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Dedication
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I would like to dedicate this book to two men by the name of James.

The first, an old friend from my college days, a unique individual, a gentle man and a true eccentric, who sadly left us far too young; I am glad to have known you.

The second, my brother, to whom life has not always dealt a kindly hand, and who many people have misunderstood, and yet who strives, on a daily basis, to be himself; I am proud of you.
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Part One: Beginnings
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Chapter One
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Raven sat in a tree high on a wooded hillside. A young Mountain People tribesman just shy of his twentieth birthday, gawky adolescence had long given way to lean, powerful assurance. The Place of Blue Smoke was the ancient name his people had given these rugged, convoluted mountains. Water vapour and oily residues from the forests combined, draping the peaks and valleys with smoky tendrils of hazy-blue fog.

What light filtered down through the forest reflected from Raven’s burnished, red-gold skin only to be swallowed whole by the skein of long, dark hair that hung like a cloak about his shoulders. No glimmer or reflection betrayed him as he sat still and silent watching those below him. There had been no flicker of movement from him in over two hours. Nothing to suggest he was there. Inside he seethed and thrummed with barely contained hatred.

Wraeththu.

The Incomers.

The Interlopers.

Raven’s tribe, the Mountain People, had lived with the impact of such interlopers for generations. For years his people had lived peaceably within the natural laws of their homeland. They followed the rhythm of the seasons and lived as subjects – not conquerors – of the land that supported them. 

Then the first interlopers had come. Humans like themselves. They brought with them new technologies, new attitudes and above all the desire for mastery – not of themselves, as was the Mountain People’s way, but of the land and her people.

Raven’s people had been driven off their lands, their beliefs and way of life pushed to the rawest edges of bare survival.

Then the world began to change. Society began to break down. Wars erupted all over the globe and, sensing her chance, the land began to fight back too; hurricanes, volcanoes, floods, fires and pestilence. The Interlopers and their ways looked doomed to ancient memory. The Mountain People rejoiced. Hope flared in their hearts. It would be their time again, time for them to reclaim their gentle relationship with the land.

But it was not to be. The hope was short lived. The creeping madness affecting the Interlopers did not discriminate. It took Mountain People along with their oppressors. Raven’s own father succumbed, as did many of the older male tribesmen. Only the women and the young men appeared to escape it. But then the women stopped being able to have babies and the number of tribe’s children dwindled.

Then along came the new Interlopers.

Wraeththu.

For years there had been rumours of gangs in the cities. Whispers on the breeze of wild boys involved in crazy cults; stealing male children away from their families, changing them somehow, making them inhuman, making them hate humans.

That they had sex among themselves was neither shocking nor unnatural to the Mountain People. They had long understood the androgynous nature of the soul and regarded homosexuals as “two-spirited” individuals to be revered. Raven himself had experienced sexual encounters with both males and females.

What did seem unnatural and shocking to Raven’s people was that there appeared no place for women as this brave new world was forged. To them men and women were part of the circle of life, no one part more important than the other and no one part able to exist without the other. As Wraeththu increased in number, the tribe mourned the loss of women as much as they mourned the loss of the Mountain People and their ways.

Raven had another reason to hate Wraeththu. His mother had been killed by marauding Uigenna intent on sport. Raven had been only twelve. He had gone out looking for her when she failed to return from foraging for healing herbs. From behind a tree he’d heard the Uigenna depart, laughing and boasting of their triumph. Fearing the worst, he’d ventured into the clearing. Not much remained, but what did left him in no doubt that it was his mother. He gathered what was left and returned to his people so that she could be honoured and given the burial rituals that were her due.

High in his tree the memories smouldered and flared inside him. Even through his mist of hatred, Raven had to admit this Wraeththu tribe were not like the Uigenna and Kheops raiders he had, so far, encountered.

For ten days he had watched them. Raven had seen that these Wraeththu, although clearly not of this land, had a great affinity for it and were closely in tune with the turn of the seasons. Their clothing, surprisingly practical and highly adaptable, reflected this closeness in the earthy greens, browns and dark oranges they favoured. Like the Mountain People they chose to wear their hair long and loose.

A few days previously they had celebrated the Summer Solstice with feasting and dances. And when a vicious thunderstorm had suddenly blown up, they had known of its coming and had secured their camp.

Hate them though he did, these Wraeththu intrigued Raven.

But time was passing and his people were expecting him. It was time to cut short his musing. He slipped silently out of the tree and melted into the forest. During the hour hike back to his home on the edge of the old reservation, he caught a couple of cottontail rabbits and gathered some yellow dock leaves.

At the edge of the former reservation stood an old log cabin, Raven’s home since his parents died. The cabin belonged to the Elder, Two Comet. Outside, a smoking fire pit was tended by Pale Fawn, another orphan adopted by Two Comet. Close to Raven in age, she was his dearest friend. She looked up as he approached, her dark hair falling back from her face as she smiled in greeting.

As was their custom, they began preparing the evening meal together, singing the ancient songs of their people as they worked. Raven skinned and gutted the rabbits, throwing the entrails to the half-wild dogs that hung about on the edge of the reservation. Pale Fawn put a pot of water on to simmer and cut the vegetables.

Later, once the meal was prepared, Two Comet joined them, responding to Pale Fawn’s call. A proud elderly man with gentle and wise eyes, his hair now grey and much of his physical strength gone, he retained an equal measure of dignity and humility.

They sat, cross-legged, on rugs surrounding the fire pit and shared stories of their day. Two Comet had officiated at a ceremony to bring good fortune to a couple trying desperately for a child, while Pale Fawn had spent much of her day gathering healing herbs and visiting the sick. At length Two Comet turned to Raven.

“Well now, my son, and have you spent your day observing your new friends?”

Raven gave a derisive snort. “Friends!” he spat.

Two Comet shook his head with amusement. “Raven, my son, you seem to spend so much time watching them, I can only assume you wish to befriend them.”

“Wraeththu!” Raven uttered the word as if it left a sour taste in his mouth. “Killed my mother... stole my friends... stealing our world... robbing us of...”

“I am well aware of your feelings, my son.” Two Comet’s gentle but firm tone cut right across Raven’s habitual rant. It was an old argument, often repeated. Pale Fawn rolled her eyes.

“Tell me what you have seen,” Two Comet continued. “Be honest and leave out nothing.”

Unwillingly, as if the details were wrung out of him, Raven spoke about how this group of Wraeththu was different. Not like the Uigenna or Kheops. They had their own ceremonies and celebrated their own sacred times. They had an affinity for the land, although clearly they were not from this land. Raven admitted, grudgingly, that these hara intrigued him.

Two Comet listened intently. At the end of Raven’s story he lowered his eyes, pursed his lips and inhaled deeply. Raising his eyes to look directly at Raven he said, “My son, I think you should join these Wraeththu. I think you should willingly become one of them.”

Raven was on his feet in an instant, screaming at Two Comet. He would never become Wraeththu, never. He was a Mountain People Tribesman – a member of the Wolf Clan – a warrior and protector of the people. He would die before betraying his heritage. Pale Fawn placed her hands over her ears and closed her eyes tightly. 

“Noble as that sentiment is, my son,” said Two Comet to Raven’s departing back, “there is little point being a warrior and protector of the people when soon there will be no people to protect.”

As Raven’s angry footsteps disappeared into the forest, Pale Fawn removed her hands and opened her eyes. She regarded Two Comet gently.

“Don’t worry.” She smiled. “His temper is hot but it’s always short lived.”

Two Comet gave an exasperated snort. “A fire cracker that one – always wasting his energies on the unimportant!” He shifted his rug and made himself more comfortable. “But now, my daughter, let’s take tea together. I have much to discuss with you.”
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Chapter Two
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As dusk gave way to darkness, Raven marched unheeding through the forest. A red-mist shrouded his eyes and black thunderclouds boiled in his heart. As usual in these circumstances, his feet led him to the place where his mother’s bones were laid to rest. It was one place where he always found peace. He sat beneath the tree that honoured her and exhaled slowly. Gently her essence seeped into him, calming him and slowing his racing thoughts. She stayed with him throughout the night as a battle raged within him. She crooned and soothed and gave wisdom.

As dawn crept along the eastern horizon like a golden skein, Raven made his decision. The dawn brought clarity and his remaining doubts fled with the departing night. 

Raven sat beneath his tree a while longer. He watched the sun erupt from the horizon and illuminate the forests he knew so well. A new life was unfolding before him, one he had never even allowed himself to dream of. But the desire had been there, he had to admit that to himself now. Sunlight shone through the mists in numerous gauzy hues, the occasional pointed crown of a pine tree standing stark against the illuminated cloudscape. The entire landscape crackled with energy and power; Raven drank it in greedily.

He returned to the reservation just as Pale Fawn was serving breakfast. A place had been set for him in his usual spot by the fire pit. Pale Fawn handed him a couple of boiled eggs and some freshly baked corn bread. Raven nodded his thanks and turned to Two Comet, who eyed him impassively through the smoke of his pipe.

“I agree,” said Raven, simply. He didn’t need to say anything else.

Two Comet’s face broke into a thousand wrinkles as he smiled. “This is good, my son. For though you are Wolf Clan and warrior and protector of you people, you are also warrior and protector of tradition. We live in strange times – and we must find strange solutions to the problems that trouble us.”

Two Comet closed his eyes. “You know I have the gift of foresight – for I am Wild Cat Clan – seer and protector of the earth. There is no future for the Mountain People, save the one we create for ourselves. You must carry your tradition to a new tribe who will accept and value it. To the new tribe of Wraeththu who have come to our forests.”

He inhaled deeply and looked directly at Raven. “But before you do this – there is one more task you have to perform for the Mountain People. There will only be one more child born to this tribe. It will be carried by Pale Fawn and you will be its father. I will carry out the ceremony to ensure a successful conception.”

“But Two Comet,” interrupted Raven, “what chance of success do we have? Only yesterday you carried out the same ceremony for Red Bear and Nuna – and they’ve been trying for months.”

“And it is hopeless,” sighed Two Comet. “But who am I to rob them of their hope? They will come to acceptance in time. For you and Pale Fawn it is different – I know this.”

“How can you know?” asked Raven.

Two Comet looked heavenwards in exasperation. “Raven, my son, you set too much store in magic. Pale Fawn has lived with me since she was a young girl. I know her cycles. This is her time.”

“How do you feel about this?” Raven asked Pale Fawn.

“I have my own path to walk,” Pale Fawn replied. “For I am of the Clan of the Wind – like you a keeper of tradition but also a teacher. I should very much like to walk my path with your child.”

Raven chewed on his corn bread. “Seems it’s all decided, then.” He shrugged.

“You better believe it,” Pale Fawn chuckled.

For the rest of the day Raven and Pale Fawn sat on a rug by the fire pit close but not touching. Two Comet burned herbs around them, sprinkled them with blessed water, hummed and chanted incantations. They joined in the chanting at times that seem appropriate. By the evening they were both light-headed and deep in a meditative state. 

Two Comet kissed them both on the brow. “I shall spend the night close to your mother’s bones,” he said. “We were good friends and I’ve neglected her company for far too long. Make good use of my cabin.” With that he walked off into the gathering dusk.

The two young people both rose to their feet. Pale Fawn smiled uncertainly. Raven returned the smile, took her hand and led her into the log cabin. Inside they lit oil lamps, softening the light by draping coloured rags. They laid animal hides on the floor and surrounded them with cushions.

Raven removed his clothing and did a twirl. “Well, you might as well see what you’re getting!” He laughed.

Pale Fawn smiled and placed his hands on the lacings at the front of her dress. “You do it,” she said.

Raven became more serious. It wasn’t his first time but it was, he knew, hers. She deserved better than flippancy. Gently he undid the lacings and eased the dress to her shoulders. She shrugged and the dress fell to the floor. Underneath she was naked and she was beautiful. He had not noticed before.

Raven felt the breath catch in his throat. He ran his hand the length of her arm and interlaced his fingers with hers. He raised her hand and kissed her palm. She led him to the pile of animal hides and he lay down beside her. 

For a while they caressed, stroked and became familiar with each other in a completely new way. When the time seemed right, Raven moved over her and found his way inside. She gasped slightly, her eyes widening, then she relaxed against him and they rocked gently together. Together they found a climax, and afterward together they lay spent on the floor.

Several times that night they made that journey. In the early hours of the morning they lay in each other’s arms, covered in a blanket to keep out the night’s chill. Pale Fawn slept with her head on Raven’s shoulder. Raven, wide-eyed and awake, stared into the darkness.

It was always like this.

The intensity of his encounter with Pale Fawn was made all the more poignant by the knowledge of their imminent separation. He loved her dearly. She was the closest thing to family he had; they had been friends longer than he could remember. But it wasn’t just their separation that bothered him; it was the feeling of incompleteness. Whether with men or with women he always felt deep down that sexual encounters could be so much more than they were. The union could be on so many more levels. So much magical energy was created only to dissipate unused. If only it could be harnessed, channelled. He knew all this instinctively but had no idea how to bring these things to fruition. 

Pale Fawn stirred in her sleep. Raven stroked her hair, kissed the top of her head, soothing her to stillness once more. He revelled in being this close to her, the night scent of her hair, the bliss of her skin against his. He was going to miss her more than he dared think about. He closed his eyes and held her a little closer. Eventually sleep claimed him, too.

It was well after dawn when they woke. A few more kisses, a few more caresses, then by unspoken agreement they returned to a state of companionable friendship. The cushions and animal skins were cleared away, the coloured rags removed from the lamps. To all intents and purposes it was just another day.

Raven stoked the fire, Pale Fawn set about making the breakfast, and somewhat later than expected Two Comet returned from the forest.

“I’d forgotten what a talker your mother was,” was all he would say.

They shared their usual companionable breakfast and then Raven went away quietly to pack. A few things only, cast into a striped canvas haversack. He chose his best boots to wear, brushed leather trousers and the fringed shirt of russet and green that Pale Fawn had made him in the spring. He left his hair loose but plaited in the coloured feathers that signified his tribe and clan.

He rejoined his companions at the fire pit. Two Comet, sitting comfortably on his rug, looked up at him.

“You look well, my son.”

“A fine Mountain People tribesman,” agreed Pale Fawn. “Any tribe would be proud to count you in their ranks.”

Raven took her hands in his, kissed her fingers and pulled her into a fierce hug.

“You take care of yourself,” he said and slid a hand over her belly, gripping slightly, “and of this one too.”

Pale Fawn nodded. She did not speak. She was a warrior’s daughter and would not weep.

Two Comet stood up, placing his hands on Raven’s shoulders.

“Go well, my son. You have much to teach these Wraeththu and much to be proud of. But remember, they also have much to teach you – so take to them an open mind and the ways of an apprentice.”

The embrace was long. Raven finally pulled away, smiled his farewell to them both and walked away without looking back. He was the son of a warrior; he wasn’t going to weep either.
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Chapter Three
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A thousand thoughts raced through Raven’s mind as he left his home. How should he address these people? What form of greeting should he use? He strode purposefully through the forest trying not to think about what he’d left behind. He passed the tree in which he’s spent so many hours watching them, closer now than he’d ever been to these Wraeththu – this tribe he had, until a few hours before hated with a passion. Now that he had resolved to join them, he walked swiftly in case his courage failed him.

Raven reached the edge of the clearing and marched directly into the camp. He stopped by the central fireplace and cast down his bag by way of a challenge. All around him Wraeththu looked up from their work. Each tribe member was engaged in various crafts, some weaving with tiny beads, brightly coloured wool and feathers, some fashioning leather goods, others preserving meat in the smoke of the fire.

Raven stood in the clearing, momentarily at a loss for words as the Wraeththu continued to gaze at him. Their gazes held nothing but a gentle amusement; Raven could detect no flicker of hostility. Still struggling for words, he felt his resolve slither away.

The drapery at the mouth of a nearby tent was drawn back. A gentle-eyed har with waist-long dark blond hair emerged.

“We wondered when you would come to talk with us,” he began, his voice low and melodic. “We sensed you the first time you climbed that tree – and we sensed the hostility you felt towards us. But now I sense that feeling has left you. Will you take tea with me?”

Around him the gentle amusement had given way to smiles of welcome. Raven felt somewhat overwhelmed by the strength of this welcome, particularly given his recent animosity, and was glad to escape to the privacy of the tent. He sat down upon a richly decorated rug opposite his host.

“Firstly, introductions,” said the blond har, handing him a steaming bowl of tea. “I am Curlew, the leader of this tribe. Our tribe are the Sulh, and this,” he indicated, “is Mist, our Shaman.”

To his left sat another har, like Curlew dressed in natural shades of brown, green and orange, his hair a cloud of shimmering grey-blue, his eyes fathomless pools of inky black. 

Mist bowed his greeting graciously and asked, “And are we to know your name and tribe?”

Raven felt on safer ground here. Story telling was an important skill among his people and his heritage a matter of pride.

“My name is Raven,” he began, “I am a tribesman of the Mountain People who have lived in the Place of Blue Smoke for over a thousand years. I would like to tell you the story of my people.”

Curlew and Mist listened intently and did not interrupt his flow, recognising the time for questions was later.

As Raven’s tale drew to an end, Curlew and Mist thanked him. 

Mist replenished his tea. “You and your people have much to be proud of, Raven. Yours is a great culture. I am curious, though. What has brought you to us now?”

The killer question.

Raven steeled himself. “My people are dying, our numbers dwindle, and as my people die our culture dies with them. The only chance is to join a tribe who will accept our culture into theirs. The only chance...” he faltered. “So far the only Wraeththu tribes I’ve seen are Uigenna and Kheops – and from what I’ve seen they have no concept of culture – none!” 

“I understand your reservation regarding the Uigenna and Kheops,” said Curlew, nodding. “We too have had dealing with them – and difficulties. You chose wisely in coming to us for we are scholars and greatly prize the ancient knowledge. Am I to understand then that you wish to join us? To become Wraeththu?”

Raven nodded. Mist and Curlew exchanged a glance.

“The thing is, Raven,” Mist began, “before you become Wraeththu, there is much you need to understand about us. Why don’t you start by telling us what you already know, or think you know, and we’ll fill you in on the rest?”

Discussions lasted all through the morning. Curlew and Mist quizzed Raven on his perceptions of Wraeththu, his attachment to his humanity, his fears of pain and change. They had a lengthy conversation regarding his sexual orientation and experience. Raven noticed that both Mist and Curlew became alert, fascinated when he openly admitted that he’d found his sexual encounters unsatisfying, incomplete somehow, as if there was more to be attained but he’d no idea how to reach it. For what reason Raven would never be able to say, he held back information about the child he believed he had so recently conceived with Pale Fawn.

Discussions were disturbed briefly by a har bringing lunch, a thick, spiced soup with hunks of corn bread. Pragmatically Curlew stated that conversation never went well on an empty stomach.

After lunch they were joined by Batalha. Unlike the rest of the Sulh, he was dressed in a simple white robe. Everything about Batalha was pale and insubstantial – his hair, his eyes, his skin – as if he were a wraith that could vanish in a heartbeat. Curlew introduced him as scribe and history keeper.

“That’s a bit of a fancy name for it,” Batalha quipped. “Really I’m just a field researcher.” 

Through poetry and song Batalha held Raven fascinated telling the creation myths of Wraeththu and the Sulh tribe.

“The freak spawned in a non-descript corner of a non-descript city, somewhere here in Megalithica. The freak that would grow to be an angel and the creator of our race, the High-Father of Wraeththu,” Batalha crooned. 

And of the Sulh, “From the green islands that lie between Megalithica and Almagabra; our home and our people are shrouded in mystery, our wisdom and magical prowess both envied and feared by other harish tribes,” as he sang he played complex rhythms on his small, many-stringed harp. By early evening Raven’s head was reeling.

Finally they joined the rest of the tribe for supper around the fire. The blissful evening air soothed his pounding head as he ate the simple meal. 

Abruptly his attention was caught by a har on the far side of the fireplace. Not overly tall but built solidly, the har was dark-haired but pale-skinned, his hair shaved completely on one side of his skull and tumbling down in thick curls on the other. A complex blue woad tattoo curled and coiled over the shaven skull, intricately defining the eye socket and the climactic point of the cheekbone. The tattoo wound down around his throat and appeared to continue down the left hand side of his body.

Raven, surprised by the strength of his interest, had to ask Mist who the har was.

“Fen,” came the reply. “From the Waterlands of Alba Sulh. One of our warrior phyle, fearsome and loyal.” Looking around the camp Raven could see a few hara that were clearly also of warrior phyle – although none of them as physically arresting as Fen.

After supper Raven wandered a little way away from the camp. He sat down on a fallen branch with his head in his hands. There was so much to take in, so much that was new. Curlew had deeply shocked him when he’d told him that on inception changes would take place within his body that would render him both male and female. Batalha had shocked him further when he’d stated that although there was no record of it happening as yet, he believed that Wraeththu would one day go on to procreate. However, Raven’s reservations about the lack of place for women in this new world of Wraeththu were somewhat appeased. Batalha told him, sincerely, that he felt women too had a new path to walk – their time was not yet done. Raven found he believed him.

These thoughts chased each other around his head as he sat on the fallen branch. Familiar forest sounds echoed around him, soothing scents floated by on a cooling breeze – and then something else.

Raven sat bolt upright. “I know when I’m being watched,” he told the night.

A patch of darkness detached itself from the shadows and moved into view. Fen.

“Scared I’d run off?” asked Raven, hiding his surprise that it was the har he’d been staring at earlier.

Fen nodded. “You know too much.”

“And you’d what? Kill me?”

Fen nodded again, slipping a narrow-bladed knife from his boot. “I’d have slid this gently down the side of your neck into your shoulder, severing the subclavian vein. You’d have died in seconds – silently.”

For a moment Raven glared at him. “Then it’s as well I’ve decided to stay,” he hissed, pushing past Fen as he returned to camp.

The following morning Raven informed Mist and Curlew of his decision to join them. They greeted this news with evident relief and pleasure. He did not mention his encounter with Fen the night before. 

Curlew took his arm. “There’s one last thing Raven. When you become one of us, you are expected to leave behind your old human ties, cease to have any connection with family or old friends. Can you do this?”

Raven felt as if he had been punched. He swallowed. “I can’t say it’s something I am happy about,” he said carefully, “but I made a promise to protect my tribal heritage. If this is what it takes then I’ll do it.”

Mist caught his eye. Raven could have sworn than in Mist’s gaze there was a look that said, “I understand your pain.”

Mist blinked and the look was gone. “Also Raven, as we have told you, aruna is our life blood. We are not exclusive with each other. You are likely to have many partners to aid your spiritual growth. Is this something you are comfortable with?”

Compared with giving up his family the answer to this was easy. Raven nodded.

Mist smiled. “Then we will prepare you.”

Whilst the tribe tucked into their breakfast eggs, Raven drank only an herbal tea prepared for him by Mist. His pre-inception purification had begun.

Raven withdrew from the rest of the tribe, spending long hours in meditation with Mist, who described every detail of the inception process: the fasting, the ceremony, the althaia and the aruna to follow. With a heavy heart Raven suggested a few native herbs that might assist each process. The idea that he would never see Pale Fawn or Two Comet or any of his tribe again was almost unbearable.

Mist gripped his shoulder. “I’m sorry Raven, it is necessary.” 

Raven swallowed the tears that were rising, held his head up and smiled.

Late that afternoon Raven, Mist and Batalha went foraging in the forest. They collected humming bird blossoms to stimulate kidney function and detoxification and dug up the small roots of greenbriar to purify the blood. Mist pressed Raven for every detail of the plants, their habitats, their range, and their properties. Batalha listened intently, all the while humming to himself.

“Batalha takes in everything,” Mist told Raven. “He has a phenomenal memory and ‘records’ everything – as a song.”

The group wandered further into the forest gathering leaves, roots and bark. All the while Raven was aware of a dark shadow – Fen? – behind them; clearly he was still not entirely trusted.

At last they returned to camp. Raven drank more of the herbal tea, which appeased his growling stomach not at all. Then followed more chanting and meditation and finally sleep. 

The next day followed a similar pattern, although a further cleansing ritual was required. At Mist’s request a small hut had been constructed from scented boughs and leaves. Raven joined Mist, Curlew and Batalha inside as heated stones were brought in. Cedar, sage and sweet grass were cast upon the stones as the heat and humidity soared. The sweat lodge had been an important part of Mountain People lifestyle and Raven felt quite at home there. Batalha’s serious songs of cleansing and reverence soon gave way to a bawdy many-versed ballad about the joys of aruna.

Still humming the chorus, they emerged hot and sweaty. Raven was glad of the herbal tea, although he was getting heartily sick of the flavour. That night following meditation, Mist looked intently at him.

“You are ready,” he said. “Tomorrow we will perform your inception.”
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Chapter Four

[image: image]


The ceremony was performed at a simple forest alter. The entire tribe assembled. Mist performed the rituals, while Curlew provided the blood. When it was over, Raven was helped back to the quiet confines of Mist’s tent as the changing processes began.

Althaia.

The transformational force that rips, sears and burns through the body, driving men to the edge of insanity and beyond. Mist and Raven had prepared well. They had gathered mullion. Its roots and leaves smouldered; the smoke a mild sedative that soothed inflammation. To control his fever, Raven sipped a tea made from the leaves and dried berries. As Raven’s skin began to blister and erupt in sores, Mist applied the salve they’d prepared from mint and greenbriar. Raven remained lucid by chanting the ancient healing words from the mantras of his people. Where he felt it appropriate, Mist chanted with him.

Althaia would never be easy but Raven’s passage into Wraeththudom was far gentler than most, Mist told him – Mist was impressed. And already, at this early stage, the point of rebirth, their two cultures, Sulh and Mountain People, had begun to blend.

In the late afternoon of the third day, Raven and Mist lay sleeping. Althaia was done, the changes made. The doorway drapes were thrown wide open so a refreshing breeze could blow through and remove the tattered vestiges of stale energy and discomfort. The bedding had been changed and Raven lay upon it, gleaming and perfect.

He stirred and awoke to find Mist gazing sleepily at him.

“You are wondrous,” Mist told him. “You made your transformation well. How do you feel?”

Raven stretched and yawned, enjoying his new body. “The strongest and fittest I’ve ever felt,” he said, “and the most alive.”

“We must seal the changes with aruna,” Mist reminded him.

“Sure, but close the drapes would you? I don’t want the rest of the tribe in on this.”

Mist graciously nodded and complied.

Raven sat up, pulling off his shirt. “So where do we start?”

“Well, sharing of breath is customary.”

“A kiss, you mean?”

“A kiss, yes, but it’s more than that, a kiss of mutual visualisation. We share our thoughts, feelings, memories.”

“Show me.”

“What would you like to see?”

“How did you get your name?”

Mist smiled. “A happy memory,” he said stroking Raven’s cheek, drawing him closer. As their lips met, Raven was hit by a blast of power that made him gasp.

Undaunted, he plunged his hands into Mist’s copious blue-grey hair and found himself soaring over a rolling green landscape of hills, fields, hedges and woodland.

*Alba Sulh,* said Mist from deep somewhere in Raven’s own head, *our homeland, the western borders to be precise – my home.* The time of this vision, Raven could sense, was shortly after Mist’s own inception. He had gone out to discover his new name and, as was often the custom, he’d decided to take inspiration from nature. When human he’d enjoyed climbing a hill near his village, a large rocky outcrop set on a wide plain. From the top you felt as though you could see forever.

There was a freshening breeze as he’d started to climb. As he climbed higher the wind blew stronger. On reaching the top it had become a howling gale and the view he’d hoped to see was obscured by low cloud and wisps of fog. He sat down with his back to a rock watching the cloud and fog swirl past him. Shapes and colours billowed around, patterns and stories, visions of new paths and new journeys. A mist vision – gifted only to shamans.

The new har had returned to his tribe knowing his name and his purpose. His tribesmates came to greet him with wonder for he was greatly changed. Gone was the short-spiked tawny hair, replaced by a mist-coloured cloud and his eyes, once blue, had become all-seeing obsidian.

Mist pulled away gently. “Your first breath-vision,” he smiled. “Now you try.”

Clumsily, erratically, Raven showed Mist the story of his own name. He showed how as a child his mother had taken him on her lap and told him the story of his naming. Shortly after his birth, as soon as she was able, she had taken herself and her precious bundle up into the forest. She’d sat beneath her favourite tree, the one beneath which she was now buried, and awaited inspiration. A black, glossy bird swooped down and stood before her feet. He bowed low, offering her a gift of fruit. As she accepted, the bird began a capering dance, stretching his wings and drumming his feet.

“Raven,” she’d said. The bird bowed once again and flew away.

She had been both pleased and disturbed by this experience. Raven was a proud name associated with warriors but she had also been raised on stories of the Raven-Mockers. The witches of indeterminate sex who the tribe believed robbed the dying of life, feasting on their hearts to add length to their own lives. In time she had begun to think of Wraeththu as the Raven-Mockers and grew fearful for her son.

Mist drew away. “We do not eat hearts,” he said, sadly.

“Nor do you steal lives to add length to your own. You add to the lives of others,” Raven told him. “I do not think of you as such.”

Mist leaned on his arm and looked intently at Raven. “I would like to suggest you keep your name and not change it as is the custom. Curlew will not like this but ultimately it is your choice. You were named well, we should honour that.”

Mist stretched languorously, his flawless limbs flexing in a way that Raven found particularly alluring. He suddenly became aware that the recently refined, harish parts of him were beginning to demand attention. The breath hissed out of him.

“Mist,” he ground out through gritted teeth. “Will you please finish what you’ve started here and seal my changes with aruna – for I am Raven and will not be mocked!”

Mist, intuiting the state Raven was in, took pity on him. He laughed uproariously, flinging Raven onto his back.

“As you wish,” he said. “I hope in aruna you find what you seek.” He breathed a single breath down the length of Raven’s chest and belly, following it with the lightest of touches with his fingers, igniting every nerve cell along its path. 

Raven gave him a look that said, “If you don’t do something now, I’m going to explode.”

Mist laughed again, piercing him, and Raven’s spirit was catapulted high into the sky, looking down on the camp and over the mountains. He was momentarily disorientated. 

Inside his head Raven heard Mist’s voice, *Come and fly with me.* 

Over the treetops, above the resinous mists, away from the forests towards grassy plains and the sea and then beyond, Raven and Mist’s essences coiled around each other. On, across the lapping waves to a necklace of islands, long drawn out ribbons of sand where long ago the forests had found their way and made their home. Through the trees, across the sands, past crazy wooden houses that reached up to the sky and tumbling in the surf, free of the shackles of flesh Raven and Mist became lost in each other and the landscape around them.

Then climax and a return to flesh.

Mist pushed his own sweat-soaked hair away from his face and turned to Raven. 

“Better than before?” 

Raven nodded.

“That place, the islands. They’re important to you.”

Raven shook his head. “I’ve never been there.”

“Then they will be important to you sometime in the future.”

“Can aruna do that? Show you the future?”

“It can. It can take you out of time, all times become one, all places become one.”

“Amazing!” Raven grinned. “That’s going to take some thinking about. But right now... can we do it again?”

Mist laughed and then looked slightly alarmed. “Give me a moment would you?”

Raven settled down quickly into his new life. The band of Sulh he had joined were information gatherers, herbalists, anthropologists, and historians and Batalha was the group’s memory. 

They foraged for food, kept a few hens in a portable run, made craft goods to sell and trade, living as lightly on the land as they could. It was a way of life that resonated strongly with Raven’s own.

Many days were spent with Batalha roaming the forests, observing how the land and that which lived upon it worked together. Raven told him the myths of his people, the herbs they used for healing, the magical rites they practiced to ensure success and longevity. All the while Batalha hummed and sang softly to himself.

“Back in Alba Sulh they’re creating a library,” Batalha told him. “The Great Library of Kyme. The Mountain People and all they knew will not be forgotten.”

Other times Raven worked with the artisans making jewellery and leather goods. In this way the artwork of the Mountain People became absorbed into that of the Sulh. 

Always Raven was aware of the presence of the warrior phyle there to protect the tribe, each of them with their curling woad tattoo. Fen particularly held his attention. Raven watched him now, out of the corner of his eye, sharing a joke with another tattooed warrior, Fen’s mouth split wide as he barked with laughter. Although he no longer felt watched or mistrusted Raven was constantly aware of the Waterlander’s presence.

He asked Mist about it one day.

“Waterlanders are like that,” said Mist as he cleaned his fingernails with a knife. “Strong soul energy. They suck you in.”

“I can’t imagine a land made of water.”

“Ask Fen about it.”

“I couldn’t.”

“Don’t be a coward!” Mist laughed. “You fancy him! Do something about it.”

“I don’t!” Raven spluttered in protest. 

Mist cocked an eyebrow at him.

“I do,” sighed Raven. “Dammit!”

Later Raven found Fen sitting on the same fallen branch by the lakeside that he himself had sat on, a long time ago it seemed, the night he first came to the tribe. Fen was smoking a cigarette and blowing smoke rings in the air. He acknowledged Raven’s arrival with a nod of his head but said nothing.

Raven sat down beside him. “Mist and Batalha have been instructing me,” he began.

Fen nodded again but didn’t look at him.

“About Alba Sulh and the Waterlands to the east.”

Fen cocked his head and looked sideways at him.

“I’ve lived in the mountains all my life. I can’t imagine what the Waterlands looks like.”

“It’s wet,” said Fen. “There’s a lot of water.”

Raven began to babble. “Only I... Er... Mist said I should talk to you...”

Fen’s face split into the broadest grin Raven had ever seen. It was almost frightening.

“That’s the clumsiest request for a snog I’ve ever heard in my life!” he hooted. “Come here, I’ll show you.”

Raven had become used to the higher vibrational energy of the Sulh, his encounters with Mist had prepared him somewhat, but now he realised that Mist must have been holding back. Either that or he’d underestimated the strength of the soul energy possessed by the Waterlanders.

Fen’s kiss nearly knocked him off the branch. On a blast of power he was transported to an alien land, wholly flat. Reed-fringed strips of land barely encroaching on the vast expanses of water that stretched away before him. He was, he realised, inside Fen’s head, sharing an oft-visited memory. The Waterlander stood upright in a coracle, kept in balance and moved along solely by Fen’s will. 

It was sunset. Streaks of purple, orange and crimson smeared the sky and reflected in the water beneath. It was impossible to tell where sky ended and water began and all the while the haunting call of a curlew urged him onwards.

*Home,* said Fen, deep inside Raven’s head. *And the call of the curlew, I’ve been following that for years. I followed it to Curlew himself, then to Megalithica, then here to this mountain and now to you.*

*How could you leave a place like this? It’s magical.*

*There’s magic everywhere you just have to look – you know that. There’s magic here in these mountains of yours.*

In a state of near intoxication, Raven took a step back, his eyes locked onto Fen. He caught hold of the drawstring that laced up Fen’s shirt and pulled. The knotted cords yielded, unravelling, allowing the shirt to fall open. Raven lifted his hand, tracing his thumb along Fen’s collar bone. Fen watched him with one eyebrow raised.

“Just how far does this tattoo go down?” Raven asked thickly.

Fen flashed his eyes at him, challenging him with another broad grin. 

“Why don’t you find out?”

They pounced on each other, tumbling to the ground, clawing at each other and writhing among the mosses and fallen leaves of the lakeside. Aruna with Mist had been an intensely uplifting experience, almost spiritual; with Fen it was earthy, grounded, deeply connected with the forests, the rocks and the waters around them. As they reached their zenith together, Raven’s hands convulsed and he was driven to plunge them down deep into the loose soil beneath him, where he swore he could feel the very heartbeat of the Earth herself.

Later, lying spent in Fen’s bed, the tendrils of aruna still caressing them, Fen told Raven the legend of Avalona, the first city of Alba Sulh.

“No-one really knows how it came to be there. It lies southwest of the Waterlands. Some say it fell, fully formed from another realm through a rift in the fabric of reality. Others say that a great red-haired king and his red-haired sister battled with magic over the swamp lands and created the rift. It’s supposed to be an amazing place full of twisting towers and flying creatures...”

“You’ve never been there?” Raven asked, tracing the undulating tattoo down Fen’s chest.

“No, the only one of us ever to visit was Curlew and he was weird for days after.”

“Weird? Sounds intriguing. Can we go there?”

“What, you getting tired of your precious mountains, Mountain Boy?” 

Raven punched his arm.

When two hara become close, it is known as chesna. High on a cliff edge Mist smiled at the scene below. The two of them stripped to the waist, red-gold skin and a skin so pale as to be almost blue, the bluish tinge heightened by the coiling tattoo. Mist was amused, clearly a competition was underway; Mountain people methods verses the Waterlander’s way. Raven lay on the stony bank of the gushing river, arm plunged deep in the water, Fen a little way off, perfectly still, spear poised in hand, a growing pile of fish between the two of them. Whatever the outcome Mist recognised a chesna bond in the making and acknowledged that the tribe would eat well that night.

Raven lay on a mossy rock with his hands behind his head, Fen by his side, both watching as Batalha trudged along the ridge line above them. Batalha had appeared pale and insubstantial when Raven first came to the Sulh, as the weeks passed he seemed to become increasingly transparent, ghostlike even.

“Is Batalha ill?”

“Not exactly,” Fen sighed, chewing on a stalk of grass. 

“It’s what Sulh scribes do.”

“I don’t understand,” said Raven.

Fen sighed again. “They’re a strange lot. They seem to flit between this reality and others. I’m not sure if they truly exist here. They gather and absorb information, storing it, making songs and stories of it. Ask him anything and you’ll get the most complete answer you could wish for. But holding it all takes its toll. He’s near to bursting. He needs to take aruna with another scribe so that they can send all they’ve discovered back to Kyme.”

“Kyme? Oh, yes – the Library. So why don’t we have a second scribe? So that they can, I don’t know, ship home, more often?”

“Smart boy! We did have. He was killed in a raid by the Uigenna.”

“When?”

“Several months ago, up north, before we came to your homeland.” Fen stretched. “Batalha needs contact with another scribe and soon. Otherwise he’ll die.”

“So we’ve got to find him another scribe.”

“Yeah.”

It came as no surprise to Raven when a day or two later Curlew announced that the tribe would be moving on. Mist had been meditating for days and had picked up another roving band of Sulh further north up the coast.

“Looks like you’ll get to travel after all, Mountain Boy,” Fen teased.
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Efficient in everything they did, the tribe was ready to travel in a matter of hours. The caravan, an assortment of hara on foot, pack horses and carts stood ready to leave. Fen headed a group of warrior phyle at the front, while a similar group brought up the rear. Batalha, now too weak to walk any great distance, was carried on a litter. Mist walked alongside Raven.

“We have plenty of food prepared,” he said, “and many items to trade. That should buy us safe passage through Colurastes territory.”

“Colurastes?”

“Another Wraeththu tribe. Relax!” said Mist, catching Raven’s expression. “They’re far more peaceable than the Uigenna.”

Day in, day out the routine was the same. Travel by day, rest by night. They kept to the woodlands fringing the coast, occasionally travelling inland to avoid the rotting remains of a human settlement. For food, they ate dried fish and meat supplemented by what they could forage along the path and what could be caught fresh. 

Raven began to miss the warmth and resinous scents of his erstwhile home but was fascinated by the altering landscape. The leaves took on hues of burnished copper and gold before falling as the long summer gave way to autumn. As they travelled north, the winds became increasingly bitter. They wrapped Batalha in animal skins and fed him dried fruit. 

“What will happen if we don’t find another scribe in time?” Raven asked Fen one night as they quietly shared a cigarette.
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