thagdabgood choice— it has the constellation idea,aand
horse that gallops through the skies, like thatthaeArahal rides. Vaysh couldn't stop talking atgour
unbelievable trip through space or however youtgdtmanion. His tone of voice when he talked about
Tassia was eerily similar to how he sounds whetalke about you," he said with a wry smile. "When
he's feeling generous, anyway."

"What do you think he would get? For me?" | askhohking | might really do this and wanting to give
Vaysh suggestions if he felt like doing somethimgilarly permanent. Oddly enough we hadn't talked
about a blood-binding ceremony, or even spokendaddnout trying to conceive a harling; | guessed tha
Vaysh felt as | did after Immanion, which was tthaise two events would occur once we were there.
We'd have Thiede's approval and even participatiblgast in regards to a blood-binding ceremony.

"Vaysh is not getting a tattoo," Ondin declaredsirg out from his rigged shelter to go and retrieve
another bottle of wine from its tethered point niw@r edge of the water.

"You're underestimating him," Parallax challenged.

"He's more innately soume than | am,"” | said, el fearless. I've never seen him shirk from angth
dangerous."
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"Still, I don't know that he would. He's quite vahout his flawless pale skin," Parallax went othvai
disdainful shrug. His own skin had tanned to a demkny gold. "But if | were him, or if | were ches
with you, I'd probably ask Wycker to ink in a swpsihce you're so into defense. Maybe a sword with
ivy twisted around it, or on the blade or something

"| still say he'd never agree to it," Ondin saidnting me the bottle of wine.

"Is that a bet?"

"Certainly!" he said, eyes dancing. "But it camétfbrever. Since our bodies are so hardy, we ntiggto
be two hundred years old! | bet Vaysh won't geittod to do with you or anyone else in the nextyea

"That's not very long!"

"A lot can happen in a year."

"Okay, fine. But what are the terms?"
"You don't need terms," Parallax scoffed.

"Of course we do," Ondin said. "You have that realte leather coat, the dark maroon one. If | vaimg
after a year Vaysh's skin is as pristine as evget the coat.”

"Hmmmph." | really did love that coat, and wasnuites| wanted it to be a part of this silly bet. dt@rted
it, though, and | couldn't back down now. "Welluylave that pistol with the mother of pearl sethi
handle. If | win, | get it."

He looked at me with incredulity.

"Tiahaar!" Parallax said, shaking his head. "Yobeeg way too serious. Ashmael, if you lose, you
should dye your hair blue for a few months or sdrimgt Or run laps around the chancellery in theeniud

Ondin snickered.

"And you, Ondin, if you lose, you'll have to cookl#s favourite three course meal, or cook perspnall
for him and Vaysh for a week. None of this ridiautsdavourite coat and pistol bullshit."

"l think Ashmael would look stunning if he had gnd®air, actually,” Ondin said brightly.

"All right. One year from now, high midsummer of..elly next year. If Vaysh has a tattoo, you cook for
me for a week. And | get a massage a day."

Ondin groaned, but nodded.
"If he doesn't, then I'll dye my hair green andkéehat way for a month or so.”
"Don't forget the laps!" Parallax said, grinning.

"Nobody wants to see me run around like an idighennude,” | insisted, but Parallax's expression
seemed to indicate otherwise. "Fine."
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Snatches of that conversation still peppered mydhts when | went to Wycker a few days later. | had
drawing from Parallax in hand and a few strandgafsh's hair taken from his hairbrush.

"Are you sure you want his actual essence in tk@"ihe asked uncertainly when | explained why | had
the hair.

"Of course," | said, defensive. Then | realiseduMas just trying to look out for me. "We're chesvae
haven't jumped into a blood-binding, but | don'tidbwe'll do that in the future as a formality."

"Well, if you're certain..." he said, looking reliade

It was exquisite, a rather tribal looking Pegasius,shape of the constellation visible within tiverall
form. Even after it healed it remained faintly watarthe touch, a legacy of the magical infusion of
Vaysh's hair. His blood would have made it evenemmtent — and vibrant — but | couldn't get any
from him without him asking why. Once | unveilecttattoo to Vaysh, he said he loved it. He kept
insisting that | walk around shirtless so he caddire it, inked across my left shoulder blade asite
my heart. To Ondin's chagrin, he lost the bet émner than he imagined when Vaysh sought out
Firethorn and Wycker and got his own. It was aaayintertwining plait around his left bicep in oaks
of red, green and purple. He said the red wasifoy the purple for me and the green to symbolise
growth, all bound up together. The two of us atitequrell for a week and Ondin, to his credit, didn'
complain. Much.

Three emissaries from the Kakkahaar came in theéngasultry days of summer, welcomed with a large
feast and live music by Thorn, Jaffa and a couplaiters who had made a band of sorts. After a veeek
so for them to get used to our very different emwment and rather eclectic host of hara, they began
giving instruction to a dozen or so individualstpardarly gifted in the spiritual and esoteric pawe

Vaysh, Parallax and Firethorn were avid studends, llabast and others who had come to the mountain
in the past year. The Kakkahaar slowly became mpes and less isolationist as the first month veent
They also met regularly with our own spiritual leesl They were fascinated by Firethorn and his
sirelings as well as Lemuel, but they were onlg thde of frosty with the two adult Colurastes.

Everyone in Castlegar came out for a full day aigtitof bacchanalian revelry at the autumnal equino
At the geographic heart of our community there alakinds of food, singing, copious amounts of wine
and all other varieties of alcohol, dancing, andhttressed in their finest, tightest clothes. Theitke

skills in tailoring and jewellery making must hasegaged in a brisk trade given the parading héra al
decked out. Some were ostentatious, but others mvere simply clad though elegant in a less fussy. wa
The scent of aruna and swirling perfumes of desiiclust hung like a thick velvet canopy over the
grounds.

Vaysh and | certainly weren't immune. We took a eaimat drunken walk out to the viewing area | loved
so much and were delighted to discover no onevedsethere. One thing led to another, and soon bne o
my nicest tunics was covered in grass stains.f'dodre because Vaysh was spread out on it like a
luscious, ripe peach. | licked and kissed and ddiowvn his juices while the stars watched impasgivel
crawled up from between his trembling thighs toanil nuzzle at the band inked around his arm. In a
throaty voice, he demanded that | kneel near las.fd/hat a wicked, talented tongue he had. My ocuana
lim flowered as he swallowed and swirled his tongteund my hard length; the petals curled backoso n
sensitive spot was held hidden from him.

When neither of us could bear the relative separany longer, | knee-walked back down to the
beckoning vee of his legs and sank into him. Hidybwelcomed me; | wanted to bury myself forever in
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the grasping, fierce coals of his passion. Likerdiad smoke, his desire poured into me as we shared
breath; as once before, | was drawn with him imichanted wilds of plum and musky shadow. Deep
within my ouana-lim, | felt as though a spring lspped— a butterfly tongue unfurled, and | drowned
in the warm silver of Vaysh's eyes.

Yes, Ashmael, yese said without speaking as a secret chamberwigieip him began to open, rapture
blazing from his face.

Without warning, we both felt a painful shock, aoanding, silent clang as a force from outsidesof u
barred Vaysh's pulsing centre of creation. Evenl@sked in his panicked eyes, our arunic energiese
stirred up into a pleasure so intense | screaméditviOur bodies spasmed and shook as our undearab
ecstasy roared and stretched relentlessly onluhtlught we would be ripped apart. Dizzy, ghostiyrs
danced in my peripheral vision. After long minuties thundering waves of our release subsided and we
lay on the ground, gasping like nearly drowned Ispt out of the sea.

| was crying; | choked out hiccoughing, syrupy sobanger into Vaysh's wreck of hair. | knew with a
of my heart what that should have been and whdaédd it so abruptly.

"Damn you Thiede, you bastard!" | growled brokemlytching Vaysh to me and trying to stop my hands
from shaking.

"Shhhhh, Ash, it's okay. More than him, | felirs" he whispered, which caused more tears to stgin m
face. "He's still there. This wasn't the time."

"What kind of fucking god does Thiede think hedsdecide when is right?" | ground out bitterly Lt
at once, my anger was scoured away. | felt batteneldavaged, chewed up and most importantly,
warned.

Vaysh was my angel, somehow consoling me whenlbesd just as mauled, just as violated. He'd felt
that secret, sweet harbour open its gates to mihédirst time—

"Next time we'll know, for certain," he said softlyinning a hand through my hair and the otherddnn
out on my tattoo, the spot thrumming warmly witk Bpirit. "Our son should be delivered in Immanion.
Thiede must want him conceived there, too. He wasitdsh,so mucH' His tender voice tore at my heart
with the edge of a jagged knife.

Wrapped in Vaysh's wings of comfort, | cried agaiwasn't sure whiche Vaysh meant.

* k k k%

Another glorious autumn spread its colourful chear the mountain, but | was preoccupied and didn't
marvel at the display as | had the prior two yeki®lt Thiede's presence not infrequently, andsedn

him distantly watching us, though his focus seepradarily to be on Vaysh. For several weeks aftar o
experience at the equinox, | held back when we #vaka, unwilling to experience that heartbreakraga
I now knew how it felt to be climbing to that plaokconsciousness, and we were both careful not to
allow ourselves near that path. Eventually | begaaying myself to leave Castlegar and as | dichd
aware of doors opening for me, of difficult situwets resolving themselves. | marvelled, yet agdihpa
powerful Thiede's desires must be if they couldgeethe wheels of life itself. Arahal even spokéhat
Regents' assembly at which Vaysh and | formallyoanced that we would depart for Immanion a few
days after Natalia. Our harbrethren were goingigsms, but we promised to return to visit, andhata
extended the arm of hospitality on Thiede's betwadfny who wished to see us once we were settled in
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Winter had just curled its frosty toes into thewgrd when we had another leaving feast. This onefovas
the Kakkahaar, who were quite ready to return &ir tthesert climes. Parallax and Galen, one ofwlre t
nearly dead hara we'd found in that ramshackle aa®ear ago, went with them to continue their caste
studies. The night before they left, Vaysh andviteéd Parallax to our bed, exhausting him in tleedést,
most loving way possible.

"They're so good at mind-touch, over incrediblydatistances," he informed us later. We'd curlediado
each other in front of the fire like sluggish srakeder the sun. "I should be able to communicéte w
you, at least until you're across the waters. binsare after that."

"You just learn all you can,"” Vaysh encouraged Him,pale, delicate fingers combing gently throtlg
tight curls at Parallax's groin. "Before you kndywou'll be summoned to Immanion, too. What a reoin
that'll be!”

"We have a last Natalia to experience here," | nel@d him. "Vox and Polaris said it'll be especially
memorable. Pity you'll miss it,” | said to Paralléaning in to nibble teasingly on his earlobe. He
groaned, the baritone of his voice roughened bydisl enthusiasm through the night.

"You two have worn me out. | won't want to thinkoab rooning again for ages!" he said, a sensudkesmi
gliding onto his lips as he stretched out his [6mips.

"I don't doubt that the Kakkahaar will give in-depistruction in every skill they pride themselves,
Vaysh said silkily, his fingers toying with the tjirof Parallax's ouana-lim. "And they argexy prideful
tribe."

Parallax turned his head to me, his hazel eyestainasirth and gratitude. There was none of theyang
smart-mouthed human at whose head I'd held a guee tbeasons ago; he'd truly blossomed into an
extraordinary har.

I'll look forward to you joining us in Immanion, whever that isl said to him telepathically.

One thing at a timehe said blithely, his ouana-lim being brought e#péack to full flower in Vaysh's
skilled fingers. "Didn't you mention something abtying me to your bed?"

* k k k%

Natalia was a lively, raucous celebration as it heen in years past, though Thiede didn't appaahah
did, though he now seemed like an honorary resioe@astlegar rather than a guest. He brought a
powerful har with him named Tharmifex, whom | takking to immediately. We arranged to meet for
breakfast at a reasonable hour the next day bPlegis, with the subtlety of a wolf among sheeq, |
him away.

Early the following morning, | was awakened bymsge sound | couldn't place. It was eerily quigth
a tinkling noise tapping on the roof. Vaysh's effjgtsered open when | got out of bed and he puilted
covers around himself. Looking out of our windovegalv a surreal, frozen landscape— ice blanketed
every surface, glinting in the watery dawn. Plirgkimotes of tiny frozen pellets danced through the
hushed air; it was a wonderland of translucent tyeau

"What is it?" Vaysh asked sleepily.
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"An ice storm," | said, shaking my head. "It's bfau"
"Is it worth getting out of bed for?"
"I'd say so."

After a time, curiosity got the better of him, anith a bit of grumbling, he pulled on a dressingvgo
and joined me, gazing out at the trees, encrustddrazen. Each surface was a hardened mirror,
glittering and silent.

"It's gorgeous," he breathed. "We've got to gofout walk. It'll warm up and be gone by mid-dagnti
you think?" he asked, all at once a flurry of atyiv

"It's pretty cold," | said, but | put on my coatdaimoots, woolen trousers and tunic. "lI've nevensee
anything like it. It's very different from snow."

I took a quick turn in our bathroom, and was swgulito see Vaysh busying himself in the kitchennwhe
got out.

"Thought I'd put some coffee on so it'll be readyew we get back," he explained. We'd found several
unexpected and welcome containers of oil over i most residences now had working generators.
Things that had been luxuries when he'd first adiwere now far more commonplace.

"Awfully nice of you," | said and he gave me a vayile.
"l like you better after your first cup of coffee.”
"I like me better after my first cup of coffee," Iragd as we left the house.

My feet skated and | nearly took a nosedive my fews steps; it took me scant seconds to develgra
healthy appreciation for just how slick the growak. | warned Vaysh even though he was alreadg quit
aware of the treacherous surface under our bodth. dNuffling steps, we slowly, cautiously made our
way across the courtyard, and then the paved rathdte/many gaping potholes. The sun wasn't far
above the horizon and not very bright, but theatféd any light on the shining branches and shiuhs
breathtaking.

"This is unbelievable!" Vaysh said, turning arododyesture at me, a wide smile on his face. He sttimo
lost his footing and slid, nearly stumbling to fhezen ground. His expression snapped to one ehg#
concentration.

"Be careful!" My heart raced from seeing his nestastrophe. "As beautiful as it is, one misstep and
you'll be flat on your ass. | don't want to try azadry you to see Ondin."

"I'm as agile as a cat," he insisted, but | notedejully that he was far more cautious as we wantthe
woods. The path was slightly more easy to travense,| held back a bit, taking some time to look
around at all of the naked branches, now clad id bhells of ice. The tinkling, melodious soundseve
occasionally overshadowed by a staccatoed barsagesquirrel or bird shifted a branch. There was th
rare crack or groan as a tree complained undexdéight of the ice.

Vaysh had gone deeper into the alcove than | wisingdmagination had already gone to Vox or Jaffa,
trudging to the dining hall to make breakfast, uedémating the elements, and falling. The spagkioe
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was beyond treacherous, and it might not melt tmtilorrow, or the day after, and most hara were
probably hung over from Natalia—

I heard Vaysh let out a surprised cry and sweatloass he fell. | grimaced, and hoped to God henthad
broken anything.

"Are you all right?" | called, shuffling as quickbs | could, which wasn't very fast.
"Yes, but— ow. Fuck!"

| could see he was sprawled out on his stomacths atratched out and trying to gain purchase
somewhere, when | heard a resounding, thunderagk.drjerked my head to the side, trying to place
where it came from. My gaze whipped back in frdnine and | shouted, my stomach clenched instantly
into a knot. | watched the terrible, inexorable imotof a heavy limb as it fell, crushing Vaysh with
sickening explosion of ice and cracking bone.

"VAYSH!"

| screamed his name, trying to run and slidindirnfg) tears bursting from my eyes as | scramblegitio

to him. | scuttled on hands and bruised, aching&nealling his name again and again. Once | gsiecl

| saw the nauseating trajectory of the branchhhadtthudded against his spine and skull. He wasebro
shattered. With strength borne from abject tefrbeaved the branch away, but the damage to Vaysh's
head was— | couldn't bear it. | could barely sew;hicouldn't focus through the wet sheen of myseye
sounded like a wounded animal as | tried to hoid, tilood everywhere.

"Vaysh, Vaysh, Vaysh, ohgodohgod, no, you cantdoo't go," | sobbed, trying to lift his bludgeane
head into my lap. | saw his chest rise, and falimsily | smeared matted clots of hair out of Hissed
eyes.

"Vaysh," | pleaded, choking on bile. | was wheezithg air was a razor in my lungs and | coughed,
unable to catch my breath. With what must have esnendous effort, Vaysh laboriously opened his
eyes, but | didn't think he could see me. Wild boknifed clarity into my thoughts: | needed him to
know | was with him.

"Vaysh, it's me, your Ash. For the love of God, ttgave me, I'm here, right here," | said hysthc |
was going insane; Vaysh's blood soaked my lap.plimgent scent of so much blood was an
abomination. My vision started to go black, phansiars were crowding out the atrocity of my belgved
dying. | couldn't move, only chanted his name, auat over and over as my reason seeped into the
unforgiving, scarlet stained ice.

A gurgle lodged in his throat; a thick, wet couglated his mouth and my fingers with more blood. He
gasped and stilled, his unseeing gaze locked oa.min

| screamed, bellowing anger and maniacal hopelesamn&il my voice was a pitiful, unrecognisable
mewl. | rocked him in my arms; the world shatteirgd nightmarish crystalline shards of nothingness.

Vaysh was dead.

: ~ Epilogue ~ : .
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The next year was a threnody for Vaysh. | was igotable; | abhorred everyone's company, anyone
else's touch was loathsome. In my rages againstld that blithely continued to exist without Vaysh
it, | wished for a human photograph of him, thefethagainst myself at my own lunatic folly. A pice
couldn't have begun to capture even the smallegt gf the endless sands of his being. | thougbk ba
the night when we could have conceived a harling,\v@ondered if he would have been able to console
me, or if it would have twisted the knife too deefd see Vaysh's likeness in a creation of our own
flesh... | obsessed about what our son might haveekbtike, how it would have been to hold him as
together, he and | mourned the loss of his hostlimgchesnari, my beloved. Under the crushing aofvil
grief, my heart was ground into a mealy pulp, avguing mash beating feebly in my chest. It was with
relief that | sank into the yawning maw of darknddst depression and futility count my days as my
body forced me to stay alive. | could have cared.le

| spent the rest of the winter living with FirestgrCloudblaze and Firethorn. For a few days after w
buried Vaysh, | tormented myself in our home. li@dlall of his clothes from their drawers and ceder
myself with them in our bed, desperate for his sedrich still clung to his tunics and leggings. &
finally forced me out of the tomb I'd made for myskle plied me with bourbon until | couldn't fightm
with my fists anymore, and he and Jaffa held mduning the march over to my temporary lodging.

Cloudblaze washed me, a thankless task after tlegadedays I'd lain inert and rank. He combed oyt m
hair and didn't balk when | asked him to shave egchentirely. Firethorn tiptoed around me, his eyes
red; he'd never seen anything like the punishmanti suffered, and he felt powerless to help. Adter

few days when | continued to do nothing but eatmd@mmanded to and heeded my body's demands to
expel the extra when necessary, Cloudblaze camerptarrow bed in the room | shared with Thorn.
He'd insisted on being there when | woke up yellimgable to escape the nightmares of Vaysh's death
happening in front of me again and again. | cowaddthing but receive, and Cloudblaze was astute
enough to know | would have gone absolutely madke aruna in such a state. He shared breath with
me, sending healing images. His taste of windswagé and leather gently sought out the bottomless
fissures in my spirit, filling some of the deepsisadows with his concern and affection.

The months passed. | spent much of the time iakan stupor. | stayed in the Nayati for days o, en
in silent, morbid brooding. Thiede never came; lam'tdsend even a flicker of thought to me. Vaysh,
however, was everywhere— in the pungent scentyfhd horses; in the heady red of wine; an eternal
pulse under my skin. Parallax returned from thek&hlaar at Natalia and did what nohar else could: he
laid hands and heated breath on me. His anguisie#itg me in the pathetic state to which I'd dedin
was matched by his unwillingness to let it continfeer three days he sequestered me away; we ate,
meditated, drank, and took aruna. He poured hinrs®lfime with unsurpassed generosity until my wall
live had again been set alight.

Arahal arrived the next day.

Zephyr nosed at my hand, his bewilderingly intetigeyes giving me a message of hope | didn't
immediately dismiss out of hand. Castlegar wadutiaf memories; it was a vibrant tomb, filled Wit

the spirits of my innocence. Parallax kept a siplaihl of my seed, with my request that he plant a
mountain ash at the spot where Vaysh lay in thergfoOnce it took root, he was to pour out my essen
at its base, the legacy of my love for my chesnari.

I've occasionally felt pity for the hara who haa#idn for me in recent years; | feel no need td@giee
for how | am, but I've never led anyhar on. | annésel Aldebaran, General of the Gelaming armies in
Thiede's service.

Once upon a time, | loved.
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