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Will Hawthorne’s wife Narilora has been elected clan leader of the linyang, and his influence and wealth as the Makalang have grown make him one of the most powerful individuals on Taitala.
 
But his world remains unsettled. Tensions with the cunelo and dwenda threaten to undo all the work he has done to secure his adopted world’s future. As he leads an expedition to capture two renegade elders of the cunelo, he and his wives come into contact with the reclusive and hostile diynang. The diynang have their own secrets and priorities for Taitala, some which involve Will himself.
 
As the dwenda reconciliation mission to the kaliman cavern inexplicably goes missing, Will must once again weigh the risks to his family against the chance to finally unite the squabbling clans of his adopted world.
 
The Cerulean Sword is the seventh book in The Makalang series and contains explicit adult scenes and graphic violence.


Chapter 1
My breath fogged the air the moment I stepped out of the circle. It was bitterly cold, even inside the building. I stood in the center of an octagonal space about twenty feet across. Above me was a single open space reaching fifty feet up to where the eight walls came together in a point. On the floor below me was a circle formed from small crystals mounted in the stone. I had just used it to travel here from the circle outside the Crimson Star.
It was dusk. The Taitalan sun was below the horizon, and the sky outside was streaked with rose-gold and purple bands of color. Sunsets here were so much more colorful than the world I had left behind for good, four and a half light years away.
I wanted no further contact with my birth world. There was no reason to go back, and no reason to leave the door open.
That “door” – the wormhole that had, up until an hour ago, connected Taitala and Earth for eons – came into being because Taitala needed the vitality that Earth’s intelligent life brought. For roughly a million years, the wormhole drew random human beings and other animals here to sustain Taitalan life. Those humans fathered an entire civilization, but it was a flawed one – one that was unable to continue without regular injections of human DNA.
I had now solved that problem. Taitala would live and thrive. Male children, once as rare as a four-leaf clovers, were about to be nearly as common as females. They – my children – would father the strong and healthy civilization Taitala had never been able to sustain before.
There was no more need for the wormhole, so I destroyed it.
Leaving it open after I went back to get my daughter Cassie and son Hunter resulted in my ex-wife Jacqueline stumbling through it, looking for us. I left it open because I wasn’t certain how to close it safely without getting stuck on Earth. At the time, I hadn’t been confident enough in my abilities. Now, I understood enough about the Crimson Star that I could simply pinch off the flow of energy I’d created to go back. That extinguished the crystal glow-sphere at the other end, breaking the connection.
I would never see Earth again, and I had no desire to. Everything I needed and loved was here.
After some deep psychic surgery to heal her abusive, toxic personality, Jacqueline was now a native Taitalan who went by the name Jaleena, and she was once again my wife. That was something I never expected to happen, but I was glad she was here. Freed of the emotional legacy of her abusive mother, Jaleena was the wife I always hoped she could be – the one I had spent ten fruitless years telling myself I could make her into if only I was patient and understanding enough.
I stepped out of the pyramid-shaped building through the door in front of me. The snow on the ground crunched under my feet. Off in the distance, the last rays of sunlight colored the snow-capped mountain range above this valley. At the top of that towering mountain was a lonely frozen building that once served as a laboratory for the Gates of the Golden Staff. If you were so inclined – as I once was – it was possible to climb down the other side and reach the cavern of the kaliman.
That was where I’d found my wife Girasani. It was Girasani’s nascent bond with Jaqueline that led to her request to turn her into Jaleena.
In front of me was a broad circle of buildings similar to the one I’d just left. In the center was a tall pole with a single large crystal on top. That crystal was beginning to shed a dim silver glow.
Here and there, dark forms moved through the trees around me and slowly emerged from the buildings around the circle. The females I saw had night-black skin and leathery wings under their arms. The last time I was here, all of them had been naked; tonight, in the cold, they wore skin-tight bodysuits.
I waited until one of the panikang approached me.
“Makalang,” she said. Her voice was high-pitched and musical.
“I’m here to see Mereceeree. Where is she?”
“Come with me.”
I followed her across the circle to one of the larger buildings. She glanced back at me as we walked.
“I am sure you do not remember me, but I carry your child, and I am grateful for her.”
I nodded. “I’m glad.”
I didn’t remember her, because unlike the other five clans, the panikang came to mate with me in the middle of the night and left immediately afterward. I was so used to it that I stopped trying to tell one of my midnight trysts from another. It was essentially pointless. If they didn’t care, it was hard to see why I needed to.
I had only one panikang wife, Mereceeree, and she was about all I could handle anyway.
The girl took me to a simple two-story building. Several other panikang stood around it, but they moved aside as we approached. When we entered the main room, the girl turned to me again.
“Please wait here.”
She went up a flight of stairs. About a minute later, Mereceeree came down. When she saw me, she forced a smile onto her face and came to me.
I took her small, lithe form in my arms.
“Why are you here?” she asked.
“I missed my favorite wife.”
She laughed softly.
“Also, you took off without even taking a tablet, and I was getting concerned,” I said.
“I left in a great hurry, Will. I am sorry.”
“Did you hear what happened?”
“Yes. Narilora is clan leader of the linyang.”
“I’m still deciding how I feel about having a clan leader as a wife.”
She didn’t say anything right away. “Is it a problem?” she asked eventually.
“We’ll work it out.”
“That is good. Because you are about to have another one.”
It took a moment or two for what she’d said to register. I looked down at her, but she just stared at me. I struggled with what to say before realizing that asking about the politics of it was pointless. She’d just answered all the questions I had on that subject. So I asked the one that mattered the most.
“Your mother is dying?”
“Yes. She will not live to see the dawn.” She withdrew, taking my hand. “Come.”
I followed her upstairs. At one end of the building was a large bedroom. Several other panikang were inside. I saw Phareewee, Mereceeree’s mother, lying in bed. She was a shell of the once-robust leader I’d first met climbing up to this valley in search of a solution to Narilora’s infertility. Now, she was little more than skin and bones. Her wings lay limply at her sides.
But worse than what I saw was the feel of her energies. Mereceeree told me when she left that her mother had contracted an ailment which sometimes struck panikang who spent their lives healing others with their crystals, as Phareewee had. They believed that doing so for long enough could cause the healer to absorb some of what she’d healed into herself.
That description was nothing to the sight of it.
Her energies were so weak, I wondered how she still lived. They were like a spider’s web inside her, so frail and tenuous it was difficult to see how they even still held together. As I looked, I saw the damage Mereceeree described. It hadn’t been there before, the last time I talked to Phareewee. But as I looked closer, I saw why I’d missed it. What energies remained, the spider’s webs, still held small clumps of what once filled her entire being in places here and there. At some point, those clumps finally began to fall free. The stress of so much healing had weakened everything, fragmenting the strands until they began to disintegrate.
“I know the answer,” Mereceeree said, “but desperation makes me ask anyway. Is there nothing you can do for her?”
I sighed slowly. “No. I’m sorry, bat-girl. Anything I tried to do now would kill her. What’s left is just too weak to repair.”
“He speaks the truth, daughter,” Phareewee whispered. “You know this.”
Mereceeree went to her, taking her hand. “I am not ready for you to leave me.”
“I was not ready for my mother to leave me. No daughter ever is.”
Mereceeree fell forward onto Phareewee, who struggled to place a weak arm over her.
“You are strong and capable, my daughter. The clan respects you and will thrive under your leadership. You have the makalang to call upon, and many strong, wise, and resourceful awasa-lates. You are ready.”
“I am not,” Mereceeree sobbed.
“Remember what we talked about. It is time for our clan to come down from this mountain. It is time for our isolation to end.”
“I know. You must lead them.”
Phareewee struggled for breath. “I cannot. That task falls to you, who has spent so much time among the other clans. Why do you think I sent you out? Why do you think I sent you to the makalang?”
Mereceeree could only sob against her mother’s chest. I went over to her, kneeling down. She took my hand and squeezed it tightly.
The conversation weakened Phareewee, and she could only lie there, struggling for breath. I sat with Mereceeree for a while as other panikang came in and out. Their day was starting, and one of them quietly offered me something to eat. I demurred.
Mereceeree looked up. “Thank you for coming. I wanted to come back to get you, but I was afraid she would be gone when we returned.”
“The last sampar has been insane. I should have come sooner.”
She squeezed my hand again. “Our family needed you. There was nothing here for you to do but sit with me like this.”
I leaned over and kissed her.
She managed a smile. “I suppose Narilora and I will have something to talk about now besides your penis.”
I laughed softly. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
“Why did you never ask, land-bound? You knew who I was.”
“It never occurred to me. There’s still a lot about Taitala I don’t know.”
“That is obvious. Are you aware you will one day have a third wife who is a clan leader?”
I nodded. “I know about Merindra. Ayarala told me a while back. She just didn’t know how things worked with your clan.”
“There is a possibility you may have four such wives, Will.”
“Yisaraq?”
“It is possible. The dwenda are somewhat unpredictable. Especially now with the kaliman in the mix.”
“Missok is fairly young,” I said.
“Do you intend to die soon?”
“No.”
“Missok is older than you, and makalangs have always lived for a very long time. You will almost certainly outlive me.”
I knew that, and I didn’t like to think about it. The idea of watching all my young and beautiful wives wither and die of old age while I was still in the prime of life was not something anyone would ever want to dwell on. It was a long way off, so I didn’t.
Phareewee’s breath rattled in her chest. “My time is growing short, daughter. Know that I love you and believe in you.”
Mereceeree let out a sob and hugged her. I put my hand on her back as she cried.
A minute or two later, Phareewee was gone.
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Eventually, Mereceeree walked me back to the circle.
“I am glad you were here,” she said.
“Me too.”
“I will return soon, my love. But there are things I must do first.”
“Take all the time you need.” I pressed my tablet into her hands. “And call me if you need anything.”
She nodded. We came together. I held her for a long time. Finally she pushed me away.
“Did the ones who found Horasa and Meellin contact you?” she asked.
“Not yet.”
“That is strange. They should have by now.”
“I’m sure it’s nothing. This is the cunelo we’re talking about.”
“I will investigate when I am back in Yama-Kana.” She rose up on the tips of her long toes and kissed me. “Now go. I want you to stay, but I am not the only one who needs you.”
So I went.


Chapter 2
I returned to the basement of the barracks in Yama-Kana. I unlocked the security system to let myself out and climbed the stairs to the first floor. Then I went to check Jissalyn’s office, hoping Meridrian would be there. She came over several nights a week to check on things.
I found the two of them sitting together.
“Good evening, my tsulygoi,” Jissalyn said. “What brings you over here?”
“I was up in the mountains with Mereceeree. Her mother just passed away.”
They all knew why she was up there. Both of them sighed.
“I am sorry to hear that,” Meridrian said. “When is she coming back?”
“I’m not sure. Soon.”
“Will she assume leadership of the panikang?” Jissalyn asked. “I am not really clear on their clan succession.”
“Yes. It’s already happened.”
“Two clan leaders,” Meridrian said, “both wives of the makalang. Strange days we live in now.”
“Yeah.” I sat down with them. “Did you get a chance to talk to Ruasa?”
She nodded. Ruasa was the senior commander of the Long Claw, which had declared its allegiance to Narilora immediately after the election.
“I spoke to her at length today. It was mainly to review their numbers and current assignments. We did not get into the finances.”
“Breanne and I will take care of that. The company appears to be in sound financial shape, so I don’t think we need to dive in there right away.”
“I agree. It’s quite clear that Ceriniat was a very competent leader, as if there was any doubt about that. I hope we can continue her legacy.”
I paused for a moment.
“Did you think any more about what we discussed?”
Meridrian took a deep breath. “My tsulygoi, I am deeply honored by your faith in me. But we had perhaps eighty fighters before. Adding the Long Claw gives us more than five hundred. The demands of leading so many are not the same.”
“I’m aware of that. But where I came from, a transition like that is not that unusual. You’ll have help. The Long Claw has a chain of command in place. You have a history with them. They know you and respect you. But that command is not what I need it to be. You are.”
Meridrian looked down at her desk.
Jissalyn looked over me. “You really mean to turn them in a single fighting force, my tsulygoi?”
I nodded. “You know what they are. They’re not what we’ve made here. They provide protection and security, in groups of twenty at most. They’re not a group that can do what we’ve been doing. I know five hundred seems like a lot, but I keep thinking about what you told me, Meridrian, about our challenges continuing to grow.”
“That is true,” she replied.
“We could not have defended the house that night with the group you had when I killed aJia’jara.”
“No. We could not have.”
“I’m not sure we could have done it with the group that took this house. You were both there that night. Things were different back then.”
Both of them nodded.
“And I keep thinking about those two sorai who risked their lives to stop that bomb from getting to the house, knowing what it was and what could happen. They nearly died. Bravery and loyalty like that doesn’t just happen.”
“No,” Jissalyn agreed.
“What we needed that night was not numbers. It was the skills, discipline, and fortitude we’ve driven into them over all these many sampars. That’s what I need. You can do that. Ruasa and the others, I don’t know.”
Meridrian exhaled slowly, leaning back in her chair. “You are my tsulygoi. I will do my best to live up to your faith in me.”
“That’s all I’m asking. I know you can do it.”
I stood up. She stood as well, and we embraced. Then she kissed me gently on the cheek.
“Thank you, Will. You have taken me places I never expected to go.”
“It’s been a ride.” I hugged her tightly, then let go. “I need to get back to the house. Lots to do.”
“Good night, my tsulygoi.”
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I walked back to my house with a contingent of guards. I didn’t like always having to do this, but I still had multiple enemies on Taitala, people who would be very happy if I was no longer breathing. I’d now survived several assassination attempts, and it was clear that a lack of vigilance could be fatal. So I had to be careful.
It was late when I finally got home, and the house was quiet. One of the cunelo servants came out of the kitchen.
“Do you require anything, my tsulygoi?”
“Is Ayarala still up?” I asked.
“I believe she is with Bellina.”
She’d been really busting her butt for a while because of the clan election and other things, so I told her to take some time off. No mystery what they were probably up to. I didn’t want to disturb it.
I checked on Cassie and Hunter, who were both asleep. Jackie, my tame busang, was curled up on the floor of Cassie’s room in this cute little bed Cassie had made for her. I went in and scratched Jackie’s head, and she made a contented noise. Busang didn’t purr like cats and linyang did, but I could tell when she was happy, and she was.
It was strange seeing her so docile and caring with my children. Tamed or not, she was still very dangerous. I had watched her kill, watched her chase down Serunai and rip her throat out that night.
She had moved faster than I expected and displayed strength well out of proportion for her size. Busang were similar to mountain lions, if a bit longer because of their six legs. Yet she moved with the speed of a cheetah and had thrown Serunai around with the power of a tiger or jaguar.
I was glad to have her, but it made remember why she was this way – the crimson powder I took from Sheedlyn from her super-basayang experiments. It was still embedded in Jackie’s body. The kaliman had finally stopped Sheedlyn, and I knew she was in custody awaiting execution. But until she was finally dead, I couldn’t fully relax.
Mereceeree’s absence handicapped my panikang spy network. She had her sisters watching the cavern, just as they’d gone in search of Horasa and Meellin, the rogue cunelo elders I still needed to deal with. But with Mereceeree gone, I hadn’t gotten any reports from them in more than a sampar.
I wasn’t ready to go to bed, so I went to check on Shoon, the talalong manager of Ebony Void who I had finally claimed as a wife during the election. She was down on the second floor, having just moved in that day. When I entered her room, I found her still arranging her things.
She looked up, smiling. “Hello, my tsulygoi.”
“You getting settled in all right?”
“Yes, Will. This is such an amazing home. I am very happy to be here with you.”
My house was amazing, though that wasn’t because of me. I’d acquired it through Bellina from her mother Broakware, who had built something so ridiculously over the top that it would have satisfied the most attention-hungry celebrity back on Earth. Dwenda were very into conspicuous consumption, and Broakware – before her difficulties with the cult – had been one of the wealthiest dwenda alive. Every single one of the forty-plus rooms in my house was a tour de force of uniquely reckless extravagance, some of which almost defied explanation. There was one room in particular that was a sort of imitation pond – more bathroom than bedroom, really – decorated entirely in green and blue crystal. If you were so inclined, it was possible to make it rain from the ceiling. The girls sometimes used it as a spa, but no one was currently staying there. Given the bizarre furnishings, I didn’t expect anyone ever would.
Shoon’s more conventional room resembled the interior of a geode. The walls and ceiling were covered with natural crystals that were connected to some kind of sophisticated illumination system. The lighting in the room slowly cycled through a series of pleasing and soothing colors that perfectly complemented the natural wood furniture and round talalong bed, covered with sleek shiny linens, in the center of the room.
Shoon stepped forward until she was about an inch away from me. She reached up to rest her fingers on my chest and let out a soft sigh. Her tail coiled around and caressed my leg.
“I am very excited to be serving you. In whatever manner you require.”
Shoon had long copper hair and scales that resembled a rattlesnake’s, with a sort of diamond-like pattern on her tail and over her lithe body. I was really looking forward to seeing what she was like in bed, but I was too tired to attempt it tonight.
I looked down into her yellow, serpentine eyes. “Very soon. I want to do this justice. Perhaps tomorrow.”
She smiled, flicking her tongue across her lips. “Of course, my tsulygoi. Anticipation makes the fruit so much sweeter.”
I pushed my fingers through her hair, and she sighed again, closing her eyes and leaning her head back against my hand.
“Your touch sends a raging fire through my body, Will.”
She leaned closer, resting her forehead on my chest. I felt her hot breath against my skin and the energies of her arousal flowing through her. She wasn’t kidding. She was on the verge of orgasm just from my playing with her hair.
Maybe I wasn’t that tired.
“Sometimes the wait grows tiresome,” I said.
“Use me as you will, my tsulygoi . . . if I may request one small thing.”
“What?”
“Must I make myself fertile? If that is what you desire, I will, but . . .”
“You don’t wish to conceive?”
“Only if you wish me to.”
This was interesting, but not that surprising. Despite what it sometimes appeared, not every female on Taitala was dying to be a mother. Some, like Shoon and Breanne, were happy with their lives and weren’t ready to transition over into child-rearing. I knew Shoon very much enjoyed managing Ebony Void. That would change if she had a child.
“No. You don’t need to. You serve me well in many other ways.”
“Thank you, my tsulygoi. There is one way I wish to serve you now.”
I reached up, cupping one of her firm breasts. I found the nipple, stiff against the fabric of the wrap she wore, and tweaked it, rolling it between my fingers.
Shoon gasped, collapsing against me. I felt her body shaking and the energy of her orgasm pulsing through her. I held her close until the paroxysm passed.
“My tsulygoi . . .”
“I know you’ve wanted this for a long time.”
“A very long time, Will. From the moment I laid eyes on you that night. I was pleased you claimed Bellina, but . . .”
“You were jealous.”
“Please do not hate me for it.”
“As you said, the anticipation makes it sweeter.” I smiled.
“Yes.”
I sensed something in her that I’d sensed in Yisaraq, back in the very beginning. She didn’t want to just mate. She wanted to be taken and dominated, as hard and roughly as possible.
I pulled her wrap from her body, leaving her naked. I’d seen her naked before, that night she served me as a nest-mate. Her body was taut, smooth, and utterly delicious, with hard little breasts like champagne glasses.
I pulled the sash from her wrap, then turned her around roughly. I took her forearms in one hand, squeezing them together, and used the sash to tie her elbows together.
She gasped. “Will . . . what are you doing?”
“Do you want me to stop?”
“No, but . . .”
“Then be still.”
I turned her around again and pushed her to her knees. She let out a low moan. I disrobed quickly, freeing my erection. Her eyes went to it, widening in desire. I took her head in my hands.
“I’m not sure if you know what to do here.”
“I have watched your wives, Will, and the girls they bring to the suite. I will do my best.”
I entered her mouth slowly. She didn’t quite know what to do at first, but she seemed to understand from what she’d seen. She began to suck and move her mouth over me.
Then I was the one to moan in surprise. Her lips and tongue were so strong and agile. It was all the talons she had worked as a nest-mate. I wondered momentarily how many females she’d brought to orgasm like this. The mechanics were not quite the same, but she had the skills.
I had to guide her briefly, but once she understood what the physical differences were . . . holy fuck, she was good. It was like I’d stuck my dick into a warm, fleshy blender, one attached to a high-powered vacuum cleaner.
I groaned loudly. Shoon’s tongue was spinning and fluttering all over my cock, and her lips kept a tight seal around it to maintain the almost painful suction, even when I had every inch buried down her throat.
I didn’t want to finish like this, not the first time, but I couldn’t stop it. Then I remembered that she didn’t care about getting pregnant. She only wanted to fuck me.
A few more moments, and it was too late anyway. I lost control, roughly fucking her mouth, and then I exploded down her throat, sending spurt after spurt into her.
She kept sucking, swallowing it all up, until I pulled back. My cock came out of her mouth with a pop. She looked up at me, arms still bound behind her back.
“Is that what you wished me to do, Will?”
When I caught my breath, I pulled her to her feet. “You served me well, Shoon, but we’re not done.”
She smiled. “I hope not.”
I turned her around and pushed her toward the bed, laying her face-down right at the edge. I spread her legs and gently slipped my thumb inside her smooth sex, feeling the scales around it with my index and middle fingers. She was tight even around my thumb, and I couldn’t wait to get my dick inside her, but I wanted to play with her first.
She moaned as I began stroking her, massaging her from inside as my fingers stroked her clit. She was dripping wet, and my hand was soon soaked with her fluids. I brought her close to orgasm, then slowed my movements. Being able to feel exactly what she felt made this ridiculously easy. I held her right at the brink of release, just tiny little movements of my fingers to keep her there without going over.
Shoon whimpered, writhing under me. Her tail sought out my still-hard cock and coiled gently around it, trying to squeeze and stroke it. This was something I’d never experienced with Kisarat, Asarane, or Therani, and it felt both weird and pleasurable. But as I continued edging her, I wanted more of it.
I withdrew my hand and took hold of her tail. It uncoiled in my hand, and I gently moved the end of it inside her. She moaned again.
“I’m curious,” I said, “do talalong ever pleasure themselves like this?”
“Yes,” she gasped.
I laughed softly. I would need to ask Asarane about that. I knew Kisarat and Therani had not been penetrated before I took them the first time – their membranes had been intact – but Asarane had a fair amount of experience before I claimed her.
But I wasn’t trying to pleasure her, exactly, so I took care not to push her over the edge. Instead, I was trying to coat her tail with her slick fluids. I withdrew it slowly and moved it back to my cock.
“Like you were doing before,” I said.
She got it. Lubricated now, her tail felt like a boneless fist, squeezing and massaging me. I went back to edging her, making her whimper. Her tail continued pleasuring me. I held her right at the brink until I couldn’t take any more of what she was doing.
I withdrew my hand, uncoiled her tail, and lifted her up to her knees. With her elbows still bound together, she was face-down on the bed. Her dripping, swollen sex was open to me, almost begging for penetration. I placed my cock right at her entrance and flicked her clit a few times with my finger. She moaned again.
Then I smacked her tight butt with my hand, sending a crack through the room.
“Tsulygoi?” she gasped.
“I love your butt. You wish to serve me?”
“Yes.”
“Serve me this way.”
She moaned again, and her tail went to my cock, trying to pull it inside.
“Not yet.”
I spanked her a second time on the other cheek. She whimpered again. I could feel the confusion of pleasure and pain inside her, intensifying her arousal. I stroked her sex with the head of my dick, keeping her on the edge of orgasm. I kept spanking her. Her body began to shake in frustration.
“Tsulygoi . . .”
“Almost there.”
I lifted her tail and very gently eased myself in, being careful not to push her over the edge. She was so tight, but like talalong usually did, she stretched out easily to accommodate me.
Shoon let out a guttural moan as I hit bottom.
“I feel it,” she gasped. “You are so large, my tsulygoi.”
But I stayed there, motionless. She was quivering on the brink of release. Any single thing I did would push her over.
I savored the state I’d put her into for a moment or two, then withdrew and began pounding her butt mercilessly.
She let out a shriek as she came, contracting even tighter around me. I slapped her ass again several times as she peaked, and her entire body shook violently. I kept going, just focusing on my own pleasure, but it was enough to set her off again. Her legs shivered, and her sex spasmed uncontrollably. Finally, with a flurry of thrusts, I stabbed myself entirely into her and came. Another orgasm coursed through her, milking my cock exquisitely.
I fell forward, pushing her flat onto the bed, feeling her shaking and shivering under me. Then I rolled over to catch my breath. Her arms were still bound, and she struggled to sit up. But she was able to reposition herself onto my abdomen. I thought she wanted to rest, but instead she squirmed over to take my slick cock back in her mouth.
I reached over to untie her. She pulled her arms up and curled herself over my groin, swallowing me into her throat. I lay there and let her work.
“You serve me well, Shoon.”
She withdrew just far enough to answer me. “Yes, my tsulygoi.”
“Show me what you can do with your tail, to pleasure yourself.”
She rolled partly on her side, lifting a knee so I could see her open sex. Her tail curled up between her legs. She slipped the last few inches inside herself, then withdrew. The glistening end began circling her clit. I watched, fascinated.
But she kept sucking on my cock. She’d figured out how fellatio worked now, and with her exquisitely talented tongue and lips she was rapidly pushing me to another orgasm. She was even better than Bellina, my other ex-nest-mate, who – up to now – was the best among my wives at this.
Now her tail disappeared inside her again. She moved a hand down to stroke her clit as the end of her tail thrust in and out. I could feel the pleasure building in her. She moaned softly, trying to work on both of us at once.
“Come when I do. Not a moment sooner.”
She whimpered, nodding with me still in her mouth. I just lay back, watching and enjoying it. She was intensely aroused by this whole arrangement and soon had herself on the brink as she tried to get me off.
It didn’t take long. With a groan, I pushed her head all the way down and erupted down her throat a second time. When the first spurt went into her, she rubbed her clit furiously and joined me in orgasm.
I watched her shaking and quivering in release as she sucked out the last bits of my seed. Then I pulled her up beside me. She cuddled under my arm.
“Did I please you, my tsulygoi?”
“Definitely. You have a very talented tail.”
She laughed softly against my neck. “There is much more I can do with it, Will.”
I laughed. “Show me.”
She crawled up above me on her hands and knees and began to kiss me gently, on the lips, the face, my eyes, and forehead. While she did it, I felt her slick tail coil around my cock once again, squeezing it gently, and begin to stroke.
Shoon moved up, presenting her hard little breasts to my mouth. I sucked on one, then the other, as she moved back and forth, getting her nipples tight and swollen.
Somehow as she moved around, her tail kept up the same slow movement over me, coiling completely around my erection, then withdrawing and tickling the end with just the tip. Now and then, she would thrust her tail back into herself, then return to pleasuring me, newly moistened.
When I reached up to caress a breast, she pulled my hand to her mouth and kissed it.
“My body is yours, Will, but will you let me please you? May I do everything?”
“Okay.”
So I lay still. I lay there motionless for about ten minutes as her mouth moved over my body, licking and fluttering and sucking every inch from my head to my toes. Her tail remained around my cock no matter her position, stroking and teasing. I wondered at how she’d developed this routine, never having mated. It occurred to me that she had probably done the same thing with females, just using her tail on them like she’d done with herself earlier.
Eventually, she rotated herself all the way around so she was once against straddling my waist, facing me. I felt her pulling my cock upright, and she gently backed down against me. Her tail guided just the tip inside.
“Is all this pleasing you, my tsulygoi?”
“Oh, yeah.”
She eased a bit more inside. “This is all very new to me. Please excuse my clumsiness with your penis.”
“It’s all good.”
She moved her hips around as she settled down until I was entirely inside her. Then she bent forward to kiss me.
“Tell me what pleases you. I know what pleases females, but this is different.”
“Try to do what you did with your mouth, but like this.”
She hissed softly into my ear. “I will try.”
I wasn’t sure what sort of internal skills she might have, but she squeezed me more tightly than I expected. She did it a few times, still rotating her hips.
“Like this?”
“Yes.”
I felt her tail come up and gently caress my balls. I tensed up.
“Don’t squeeze those.” 
She laughed. “I will not.” She kept stroking. “That feels good?”
“Yeah.”
After that, I just lay there letting her work, feeling her pulsing herself around me as she moved up, down and around. She remained upright, playing with her breasts to amuse me.
As I began getting close, I reached for her thighs.
“Come when I do again. Use your tail.”
She smiled. Her tailed curled around her waist. The tip of it began playing with her clit as her hips rolled around.
She was already very turned on by what she was doing for me, and it took her little effort to get to the edge. But she waited for me, moving more rapidly. I didn’t hold back. As she pushed me over the brink, I grabbed her hips and pulled her down, burying myself inside her. She let out a loud moan, and I felt the contractions of her release as I spurted into her.
Then she fell forward, kissing me. I put my hands on her tight butt, holding her close. We lay there catching our breath for a few minutes.
“Did I please you, Will?”
I laughed weakly. “That was great.”
I would definitely be back for another round of this. There was a lot more I wanted to do to her, but I was really exhausted now, and I needed some rest.
So I kissed her good night and went to bed.
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Only Kisarat was still awake. She snuggled up to me in the darkness, tongue flicking against my neck.
“Shoon?” she asked quietly. “I can smell her on you.”
“It was time.”
“She has wanted it for so long.”
“It never occurred to me what talalong can do with their tails.”
I could sense her blushing even in the dark. “I was not a nest-mate, Will.”
I hugged her. “It’s okay.”
“I will have to ask her what she did with her tail that you liked.”
“Might want to be careful there.”
“I will.”


Chapter 3
The next morning I had to go over to the Yama-Kana city council. They wanted to continue discussing the bombing Serunai orchestrated in her attempt to kill me and Narilora and clear the path to becoming clan leader of the linyang. My house was damaged in the blast, but it wasn’t the only one. What happened that night was known well enough by now, but we had to discuss the consequences. The fact that Serunai had also been a member of the council made things even more complicated.
I took Breanne, who was basically my CFO now, Kisarat, who understood the politics of the clans better than any of my wives, and Asarane, in case they had questions about the bombing itself. I brought Merindra as well, just because I enjoyed having her there as a reminder of the martial strength I now possessed. She typically just stood there glowering at everyone, and Glowering Merindra could intimidate almost anyone.
The council had also asked Narilora to appear with me. She wore her uniform tights, which she had modified somewhat to integrate a few elements of the Long Claw color scheme, along with the insignia that identified her as owner of the company. Except for the colors, it was nearly identical to the outfit Ceriniat usually wore. It had been only a sampar since the election, but I sensed a change in Narilora already. She would always be the sensitive, vulnerable girl I loved on the inside, but she’d donned an aura of authority that would take me some time to get used to. Despite all her self-doubts, she was growing into the role very quickly.
Because this was an official appearance, she also wore the symbol of her office as clan leader, the Emerald Circlet. It was a slim crown made of meteorite iron, set with glittering green crystals. Meteorite iron, known as langoy here, was Taitala’s only real metal and was extraordinarily rare. That made the Circlet worth an insane amount of money. Not that we could ever sell it, or needed to.
The council was already in session waiting when we arrived, and the guards showed us up front. I stepped up to the speaking dais.
Serunai’s desk was empty, but the rest of the council members were there: Ysuloc, the talalong; Froidani, the linyang, who shepherded us through the Emerald Conclave; the cunelo, Lleylyn, Isodley, and Meeroy; the sorai, Rafeela and Joon, the latter of whom was the chair; the male, eWi’hulon; and finally, my sometime-nemesis, the dwenda Hoolaka, though it had become clear by now she was all bark and no real bite.
Joon called things to order. “Makalang, thank you for coming. We have a number of things to discuss here today.”
“I’m sure,” I said.
“First, though, I wish to extend the council’s congratulations to Narilora on her ascension to leadership of the linyang. I hope we are able to work together successfully. It has been quite some time since a clan leader resided in Yama-Kana.”
Narilora nodded. “Thank you. That is my hope as well. Though I am not a native of Yama-Kana, I have grown to love this city and its people. I know there is much we can accomplish together, and I intend to do my best to continue Ceriniat’s legacy. Though my family has had differences with some of you, I hope we can find common ground in our shared goals for Yama-Kana, and the clans.”
I raised an eyebrow at her. She just flashed me a quick smile. Up in front of us, I saw most of the council members nodding in agreement.
“All right, then let us turn to the matter of the bombing,” Joon said. “The damage was extensive, though thankfully no one was killed. The street will need to be repaired, and you and the other residents in the area must be compensated for the damage to your homes. In your case, the destruction of uQe’kiral’s former home represents a significant loss, I assume.”
“We were using it to house some of my guards,” I said. “And he asked that I take care of it in the event he were ever to return. So, yes, it’s significant.”
“It cannot be repaired?”
“No. We’ve looked it over. It has to be torn down. There’s not enough left of it to safely rebuild.”
She nodded. “The council has voted to seize Serunai’s assets and business to cover these damages. There is far more than enough to do so. So we are left with a decision about what to do with the remainder. We are well aware of the fact that her attack was intended to kill you, Narilora, and the rest of your family. That crime as well, unsuccessful though it was, requires recompense.”
I nodded. “Agreed.”
“Her crystal processing and manufacturing firm employs quite a few people and is an important element of the city’s economy. We would prefer that it not be shut down, despite all that has happened. Would you be willing to accept responsibility for it? That would mean, of course, assuming ownership.”
I had to take a moment to absorb this offer, which I hadn’t expected.
“Is it successful?” I asked. “I would prefer not to take on a struggling business.”
“It is quite successful,” Ysuloc said. “Have no concerns on that point.”
Ysuloc ran a crystal mining operation, so I assumed she knew what she was talking about. Still, I turned around and leaned toward Breanne.
“Yeah,” she said quietly, “unless there’s something I’m not aware of, it’s one of the biggest in the city.”
I turned back to Joon. “I need to have my people look at the books, but assuming all is in order, yes.”
“Thank you. That is the bulk of her assets, though there is also her house and her remaining funds, once the repairs are completed.”
“How much?” I asked.
Joon looked at Froidani.
“I am not sure what her house might be worth,” Froidani said. “It is nothing like yours. And we do not yet have a total for all the repairs. But I would estimate the funds remaining would come to about 600,000 pikala.”
I nodded. This was looking like a good day. “That will do.”
“I realize money alone may be cold comfort given the near-death of your family,” Joon said, “but perhaps you can put her assets to better use than she did.”
“I will try.”
Joon turned to Ysuloc. “On to the next item, then. This was your request, Ysuloc, so perhaps you should explain.”
The old talalong nodded and turned to me. “Makalang, you will recall the unfortunate matter of Feylani.”
My good mood immediately dropped a few notches. “I do.”
“For the rest of you here,” Ysuloc went on, “a past council was presented with a charge that a citizen of Yama-Kana, being the talalong Feylani, lied in pursuit of a council seat. The charge was brought by Broakware and supported by the Gates of the Golden Staff. The alleged lie was that the makalang, Will of Hawthorne, was not in fact, the makalang. The council found in favor of Broakware, and Feylani was punished in the traditional manner. Subsequent events have demonstrated the grave error of that decision. Feylani was innocent, and the council was presented with significant false evidence by Broakware and Sheedlyn, the leader of the Gates of the Golden Staff. That false evidence was directly responsible for Feylani’s death. The falsity of it should be, I would think now, beyond dispute. Is there anyone here who believes Will of Hawthorne is not the true makalang?”
The audience murmured quietly behind me, but no one said anything.
“Decisions of this council, however, can be reversed. We cannot bring Feylani back, but we can remove the blot that this decision represents, given the makalang’s many contributions to this city’s welfare.”
Joon turned to me. “Is there anything you would like to contribute to this discussion, Makalang?”
“Feylani was a friend, and her motivations in that matter were pure. I assume you all understand now what Broakware’s motivations were.”
Most of them – Hoolaka being an exception – nodded in agreement.
“She is not here to defend herself, of course,” Hoolaka said.
“She had ample opportunity to do so, Hoolaka,” Froidani replied.
“Strange that Serunai was the one arguing most forcefully for her guilt, don’t you think?” Hoolaka responded.
Froidani rolled her eyes but said nothing.
“Does anyone have anything else to offer?” Joon asked.
No one did. She called for a vote, and the council voted 7-2, Hoolaka and Meeroy dissenting, to reverse the vote from Feylani’s trial.
After the decision was entered by the clerks, Ysuloc turned to me again.
“You are aware that the city seized Feylani’s home and assets after her trial, and I know that you have expressed interest in purchasing her house. However, as that seizure is now invalid as a result of this new vote, her assets must be passed to her heir. There is a question as to her identity that I have a strong suspicion you can answer.”
“What is it?” I asked.
“Feylani’s records identify her heir, though not by name. She wished to leave her possessions to ‘the next one with purple hair, who may come to claim them.’ Do I accurately conclude that she meant your wife behind you?”
I turned to Asarane, whose eyes had swelled in shock.
“Yes,” I said. “We have records to establish that, if necessary. Some things Feylani gave me for Asarane before she died.”
Ysuloc nodded. “Given that there are no other talalong with purple hair who I am aware of, that should not be necessary.”
“Thank you,” Asarane squeaked.
I reached over and rubbed her shoulder, and she shot me a quick smile.
“What are the other assets?” I asked.
“I think around 100,000 pikala,” Ysuloc said, “along with a minority ownership in the fish import business owned by the linyang Opheedra.”
That was interesting. Opheedra had been one of the candidates in the conclave, though she was eliminated in the second vote.
I turned to Asarane and Breanne. “Once you figure out the exact arrangement with Opheedra, let’s talk about what to do with it.”
They both nodded.
“The final item,” Joon said, “is Serunai’s council seat. When a council member dies or leaves her seat, the council has typically appointed a replacement to serve out the remainder of her term, though sometimes it has been left empty if an election is near. As the next election is seven sampars away, we would prefer to appoint someone. Makalang, Froidani has suggested we offer her seat to you.”
I blinked in disbelief.
Well. I had definitely not expected this. Neither had the crowd behind me, which murmured in surprise for a while.
“It has been quite some time since there have been two males on the council,” Joon went on, “but these are new and unusual days. Before we vote on the matter, however, we would like to hear your thoughts.”
I gathered myself up as best I could. “Can you give me a moment or two?”
“Of course,” Joon said.
I turned around to the girls. “How do I get out of this without offending any of them?” I said quietly.
But Kisarat immediately grabbed my hand. “Will, I think you should accept.”
“I agree,” Breanne said.
I gaped at them. “What? Why?”
“Will,” Kisarat said, “with Narilora’s ascension to clan leader, and now Mereceeree’s, we are long past the point where we have the luxury of ignoring the political dimensions of your existence and activities. There are many things you need to be concerned with that will be a great deal easier to deal with if you are a member of the council. Think of how many times you have been called here, not all of which have gone the way we would have liked. If you were on the council, your position would be greatly strengthened.”
“She’s absolutely right,” Breanne said. “And there’s more. Think of how many times you’ve sent us over here to research things. How much of a difference that’s made. But an awful lot of the city’s records are not open to public inspection. As a council member, you would have access to everything. And the other stuff, like the construction you want to do, all of that would be so much easier.”
I exhaled slowly. “Those are all good points. But what about the responsibilities? I can’t afford to be spending half my time over here listening to people bicker over trivial nonsense that has nothing to do with me.”
But Breanne rolled her eyes. “Will, do you think you’re only council member who has businesses and other stuff to worry about? All of them do. Think of Serunai and Broakware. But they manage.”
Kisarat squeezed my hand. “I was actually going to suggest this, when the next election came. I have been looking into what would be involved. Breanne is right. The council members have staff who handle the trivial details, and they routinely delegate things to them. They are even allowed to delegate their appearances and voting rights to senior staff. The only reason you’ve never seen it is because every meeting you’ve attended has been a matter of importance, or one they are not allowed to delegate, like Feylani’s and Broakware’s trials.”
I groaned. “Do you honestly think we can make this work?”
“Yes,” Breanne and Kisarat said at once.
Narilora gave me a sly smile. “This is being thrust upon you, Will.”
I groaned again.
“Okay,” I said to Kisarat, “then this one is yours. Can you be my chief of staff on this? My delegate?”
Her eyes bulged. “I . . .”
“Babe, you’re the smart one. Who else is qualified to do this?”
Breanne put her hand on Kisarat’s arm. “Awasa-late, he is right. And we have plenty of other wives who can help. I would help you. You would be perfect for this.”
“I agree,” Narilora said, fighting a smile.
“Me too,” Merindra said, not bothering to hide her smile.
Kisarat briefly shot glares at Merindra and Narilora, then softened. “If this is what you wish of me, Will, I will do it.”
“It’s not whether I wish it. Can you do it?”
She took a deep breath and exhaled. “If I have the support of the more experienced wives, like Yisaraq, and . . . and Loreloo . . .”
Something suddenly occurred to me. “Look, Yisaraq is a non-issue. She’s been wanting more responsibility ever since I got her involved with Missok’s expedition. I’m sure she’d love to help you. But Loreloo really needs to stay in Phan-garad, especially since Eladra moved over here. But I have another idea.”
“What?”
“Jaq— Jaleena, back on Earth, she did this kind of stuff. She worked in the office of someone who had a job that was similar to the council members here. What she did was not exactly like what you’re going to be doing, but it’s close. She could help.”
I watched the emotions shifting through her eyes.
“There are others we would need to hire,” she said.
“That’s the least of our concerns,” I said.
“I could help, too,” Asarane said.
Finally Kisarat nodded. “All right. I will do it.”
I hugged her quickly and turned around. “I’m sorry for the delay.”
“It is fine,” Joon said.
“Would there be any political restrictions on my activities? I ask because there are still certain problems I need to resolve.”
“Only those restrictions you choose to assume yourself. And of course, there is the duty of candor to the public and your fellow council members, as you know.”
“All right. Then I am willing to take over Serunai’s seat, if the council wishes it.”
The reaction of the crowd behind me suggested they liked the idea. I looked up at the council, wondering what the rest of them thought about this – specifically Hoolaka. But she was looking down at her desk, appearing to avoid my gaze.
“Does anyone else wish to speak on this matter?” Joon asked.
I was expecting one of the council members to speak, but instead, Narilora came around me to the speaking dais.
“Mine may not be the most objective opinion here” – there was some laughter behind us – “but the linyang strongly support the makalang’s membership on the council.”
Hoolaka snorted loudly but said nothing. Joon looked around again.
“This was my suggestion,” Froidani said, “but let me repeat my reasoning. The makalang resides here in Yama-Kana whether we like it or not, and his presence has become a matter of considerable civic importance. I think it beyond dispute that we are better off with his involvement on the council than otherwise. Recent history would seem to be conclusive on that point, from where I sit.”
Several of the others nodded, and the crowd seemed to agree.
“Anyone else?” Joon asked.
No one spoke.
“Very well. We will vote.”
It was 7-2 again, and again it was Hoolaka and Meeroy dissenting. I guess I knew who I was going to be up against.
The crowd behind us applauded politely when the vote was tallied. Joon turned back to me, smiling.
“Welcome to the council, Will of Hawthorne,” she said. “When you have decided on your staff, mine can begin the process of helping you get set up in your offices.”
“I have. My wife Kisarat here can begin as soon as we’re done.”
She nodded. “We are done, so Kisarat, you may come with me.”
As the council broke up and the crowd began to leave, I gave Kisarat another hug. She went off with Joon.
Narilora grinned at me. “How does it feel having authority you didn’t want and didn’t seek pushed onto you?”
I laughed weakly. “Do you think it’s a conflict of interest for a council member to be mating with clan leaders?”
She laughed. “Let me get back to you on that in, oh, a few talons.”


Chapter 4
When we got back to the house, the crew I hired to repair all the windows had finally showed up and gotten to work. The delay was the result of the windows themselves, which were no ordinary glass. Broakware would never have used anything so pedestrian. Instead, they were made from some sophisticated manufactured crystal that we had to order from Phan-garad. Even paying extra to rush the job, it still took several days to pull together.
The crew from the city was about done repairing the crater in the street. I was surprised to see it happen so fast, but this was how it tended to work in Yama-Kana. Work hard, play hard was how they did things. When I'd remarked to my wives a few days earlier after the crew started filling the crater how it often worked back on Earth, the response was general bafflement. I tried to explain the concept of unions, but nothing of the sort existed on Taitala.
Even explaining why unions had come to exist on Earth didn’t help. Kisarat just asked, “Why would anyone work for such horrible employers?” I finally concluded that the reason the idea didn’t translate well was simply the population pressures on my adopted planet. Even entry-level workers weren’t fungible on Taitala. Here, if you wanted good employees, you had to pay and treat them well, or they would just go and work for someone else.
I found Jaleena and explained what happened at the council meeting. Her eyes widened as she listened to me. Then she began trying to stifle a smile.
“What’s funny?” I asked.
“I just thought about what my mother would think of all this, of you.”
I laughed. I no longer cared what her mother thought about anything, but she was right. Discovering that I was now a wealthy business owner and an elected official to boot would have had her going “Richard who?” in about a nanosecond.
“Do you want in on it?” I asked.
“On what?”
“This is more or less what you used to do, right? For Hanlon’s office? Kisarat could use the help.”
Her jaw dropped.
“Are you offering me a job?” she asked.
“Everyone contributes in this family, to the extent they can.”
“Will, I know nothing about the politics on this planet! What can I do?”
“The fundamentals can’t be that hard. You’ll pick it up. And if this doesn’t work out, my term ends in seven sampars.”
“Seven, that’s . . .”
“About seventy days.”
“Oh, that hardly seems worth the effort.”
“Elections here are every ten sampars. And yeah, I know that seems nuts, but it’s how they do it here.”
“That is nuts.”
“So?” I asked.
“If it’s what you want, I’ll do it.”
“I just want you to give it a try. If it doesn’t work, like I said, we move on.”
So Girasani took her over to the council building to talk with Kisarat about it.
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The council gave me the paperwork transferring ownership of Serunai’s house and company, so I decided to go take a look at what I had. The house was back along the bar district at the edge of the residential area, just a few houses up from Hoolaka. Serunai had clearly been running home that night when Jackie chased her down and killed her. A ten-foot-high wall surrounded the entire property. The house itself was a blocky structure that on first glance reminded me of a prison. The windows were all long and very narrow, about three inches wide. Clearly Serunai valued her privacy.
Her staff was still there, and they let us in. Based on the exterior, I expected to find something disturbing inside, but there was nothing really remarkable about it. The interior was nice enough, though nothing like my house. I figured we could probably house at least twenty people here, though I wasn’t sure who I would want to move over. It wasn’t ideal for stationing the guards because of the distance from the main house. I still intended to use Feylani’s house for that, since it was next door, larger, and better suited for it. What we would do with this one I wasn’t sure. Maybe something would come to me.
Breanne, Asarane, and I then went over to Serunai’s crystal processing plant. It was on the other side of the river in the old section of Phan-garad, not too far from the barracks. The staff was expecting us, and though I anticipated a chilly reception, none was in evidence. The talalong plant manager met us in the lobby.
“Makalang, welcome. My name is Nephara. We only just received word that you were coming, so I am sorry if things are not entirely in order.”
“It’s fine. I just wanted to come check the place out. What exactly is it you do here?”
“We have two interrelated operations. We take raw crystals from the mining companies. Those that are suitable for decorative use as-is are cleaned and prepared, whether for display or mounting. Most crystals require more work, depending on their intended usage. They may be sliced apart or polished or subjected to various treatments.”
“I thought most of the crystals you used here were manufactured.”
She nodded. “They are, and that is the other half of our business. We grow and process a wide variety of synthetic crystals for various uses. But the two businesses are not as separate as they may sound, as we use natural crystals as raw materials or seed crystals for much of what we grow.”
Nephara walked us through the plant floor, first showing us where the technicians were cleaning and polishing individual crystals. Most of the plant, however, was taken up by the crystal growth tanks. She explained that the crystals grew inside a heated, pressurized solution of the chemicals that made up the crystal being grown, but most of them required a seed crystal on which the growth process could start. For the crystals that required reinforcement, the seed crystals were integrated into the fibers or other materials that served as reinforcement. Growing the reinforced crystals, as I thought, was an exacting process because the solution had to be as pure and free from debris and gas bubbles as possible.
One section of the plant floor was closed off behind a pair of large doors. Nephara paused briefly, telling us that normally no visitors were allowed inside, but since I owned the place now, she was happy to take us in.
“This is a project we developed over many talons with one of our key customers. They had an idea for a specific type of crystal material. Working together, we were able to do what they envisioned. The crystals we make are exclusive to them.”
Unlike the variety of other products out on the plant floor, only one thing was being made in here: blanks for crystal blades – mostly swords but also shorter daggers and knives, as well as arrowheads. Something about many of them looked oddly familiar.
“What’s so special about them?” I asked.
Nephara tried to explain. As she described the chemical process, I realized she was talking about growing diamond. Individual diamonds, she said, could not be grown in a form or size that was of any use in weapons. Diamond was also too brittle on its own. So what they and their customer worked out was a way to grow a diamond edge on a reinforced core that could stand up to use as a weapon. The chemical structure was seamless – the crystal transitioned from the core material into diamond as you went from core to edge. The really cool part, she explained proudly, was that the transition placed the crystal structure of the diamond edge under considerable compressive stress, which made it even harder and denser than normal.
“They can only be sharpened with precision lasers. They are impossible to sharpen by normal means, since that involves diamond powder, which cannot create the angle necessary for a good edge. But once finished by our customer’s weaponsmiths, these blades are sharper than anything else in existence. They are the finest made anywhere.”
That got my attention.
“Who is the customer?” I asked.
“Cerulean Sword, in Phan-garad. I imagine you may have heard of them.”
Now I realized why the sword blanks they were making were familiar: they were ours. The shade of green was what we’d ordered from Cerulean Sword.
I laughed, as did Breanne, and Nephara tried to smile, though I could tell she didn’t understand what we were laughing about.
“We buy all our blades from Cerulean Sword,” I told her. “Those green ones over there are for us.”
Now Nephara laughed, putting her hand over her mouth. “Oh. Now, I understand. The orders from Cerulean Sword have expanded a great deal this past talon, but they would not tell us why. It has been a struggle to meet their demands, though we have enjoyed the most successful talon in the company’s history because of it. And to learn now, it was because of you.”
She wasn’t the only one standing there in shock. A whole lot of the money I’d paid Cerulean Sword ended up with Serunai. Some of that money might have bought her explosives. But in return, I got the blades that stopped her attack on my house that night. Those were the swords that cut down the mercenaries pushing the bomb up to my front door.
And because of that, the money had now come back to me.
This wasn’t rain on my wedding day, but it was a bit ironic, to say the least.
Tilyri, the head of Cerulean Sword, mentioned “certain pressures” they were under to support Serunai during the Emerald Conclave. Obviously this was what she was referring to.
And it made me think of something else. I had ongoing business with Cerulean Sword as a customer, but I was now their key supplier. There had to be a better way of doing this, especially if I intended to equip the Long Claw with their blades.
When we were done touring the floor, I explained that I wanted Breanne to review all the books, which Nephara assured me was perfectly fine and that she could start that afternoon.
On the way out, I asked Nephara if we could talk privately in her office. She nodded and led us to a room off the plant floor. When she shut the door, I turned to her.
“I appreciate that we’re in this position because I killed Serunai, because she was trying to kill me and my family. So I understand if there may be some ill will here. That being said, my guess is that the large majority of the people in this company are only interested in keeping their jobs.”
Nephara took a moment or two to compose herself. “That is certainly true. Myself included.”
“In that respect, I can assure all of you that I don’t anticipate any fundamental changes. At the very least, I need Cerulean Sword to continue supplying me with weapons. There’s a good chance I may need a lot more from them.”
“That is good to hear.”
“But if there are going to be any problems because of Serunai, I need to know. My intent is not to get rid of anyone because of it, but to address them and work this out.”
She pursed her lips for a few moments. “May I speak plainly?”
“Of course.”
“Serunai was a good manager, and her business instincts were sound. The company is successful because of her vision and leadership, and the staff shared in her success. She was not, however, the most pleasant person to work for.”
“I can imagine.”
“In answer to your question, I think most of the staff will not miss her. I cannot think of any of them who will resent your taking over.” She laughed nervously. “I think, in fact, some of the younger staff are rather excited about it. I know that some of them are regulars at your clubs.”
I laughed. “Most of the young females in this city are.”
She managed another laugh. “If I am not overstepping my place, Makalang, there was a question a number of them had when we got the news.”
“Which was?”
“I will confess that I have not paid much attention to the gossip about you, but some of the others have. Several of them claim that you have mated with your guards and staff in addition to your wives.”
Breanne and Asarane both laughed quietly. I saw where she was going with this.
“I have,” I said.
“I see. Well, that being the case, some of the staff here were naturally wondering if that might extend to your employees.”
I pondered my answer for a moment or two. “The guards I mated with earned it through their loyalty and service. I suppose if the employees here distinguish themselves in a similar manner, it’s certainly possible.”
She pursed her lips. “Employees, and . . . management, as well?”
I bit my lip, trying not to react. I could see the interest in her eyes. “Yes.”
“Very well. They will all be pleased to hear this.”
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When we walked into the house after getting back from the plant, I was surprised to find Loreloo waiting for me. With her was Varalin, one of the assistants of Racerak, the cunelo clan leader. The last time I’d seen Varalin, it was to discuss Horasa and Meellin’s disappearance. After Mereceeree told me her sisters found them just before the election, I’d sent Racerak a message to that effect, telling her I would have more information on their location shortly.
Loreloo came up and greeted me warmly with a peck on the cheek. I took a brief moment to enjoy the feel of her lush body against me and the energy of the little Will-and-Loreloo rabbit-girl in her belly. She was older than my other wives – about twenty talons – but she was still in good shape and took care with her appearance. She was Racerak’s predecessor as clan leader, but by now had transitioned entirely over to being a wife. She might not have been as stunningly pretty as Lorelat or Eladra, but I’d found that she gave up nothing to her younger cunelo awasa-lates in terms of libido.
“My tsulygoi, Varalin came to the house in Phan-garad with a reply to your message. I brought her here because I felt you should hear this yourself.”
I could tell from the looks on their faces that I wasn't going to like this. “Okay. Let’s go sit down and talk.”
I asked one of the servants to find Eladra. Then I led them to the main first-floor sitting area, the one with the expansive view of the river. Eladra appeared about a minute later. She hugged Loreloo and then greeted Varalin.
“You have an amazing home, Makalang,” Varalin said. “I am sorry to hear about the damage to it.” 
“Thank you. It was an acquisition of sorts. The previous owner was responsible for the decorating.”
She squared herself on the couch and took a deep breath. “I am here because Racerak must once again ask your indulgence in something.”
“This concerns Horasa and Meellin?”
“Yes. I am afraid it has become clear that, while sentiment in the clan is not in their favor, it would be politically difficult for Racerak to move to arrest them directly.”
“You remember what happened before,” Loreloo said.
“But that was because you didn’t have enough evidence or support,” I said. “There’s more than enough now.”
Varalin nodded. “That is true. However, the time it has taken to find them has cooled passions among the elders. Racerak’s impression is that many of them, perhaps the majority, feel their flight into the wilderness is punishment enough. As long as they stay where they are, many of the elders would prefer to leave them alone.”
“But they’re not planning on staying there.”
She nodded again. “Racerak believes the intelligence you have passed on to her. Still, she is handicapped by the sentiment among the elders. So she must ask if you might be able to handle this yourself.”
“Myself? You mean go there, and do what? Arrest them in her name?”
Varalin squirmed. “Not exactly.”
Then I got it. “She wants me to make this go away.”
“You do have the most personal grievances with them,” she replied.
I looked over at Eladra and Loreloo, groaning softly. “Thoughts?”
“They were responsible for the deaths of three of your wives, Will,” Loreloo said. “I will never forget the sight of all those bodies that morning.”
Neither would I. Still, I was the makalang, not the sheriff here.
“She’s right,” Eladra said. “I’m okay with this. I won’t ever forget that morning either. It’s the most ashamed I've ever been of my clan.”
Varalin handed me a folded sheet of paper. It was a document signed by Racerak, and I knew enough Taitalan now to read it. It was essentially a delegation of her authority to administer the “traditional punishment” for betraying the clan.
Eladra explained to me once what that involved. It meant burying them alive in a box, with a breathing tube to keep them alive as long as possible.
I handed it to my favorite bunny-girl. She read it, face pale, then looked up at me.
“You won’t have to do it, Will. We’ll bring the clanguard who’ve joined us. I know them. Every single one of them is with us on this.”
“I agree,” Loreloo said. “Have no worries on that point.”
I took a deep breath and exhaled.
Like Eladra and Loreloo, I saw that morning in my mind’s eye. I saw those three poor girls who just wanted to mate with me lying there dead, never having gotten the chance. Even after Iraq, it was one of the worst moments of my life.
“Okay.”
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When the cunelo left, I went to find Ayarala. I’d been putting this off for a variety of reasons, but now that I knew I had to deal with Horasa and Meellin personally, it was time to wrap up another loose end. She was in the room she’d taken as her awasa-lina office talking to some of the staff. I let her finish, but while I waited, I flagged down one of the servants and asked her to get Yisaraq.
She appeared right around the time Ayarala was done. As we sat down, Ayarala leaned back in her chair and exhaled, putting her hands on her head.
“So many things happening now, Will.”
“Yeah, and I’m afraid I have another to lay on you two. It’s time to finally get Missok’s expedition done.”
She nodded. “I have been waiting for this, actually. We are ready.”
“Babe, I really don’t like sending you on something like this, but you’ve been there. You’re the one who met with the kaliman. They know you now, and Girasani said that matters.”
“Yes.” Then she shook her head, laughing softly. “Will, my tsulygoi, I love that you are so protective of us all, and so concerned with keeping us safe. You have done a very good job of that. But as others have pointed out, you sometimes get a bit too overprotective. I lived alone in that forest for nearly twenty sampars after I became nalasin. I was not happy, but I survived. I think I managed quite well, actually. I can handle this.”
“She is right, my tsulygoi,” Yisaraq said. “I will feel much better with her leading us.”
“Okay. You’re right. Both of you.”
“I will tell Missok we are ready,” Yisaraq said. “She has been waiting. She understands what has been going on, but I think her patience has run out.”
I laughed. “Yeah, I know. But it hasn’t been safe until now.”
“Sheedlyn has finally been eliminated?” Ayarala asked.
“I haven’t heard from the panikang with Mereceeree gone, but they know how to get in touch with me quickly if necessary. They’ve only been coming back to alert us to problems. Even if Sheedlyn is still alive, she’s locked up and stripped of all her crystals. I’ll have Mereceeree confirm once she gets back. Assuming all is well, you guys can head out.”
They both nodded.
“We can take it from here, Will,” Ayarala said. “I will leave Zelyndri in charge of the house. She has learned quickly and can manage for the few days we will be gone.”
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Kisarat and Jaleena were at the council building all day but came home around dusk. I pulled Jaleena aside when they walked in.
“Well?”
“I’m glad you asked me to do this,” she said.
“Really?”
“Kisarat is really smart, but there’s a lot she doesn’t get about this stuff yet. She’s taking way too much at face value. She needs someone watching her back.”
“Are you sure you’re not projecting? This isn’t local San Diego politics, and that’s saying a lot.”
Jacqueline’s boss had been under federal investigation for taking bribes at one point. Hanlon was ultimately cleared, but one of her colleagues was indicted by a grand jury and finally pled guilty before resigning.
“No. There’s some things I definitely don’t understand, and there are complications because these people think I’m actually kaliman, but no, I don’t think I am. We talked about it before coming back here, and she actually agreed once I pointed a few things out.”
“What did you see?”
“Some of these council members are way too far up each other’s butts. It’s mainly the cunelo. Two of them came over to your office to ‘welcome’ you, and then started asking Kisarat all kinds of questions about your businesses.”
“Which ones?” I asked.
“I don’t know if I got their names right, but Kisarat said it wasn’t the one that hates you.”
“Lleylyn and Isodley. Meeroy is the one who hates me.”
“Yeah, those two. Kisarat started to answer them, and I had to cut her off, just telling them that we needed to finish reassessing your positions after everything that happened with Serunai, and that we weren’t in a position to give them a clear answer right now. I promised to get back them in a sampar or two, so hopefully they’ll just forget and move on.”
I laughed. She was good at this.
“They didn’t quite know what to make of it, but they let it go. Except then they started gossiping about all the other council members. I think we’re really going to have to be careful here.”
Kisarat appeared at my side. “I heard what you were discussing. I am very grateful for Jaleena’s assistance. This all happened so quickly that I am still trying to get my bearings.”
“I’m glad to help. This stuff is a shark tank,” Jaleena said. “You really have to be careful.”
Kisarat’s face wrinkled in confusion.
Jaleena struggled with an explanation. “Um, I guess imagine a busang that could swim, and being thrown into a pool with a bunch of them.”
“That seems like an apt analogy,” Kisarat said.
“What do you think of our offices?” I asked. “Is it going to work out, you two working over there?”
Kisarat nodded. “They are sufficient.”
“They’re pretty nice, actually,” Jaleena said. “Better than what I had working for Hanlon.”
 


Chapter 5
That night was what amounted to Narilora’s inaugural ball as clan leader. We threw a huge party for her supporters at Ebony Void during the conclave, and after the election I asked her if there needed to be any sort of celebration. She told me it was up to me, but that no one would complain.
We had opened up the entire club during the conclave party, but at Shoon’s insistence, we sold tickets this time. I was a bit concerned about how that might go over, but the party sold out in a few hours. We had a small VIP list limited to what we could comfortably fit into the third-floor nest area. Last time, it had been nearly full, but I had a more low-key event in mind this time. As it happened, quite a few of the linyang elite who had been in Yama-Kana for the conclave had left town, so almost everyone who wanted to come back was able to.
The third floor of the club was normally part high-ticket bar and part brothel. There was an array of fur-lined depressions circling an opening that looked down on the first-floor dance area and stage. Club patrons could rent one of these things, which the club called “nests,” and arrange for what amounted to bottle service. They could also rent one or more attendants, or “nest-mates,” who would be available for anything up to and including sex with everyone in the party.
The owner’s suite was adjacent to the VIP area and laid out much the same, though with some extras. It had a large double nest roughly the shape of a kidney bean. Across from the nest was a shallow, similarly shaped bathing area. In between was an opening in the floor looking down on the rest of the club. The entire wall opposite the entry doors was floor-to-ceiling glass looking out on the river. When necessary, the interior wall between the two areas could be rolled back to create one large room, as we’d done during the conclave party and I asked Shoon to do again.
Since this was a celebration instead of a campaign event, I let everyone in the family know they were welcome to attend if they wanted to. That meant all twenty-plus core wives along with a whole bunch of the guards and staff. I also put out the word that new outfits, if desired, were in the budget. So a bunch of them had gone out that day to shop.
When we arrived on the third floor, quite a few of the guests were there already, and the nest-mates were serving food and liquor in their strappy bodysuits. Though most of those present were linyang, there were more of the other clans tonight.
I settled into the owner’s nest with the rest of them. The swimming area was open, and the bunny-girls all stripped down and went in to join some of the guests. Narilora, Kaorin, and Meridrian went to socialize with the Long Claw leadership. Jaleena and Girasani sat together in one corner of the nest, along with Kisarat and Asarane. I’d suggested that Shoon and Bellina take the night off, but both of them refused, insisting they needed to supervise. So I was left with Merindra, Ayarala, and Zelyndri for company.
“When is Mereceeree coming home?” Ayarala asked.
“She said a day or two. She’s got a lot to deal with now, like Narilora. But apparently the panikang have decided to finally come down from the mountains.”
“I miss her,” Merindra said. “She’s been away from everything for a while.”
“Where will they settle?” Ayarala asked.
“That’s a good question, to be honest. They’ve always been down here in small numbers, but that’s not the same thing as rejoining the clan structure.”
“Things are going to be different.” Merindra said. “Between Narilora and Mereceeree, and now you on the council.”
I reached over and put my arm around her. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk you about, along those lines. If you’re uncomfortable discussing it, tell me. But your awasa-lates have mentioned it to me more than once.”
I felt her stiffen against my side. “My grandmother is clan leader of the sorai, Will. There is nothing to discuss.”
I pulled her closer to me. “You know that Varycibe and I get along well, and we’ve worked together on a lot of things. So it’s not a question of not respecting her. This is just between you and me, foxy girl. Wife and tsulygoi.”
She sighed and nuzzled against my neck.
“What you are speaking of is many talons away, Will,” she said softly. “I may follow my mother, if I should earn the respect of our clan.”
“I’ve just gotten the impression from Varycibe that she expects it to happen sooner than you’re suggesting.”
Merindra buried her face against me and said nothing. I just held her for a minute or so. Then she leaned back and waved to one of the nest-mates, who came over to us. Merindra asked for a glass of malvina, which the pretty cunelo – who was all but falling out of the straps across her chest – poured for her. Merindra tossed it back and held her glass out for a refill. When the nest-mate filled her up, she waved the girl off, then rolled against me again.
“Will, it is a measure of how much I love you that I can even speak these words,” she said quietly. “Please, please, do not repeat them to anyone, even my awasa-lates. I beg you.”
I looked over at Ayarala and Zelyndri, who were in the middle of some conversation about their home village.
“I won’t.”
She sighed against my neck. “There is a very good chance that my mother will be passed over for clan leader.”
“But you just said—”
“I said what I must say should the subject ever come up. But the reality is different.”
“There’s some issue with your mother?”
I had yet to meet Merindra’s mother, who lived in the plains outside Phan-garad.
“Will, I love my mother, as I will love our child. But she has always been more interested in pursuits that sorai do not value in our leaders.”
“Meaning?”
“She is a scholar. She has spent her life studying the histories of Taitala. It was why she sent me to my grandmother, when word came to us that a makalang had appeared. She knew what it meant. I was supposed to mate with aJia’jara, as I told you. But when she heard the news, all that ended. She is brilliant and knowledgeable about many things. Kisarat reminds me of her in certain ways. Unfortunately, those are qualities the sorai do not particularly seek in their clan leaders.”
“But the succession is hereditary?”
“Unless there is some reason for it not to be. If my mother had no child, the elders would spread their search fairly wide. But she does.”
I got it now. I nodded. “One who is a fierce and accomplished warrior, already a leader of others, and a wife of the makalang.”
“Yes. And . . . Will, I say this only because you have said it to me so many times. I would be less attractive to them as a leader were I . . . less attractive.”
I nodded. “Ceriniat said something along those lines to Narilora. I get it. I won’t bring this up again.”
She snuggled with me. “Thank you.”
Jaleena and Girasani came crawling over to us. Jaleena had on this little slip dress made from some shimmering silk-like fabric. She looked really good in it, and I couldn’t resist sliding my hand up the back. I caressed her bare butt for a moment or two, and she laughed against me.
“Underwear isn’t a thing here, you know that.”
I slid my hand around the front and enjoyed her newly firm and gravity-defying boobs, which I’d fixed the same night I cleared all the crap out of her head. She just smiled and let me play with her.
“We’re going down to the dance floor,” she said. “Come with us?”
“I can’t. You have no idea what it would be like if I did.”
She leaned in and kissed me. “Okay. We’ll get all hot and sweaty without you.”
Merindra watched them go. “Was she like this when you were together on Earth? She’s so loving and friendly, not at all like how you described her.”
“She could be, when she wanted to. But it never lasted. The bad stuff would always come boiling up at some point.”
“That’s what you took out?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“I understand now why you stayed with her for so long. I didn’t before.”
“I did love her back then, as strange as that might sound.”
“If this was her good side, I can see it.”
I pulled her close, and she cuddled against my chest.
“Since I am being painfully honest with you tonight,” she said, “I feel I should tell you something.”
“Go for it.”
“If you had not healed her, I think I would have killed her eventually.”
Yeah, I’d gotten that feeling myself.
“She would have pushed me too far,” she went on. “That night she struck you, after the party, I almost did something. Had she done anything like that to Cassie or Hunter in my presence, I don’t know if I could have controlled my reaction.”
That was why I insisted on healing Jacqueline, on making her into Jaleena. I could see what was coming. My Taitalan wives had never experienced Jacqueline at the peak of one of her tirades, flinging dishes around the kitchen and screaming about how much she hated me. It was something I knew Merindra would never have tolerated. It would have pushed her most dangerous buttons, and I knew she was telling me the truth.
“That’s all behind us now,” I said.
“Good.”
Across the room, I saw the group from Cerulean Sword coming up the stairs into the VIP area. I wasn’t sure they would come back from Phan-garad for this party, but after what I learned earlier today, there were some things I needed to discuss with them.
Tilyri and Thorai joined the crowd around Narilora, but Tracera saw me watching and came over to us. Tonight she was wearing a sort of miniskirt with a short, loose top that swirled with colors and shapes, occasionally going completely transparent. She had a body like a shorter, leaner Merindra, tight and athletic with some really delicious-looking breasts. They were a little smaller than Merindra’s but with the same pointy, upturned shape and complete ignorance of gravity.
“Hi,” she said.
“Glad you guys could make it,” I said.
She settled in next to me on the other side from Merindra, smiling. “I’m really looking forward to being a part of all this.”
“I can tell,” I said.
She glanced over at Merindra, and the look they exchanged sent a flush over me.
“Hi, again,” Tracera said. “I love that dress, it looks awesome on you.”
Merindra was wearing something I’d seen on her before, this long green dress with strategically placed cutouts over her body. You kept thinking she would expose something every time she moved, but somehow the fabric stretched with her to prevent it.
“Thanks,” she replied. “Your hair is really pretty. I’ve never seen that shade on a linyang.”
Tracera had light silver-gray hair and blue eyes, a combination I’d never seen before either. Her face was kind of a mix of Ayarala and Kisarat, fine-featured and exotic. Merindra kept smiling at her.
“I’m really looking forward to getting to know you better, too,” Merindra said. “How much longer is it?”
Tracera blushed just a little. “One more sampar. A little less, actually.”
Merindra leaned against me. “I like her, Will. I can’t wait.”
She’d always had this thing about getting turned on by girls I found attractive, and clearly Tracera was no exception.
Tracera shot a nervous smile at me, then glanced behind her to where her mother and grandmother were talking to Narilora. She lowered her voice. “I’m so excited about mating. How does it work?”
I laughed softly. “How much do I need to explain?”
She laughed nervously. “I mean, I know how it works. I’ve heard the stories about you. I mean, how do you bring in someone new?”
“He almost always has another wife there,” Merindra said. “Sometimes more. Sometimes everyone. Lorelat over there is in charge of it.”
Tracera looked over to the pool, where the bunny-girls were all lounging in the water together. “Which one is Lorelat?”
“The cunelo with kind of blonde-brown hair,” I said. “The one sitting on the edge of the pool.”
“Oh. She’s so pretty. So, then what . . .”
Merindra smiled at her. “It could be her, or someone else . . . but I should tell you I have thing for hot little linyang. Like Narilora, you know?”
Tracera bit her lip. “It could be you?”
Merindra reached over to play with Tracera’s hair, curling a thin strand around her finger and letting it slide off. “If that’s what you want. I can tell you what I would like.”
Tracera smiled, fighting a blush. “That would be awesome.”
Behind her, Tilyri broke off from the group and came over in our direction. Tracera withdrew just a bit from me, but I could tell Tilyri had noticed us cuddled together.
“Makalang,” Tilyri said. “I see my granddaughter may be getting a bit ahead of herself.”
I laughed. “It’s fine. She and my wife Merindra were just getting to know each other.”
Tilyri nodded. “I can see that. I have heard a considerable amount of salacious gossip about your wives, Will of Hawthorne. I hope Tracera knows what she is getting into.”
Merindra laughed, but Tracera just grinned at us.
“How are you tonight, Tilyri?” I asked.
“As it happens, there is a matter I wish to discuss with you,” she said. “Perhaps the same matter is on your mind as well.”
I stood up and climbed out of the nest. “Yeah, I think it is. Why don’t we go discuss this somewhere a bit more private?”
I left Tracera and Merindra to continue talking and led Tilyri over to the bar along the back of the owner’s suite area. I got another malvina. She got a glass of alag, the Taitalan equivalent of wine, though it was made from a fruit that resembled a large strawberry. When we had our drinks, we went over to a quiet spot along the window that looked over the river.
“This concerns Serunai?” I asked.
Tilyri nodded. “It seems you are now our largest customer, as well as our primary supplier. Which, of course, presents some interesting complications.”
“As well as some interesting possibilities.”
She smiled. “I am listening.”
“Having toured the plant floor, I feel like there are some inefficiencies that could be remedied by combining certain operations.”
“Combining how?”
I took a deep breath. I’d been thinking about this all afternoon. It would be a bit of a stretch, but it made sense for a lot of reasons.
“I would be interested in acquiring Cerulean Sword, assuming, that is, that you have any interest in selling it.”
She nodded. “I expected this. I am afraid the answer must be no. I have spent the last twenty talons building this firm into what it is, and I am not ready to let it go. I have groomed Thorai to take over from me, which she has begun doing.”
“I don’t envision making any changes in staffing. It just seems odd to be selling you these sword blanks so you can turn around and sell them back to me as finished blades.”
“I agree. Still, I must decline.”
“All right. There is another option. We have something on my world known as a joint venture that is often used in situations like this. It would be a new firm we would share equal ownership in. I would transfer the special crystal manufacturing operations to it, and you would transfer your weapon-smithing operations. That would put the whole process under one roof. I would still be buying our finished blades from this new firm, but we would avoid the awkward and inefficient approach we currently find ourselves in.”
She was thoughtful for a few moments. “We would share in the revenue equally?”
“And the management of it.”
“This would reduce our raw materials costs, perhaps significantly, if I understand you correctly. That would be attractive, as you are our largest customer but by no means the only one.”
“And it would reduce the costs of equipping my fighters,” I said, “which makes the prospect of arming the entire Long Claw with your blades a lot more feasible.”
“I see.”
“The idea is that the combined firm would reduce its overall expenses, thus generating more profit than the two operations separately.”
She nodded again. “I would need to be convinced that was the case, but this idea intrigues me a great deal.”
“I’m sure we can figure out what the numbers would look like without too much work. I have a very talented cunelo wife who can pull an estimate together for us.”
A gray eyebrow went up. “You have a cunelo doing your accounting?”
I laughed. “She’s multi-talented.”
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Tilyri and I agreed to have Breanne and one of her people get together to run the numbers. I hadn’t really expected her to agree to sell me Cerulean Sword. I’d been involved in deals like that in the past, and I knew company founders generally only cashed out when they were ready to move on to something else, not when they had another generation lined up to continue their legacy. So I had come up with the JV idea as a backup. It would be much less expensive and less risky. Trying to take on the entire thing would have put me in charge of a fairly large operation I didn’t know enough about. This way, I had their expertise to draw on.
When I walked back to the nest, Tracera and Merindra were still sitting closely together, laughing to each other about something as Merindra played with the fabric of Tracera’s top. I reminded myself that, though it didn’t seem that way, they were actually pretty close in age. Merindra had just turned ten talons when I claimed her right after arriving on Taitala, so they were maybe six months apart. Merindra just had a lot of maturity and poise that made her seem older.
They saw me watching them and laughed again. Yeah, this was going to be fun.
Jaleena and Girasani appeared from the stairs, holding hands as they came back toward the owner’s suite area. The thin fabric of Jaleena’s dress clung to the sweat on her body, making her look nearly naked. They stumbled to a giggly stop when they got to me.
Jaleena laughed. “This is like the world’s biggest lesbian bar.”
“Having fun?”
“Oh, yeah. People were trying to have sex with us right on the dance floor.”
She hugged Girasani, and they laughed again. I could tell they were both a bit drunk. They went back to the nest and plopped down next to Ayarala and Zelyndri.
Narilora was still talking to people, and I went over to where she was standing with an older linyang I didn’t recognize. She slipped an arm around my waist.
“Hilafat, I will give all this consideration. I thank you for your concerns. You are a credit to our clan.”
I blinked. That wasn’t the sort of thing I’d heard out of Narilora before. Frankly, at that moment she sounded like Jacqueline.
The older linyang nodded. “Thank you, Narilora. And Makalang, thank you for hosting all of us here again.”
“Of course.”
Narilora pulled me away. When we were alone, she leaned her forehead against my chest. “This is exhausting. Everyone wants something from me.”
“Pace yourself.”
“I am. Jaleena gave me some advice before we came over here tonight. She actually knows this stuff.”
I laughed. That explained it. “Yeah, she does.”
“I’m so glad you healed her. She feels like my awasa-late now.”
I hugged her. “Are you going to say anything to the crowd? I feel like you should.”
She nodded. “I wrote a speech.”
I looked down in surprise. She just smirked at me.
“Froidani and Jaleena helped me with it.”
I asked one of the staff to find Shoon and tell her Narilora was ready to speak.
“Do you want to come?” she asked.

“Only if you want me there. I’m not clan leader. I think it’s important that they see you as theirs, not just mine.”
Narilora nodded, then rose up on her toes to kiss me. “Thanks. I love you.”
“You too, pussy-cat.”
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I went back to the owner’s suite area. The opening in the floor between the nest and the pool looked directly down on the stage. I leaned against the wall around it, looking down as Shoon cleared the area for Narilora. More of the linyang circled around the opening to watch.
As Narilora began to speak, a damp but dressed Lorelat appeared next to me, squeezing the water out of her hair into a towel. She had on a purple bodysuit made from some stretchy, paper-thin fabric that left her essentially nude.
“Hey, bunny-girl.”
“Hey, Bunny-daddy.” She kissed me on the cheek. “Are we getting back to normal now?”
"Looks like it.”
“That’s good, because we’re kind of backed up on the new wife stuff after those two sorai you asked me to put at the top of the list for saving everyone.” She smiled.
“They deserved it,” I said.
“I totally agree, but they’re both pregnant now, so there are a bunch of others waiting.”
“How many?”
“I kind of need you to give me your mornings for the next three or four days until we’re caught up.”
I laughed. “New wife time with you is never a chore, babe.”
 


Chapter 6
After Lorelat’s admonition, I decided to just get some sleep when we got back to the house. But several of my wives went off with each other anyway – Ayarala, Zelyndri, and Bellina, Jaleena with Girasani, and Lorelat with Asarane. So I went to bed with just Merindra, Kisarat, Eladra, and Narilora.
I awoke in the middle of the night to the feel of someone cuddling in against me. As the sleep cleared from my head, I realized it was Mereceeree. I expected her to want some attention, but instead she just pulled my arm over her. So I spooned with her, wrapping myself around her little body.
I felt the firm bump on her belly. Like the others, she’d stopped holding her pregnancy back. The little panikang girl was in there, growing.
“I’m really glad you’re back, bat-girl.”
She kissed my hand. “I know you missed your favorite wife, Will.” 
But her voice was lacking its usual sass.
“Are you staying?” I asked.
“Yes. They need me, but I need you.”
I hugged her. “What your mother said, about coming down from the mountain . . .”
“It is true. We are doing it. It is time now.”
“What prompted this?” I asked.
“You are the reason. At least, that was my mother’s thinking.”
“It’s been working well, what I agreed with her.”
“For mating, yes. But the clan needs more. So many things we have been doing secretly or remotely, and it has had consequences. People fear us for no reason, and it needs to stop. We must come out of the shadows.”
“What did you have in mind?” I asked.
“We will start with a few of us openly living in Phan-garad and Yama-Kana. Taking a home and living there. I will need to speak with the clan leaders . . . the other clan leaders, about the best approach there. There is a place we have chosen in Phan-garad, but they need to know. I am not sure what to do here.”
“What do you need exactly?”
“A home. Something large enough for fifteen or twenty of us for now. We will need space for meeting with people. I imagine we will need to make some changes so it is appropriate for us to be sleeping during the day.” She kissed my fingers again. “And not too far from your penis.”
I laughed softly against her back. “I may have just the thing, then.”
She twisted around to face me. “What?”
I told her about Serunai’s house.
“It looks like a tomb,” I said. “I don’t know why she built it that way. Probably for security. But when we were over there, it kind of struck me as an appropriate house for panikang.”
She was quiet a moment.
“I have seen it,” she said. “I wondered what it was. I think it would work. The roof is flat, and I saw a way down into the house. We could fly from there to here in moments.”
“Sounds like a plan, then. It’s yours. It’s not really appropriate for stationing any of the guards. Too far from the house here, and we’re working on revamping the house next door for that anyway.”
“You have become quite the owner of things, my tsulygoi.”
I pulled her against my chest. “I’ve got my favorite thing right here.”
She laughed softly, nipping at my chin. “I was not in the mood for mating when I arrived, but you have put me there now.”
I looked across the bed at my other wives. Merindra and Narilora were sleeping cuddled against each other as they often did. Kisarat was coiled into her usual ball. Eladra was over on the other side wrapped up in the sheets. So there was little risk in waking any of them.
Mereceeree reached for my cock and began stroking it slowly into erection. I spent a while just playing with her body. She was so firm and hard all over. The only soft spots were her little breasts and between her legs. I slipped a finger into her, finding her wet. She moaned against my neck, biting at me softly.
I tweaked her clit and began stroking her. She just lay there and let me pleasure her, gently squeezing my erection. I slipped another finger into her tight sex and rubbed my palm against her for few minutes until she arched her back and gasped. Her hand went to my wrist as she shivered in release.
As soon as she caught her breath, she slid down and took me in her mouth. I was always amazed at how she was able to swallow every bit of me given how small she was, but she managed it almost effortlessly. I lay there feeling her lips and tongue moving over me eagerly. She wasn’t Shoon or Jaleena, but the feel of her hot little mouth was still entirely wonderful.
I stood it as long as I could before pulling her up. I lifted her bodily and brought her down right onto my cock, penetrating her in one movement. She let out a little whimper as I stretched her out and hit bottom. Then she spread her arms and wings and threw herself forward onto my chest.
I held her firm little butt as she moved up and down slowly. Making love with her was always a bit of an odd experience. Her skin was so black that I could barely see her in the darkness, little more than her big yellow eyes. It was all about what I could feel and taste and smell.
I let her ride me to several orgasms before she bit at my neck and rolled over, pulling at me. I completed the motion and put her under me. She stretched her thighs out to the side and dug her claws into my butt, letting me thrust every millimeter of myself into her tight little sex.
“I love you, bat-girl.”
She kissed my ear. “You are the stars in my sky, Will,” she whispered. “You are the wind that carries me through the night. I cannot imagine an existence without you.”
“You’ll never need to, babe.”
She pulled me down and kissed me fiercely. A few more firm thrusts were enough to finish me off inside her. She held me tightly as the pleasure washed over me and into her body.
We lay together for a while afterward. I couldn’t get back to sleep, and I knew she wasn’t going to sleep in the middle of the night like this. After I’d been tossing and turning for a little while, she rolled against my chest.
“Do you remember when I asked about the ones I sent to find Horasa and Meellin?” she asked.
“Yeah, did you talk to them?”
“No. I did not. Before the election, one came back to report to me what I told you, that they found the cunelo group. I told her to go back to the others and bring them here to meet with you. But they have not returned. I am concerned because they should have come back here days ago.”
“Well, that’s not so good.” I told her about Varalin and the message Racerak had sent me. “Could something have happened?”
“I do not know what. There are four of them there now. The one I placed in charge is cautious and careful. She knew they were only there to search and listen. I cannot imagine the cunelo could have seen them. Even if the worst occurred and some were captured, the cunelo could not have captured all of them.”
“What do you want to do?” I asked.
“I will have to go look myself. I will bring a few others.”
“I don’t know if I like that. Not when you have no idea what happened.”
“What do you suggest?”
I told her about Ayarala leading Missok’s expedition. “Both of these things are happening now, and I don’t know where I need to be.”
“Ayarala can handle Missok, Will,” she said. “I know you like to behave as if she is a flower that could wilt at any moment, but she is quite capable of doing this.”
“I know she is. Do I really treat her like that?”
“You are . . . protective of her in ways you are not with Merindra, or Narilora, or me.”
“You don’t let me treat you that way.”
“And there are good reasons for that. As you know. Ayarala is not a fighter, that is true, but she is just as smart and resourceful as I am, and I have a clan to lead now.” 
“Then I’m going after the cunelo, I guess. Which is starting to seem like the bigger problem anyway. So you and some of your sisters come with us and scout ahead, but we stick together until we’re there, or almost there.”
“Will, it would take you days to get to that village. I can fly there and back in a day.”
I groaned. “Let me think about this. Don’t leave until we’ve talked more.”
“All right. I will wait. But not long.”
“But before Ayarala leaves with Missok, we need to check in with Vareeka and Shareechi. I’d feel a lot better knowing Sheedlyn is dealt with once and for all.”
She sat up. “Yes, you are right. I should go there now.”
I pulled her back. “Give me a few more moments of pretending you need me.”
She laughed, cuddling with me again. “I need you in many ways, Will. Tonight has settled my heart in a way nothing else could.”
I kissed her. “Okay. Go.”
And she went.
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As I promised, I spent the morning with Lorelat and six new wives, as well as two of the guards. I missed being with Lorelat, who truly enjoyed sex for its own sake as much as any woman I’d ever met. Even for a cunelo, her sex drive was a thing to behold.
Then I talked briefly with Ayarala, telling her what Mereceeree and I had worked out. She agreed to wait until Mereceeree got back that night, but she had already reached to Missok, and the dwenda were ready. Ayarala, Girasani, and Yisaraq – who had learned how to use the crystal circles a while back – were going with them, but Missok was bringing her own security, which I understood.
After a quick lunch, I went over to the council building, since Kisarat told me when I got up that there was a hearing I might want to attend. I’d been to the council building a number of times before, but I had always been there on business – attending a hearing or trial. I had never really taken the opportunity to look it over.
The building was on one side of a large open square, in the center of which was a raised area where the council members and others often spoke. When there was no official business, the square was treated as a sort of free-speech zone, where anyone who felt the impulse could get up and talk. Sometimes people stopped to listen, sometimes not.
The council building itself was an ornate rectangular structure with a large crystalline dome over most of its length. The dome was decorated in spiral patterns of different colors, rising to a peak with some kind of statue at the top. The exterior was intricately patterned and covered in decorative stone that looked like a form of marble or granite. The council chamber took up the center of the building, under the dome. On either side were three floors of offices. The ground floor was where the city records, business, and property offices were located. The top two floors were the offices of the council members, five on each side.
The interior was just as ornate as the outside, if not more so, covered in brightly colored marble and crystal. It reminded me a bit of the Royal Palace of Caserta in Naples, which Jacqueline and I had visited on our honeymoon. (Her parents paid for most of the trip in order to drive home their belief that she was marrying down.) 
The way the offices were laid out, there were six on the second floor and four on the third floor. I was taking over Serunai’s offices, which were on the third floor, on the end of the building that overlooked the river. I’d been quite surprised to hear this when Kisarat reported it to me last night, since I’d assumed the offices were assigned by seniority. As the new guy, I figured I would end up with the smallest and least interesting office space. But apparently not.
As Kisarat explained it to me, offices were actually assigned by the ability and interest of individual members in paying rent on them. The nicer the office, the higher the rent. Serunai wanted the nicest offices and was willing to pay for them. When she died, no one else stepped up to take them, so that left them to me. The rent proved to be within my means, but it occurred to me that I might not have been offered a council seat had that not been the case.
My suite comprised an entry area that led to several staff offices and meeting rooms. The decor looked nothing at all like a government building back on Earth. In contrast to the sterile wood and metal furnishings you saw even in the offices of prominent elected officials, my offices were set with meticulously carved wood and crystal furniture that would likely have satisfied the Emperor of China.
Kisarat had started pulling my staff together, starting with Breanne’s linyang friend Filaria. Filaria had worked briefly at Ebony Void after Hoolaka fired her, but when she heard about my elevation to the council, she asked if she could work here instead. With her were a talalong and a dwenda I recognized as new wives from Phan-garad, and the three of them were busy going through a pile of paperwork when I walked in.
Next to them on a desk was pile of random stuff that looked it might have belonged to Serunai. There were two bottles of liquor, a couple of blades, and several little knickknacks I couldn’t immediately identify.
My office was through one of the staff offices, back in the corner of the building. There were several plush chairs and a desk composed of a single engraved sheet of crystal set on top of a pair of carved wooden pillars. The office had a view of the river that rivaled the one from my house. It was further away but higher up, so that I had a clear view of the whole valley.
“This is awfully nice,” I said.
“It is very nice, Will,” Kisarat said. “But appropriate offices for the makalang.” She leaned over and kissed my cheek.
Jaleena laughed. “This is the kind of office Liz Hanlon would have had if she could have gotten away with it.”
“Could she?”
“There were a couple of developers who would have been happy to bankroll it. Those were the two who got busted along with Gabe Francis.”
Kisarat appeared to struggle with this subject for a moment. “Do you mean that on Earth it is forbidden for officials to take gifts from the people they serve?”
Jaleena nodded. “Oh, yeah. My boss’s colleague went to prison for it.”
“That is very odd. How else are the people to express their gratitude, or to gain a member’s attention and favor? Why do you think this office looks the way it does? Most of these things were likely gifts.”
Jaleena and I looked at each other.
“Interesting,” I said.
“Yes,” Kisarat said. “In fact, several gifts have already arrived for you.”
“Really? What? From who?”
She led us back to the main office to the pile of stuff I’d noticed.
“Wait, all this is for me?”
She nodded. “It has been coming in all morning.”
The two blades were nice enough, but whoever sent them didn’t seem to be aware we got everything from Cerulean Sword. The other stuff comprised some interesting crystal carvings and a few pieces of jewelry, I guessed for my wives.
The liquor was a bottle of very nice malvina and a bottle of vintage kerasak, though a newer one than what I’d picked up in Eladra’s village. I guessed my reputation was spreading.
“These two bottles are from Opheedra, the linyang,” she said.
“Any idea why she sent them?”
“Yes. Her business is the subject of the hearing later.”
“Ah. What is it about?”
“She wants the council to fund protection for her vessels after what happened with the kaliman.”
I nodded. “Vessels we now own a share in, through Asarane. Okay. Makes sense, I guess.”
I’d been dealing with the council long enough now that I knew they didn’t have the same ideas about conflicts of interest we had back on Earth.
“What do we know about this?” Jaleena asked.
“I asked Filaria to go down and research the issue in the city records,” Kisarat said, “now that we have access to everything.”
Jaleena looked at me. “I’ll go over it with her and get you a briefing.”
I laughed, and she smiled at me.
“Here we go.”
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Jaleena went to work with Filaria. I went back to my office and sat down to enjoy the view. I could tell this had the potential to turn into a big time-suck, but maybe once Missok’s expedition and this shit with Horasa and Meellin were finally dealt with, I could focus on it.
Kisarat came in.
“Everything okay?” I asked.
“Yes. This is a bit overwhelming.”
I waved her over and had her sit in my lap. She leaned against my chest as I played with her beautiful emerald hair.
“I have faith in you. You’re smart, and you know it.” 
Kisarat graduated from the university in Phan-garad with what amounted to a dual degree in history and physics. She originally wanted to be a researcher like her mentor Sloraq, before her mother convinced her to find a male who might claim her. So her background gave her the cultural and historical knowledge I needed for this.
“I will do my best, Will. But we have come a very long way since you appeared at iXa’aliq’s door that day.”
I laughed softly. “What were you thinking when I walked up?”
“I was in a daze. You remember I was gardening when Ayarala appeared out of the forest. I knew her. She had come before hoping iXa’aliq would claim her out of nalasin. So I thought she had come to ask again. Instead, she told me she had found the makalang. Another female might have laughed and driven her away, but because I believed the makalang to be real, I went to tell iXa’aliq. Even so, I felt as if I was in a waking dream.” 
She sighed.
“That was a very strange day. I woke up worrying that my parbanga were not ripening well enough to make good alag. I went to sleep having finally mated with the makalang after all my fantasies about it. Fantasies that you exceeded by a considerable degree, I will add.”
I laughed again, hugging her.
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Jacqueline might have been a terrible wife when we were married, but she knew her stuff when it came to politics, and the briefing Jaleena worked up with Filaria was exactly what I needed.
About ten talons ago, Opheedra got the idea that Yama-Kanans would pay well for fresh jalank from the great lake at the end of the river. I knew from our treks into the wilderness that the jalank migrated from the lake up to the mountains every spring to breed, just like salmon did on Earth. The migration took place all at one in a great mass of fish, and when it did, there would be fresh jalank in the markets. There was even a festival around it, since Yama-Kanans took every opportunity to celebrate. The young jalank that came back down the river during the fall and winter were too small to eat, and there was a traditional taboo about trying to catch them, since they needed to mature into adult fish. So outside the festival, jalank was almost never available except in a dried, salted form the fishing villages around the lake made and traded. Dried jalank was an acquired taste not everyone enjoyed – it was a bit like fish-flavored chewing gum.
Opheedra realized that if she could build a self-propelled boat with a refrigerator on it, she would be able to bring fresh jalank from the lake to the city. She nearly bankrupted herself developing the design for her first barge and getting it built – it was not cheap – but in the end, it worked, and her business was a sensation. She built the second one about five talons ago with an investment from her then-friend Feylani, and so far, the two barges had been about what the jalank market in Yama-Kana could bear.
Given all the blood, sweat, and tears she’d put into this business, it was hardly surprising that she was more than a little upset to have the kaliman hijack the barges to use them as transportation. And it hadn’t been an attack of opportunity – the hijack was a deliberate plan that Sheedlyn, who knew about her operation from having lived in Yama-Kana so long, had cooked up to aid the trip. The kaliman had killed several of Opheedra’s crew and terrorized the rest into taking them to Yama-Kana.
Were I in her place, I would be awfully pissed off too. So I went into the hearing with more than a little sympathy.
The council chamber was under the rotunda in the center of the building. The ten members sat in two rows on a raised dais, each behind their own stone desk. In front of the dais were several tables where those with business before the council would sit and speak. My desk was on one end of the second row, and as soon as I sat down, I could tell it would be a problem. Taitalans were on average quite short, and I was not. Even taller Taitalans like Merindra and Meridrian barely came up to my chin. So the desk was sized for someone quite a bit smaller than me. It was obvious I would need to get a bigger one.
Jaleena and Kisarat came down with me. I didn’t even have to say anything as I settled into the desk.
“I’ll talk to Joon’s staff,” Kisarat said. “There must be something we can do.”
“Okay. I can survive one hearing.”
Jaleena kissed me. “Good luck, babe.”
They went to sit in the staff area around the side as the other council members arrived and began sitting down around me. Ysuloc sat next to me, greeting me politely.
“I look forward to serving with you, Makalang,” she said. “I am sure you will have much to contribute.”
I nodded to her. “Thank you.”
Next to Ysuloc was Meeroy the cunelo. She avoided my gaze, saying nothing. Past her was Froidani, who also greeted me, and at the other end was Hoolaka. Like Meeroy, she ignored me. In front of me on the first row were Rafeela the sorai, eWi’hulon the other male, and Joon the chair. At the far end were Lleylyn and Isodley, the two cunelo who had been trying to gossip with Kisarat. Knowing what Opheedra was coming to ask for, I wasn’t surprised to see everyone here in person, rather than their delegates.
The council staff showed Opheedra up to the speaking area. A dwenda and a talalong came with her. Joon called the meeting to order.
“Opheedra, welcome. You may present your request to the council.”
She was a thin linyang with short black hair and a serious look on her face.
“Thank you. If I may, I would like to recount for the council what brought me here today. The attack on our city by the kaliman and the Gates of the Golden Staff was facilitated by the theft of my barges while they were docked at the village of Jorang. They attacked my crew and the villagers who were loading fish into the hold. Three of my crew died defending themselves, as did one of the villagers. In addition to the loss of life, the kaliman dumped two entire loads of jalank into the lake to make room for themselves. That represented a considerable loss to my business, and that of the village.”
She paused for a moment.
“Until that point, over the past ten talons, it has not been necessary to maintain any sort of security on the barges or around my business. There have been no threats in the villages, since the villagers support this trade and very much want it to continue. There are no real threats on the river, nor in the city. In light of that, I saw no need to bother with the expense of hiring guards. That assumption must now be viewed as an error.”
She paused again, looking around at the council.
“Given the importance of my business to the city, I would like to request support in preventing anything like this from happening again.”
“What sort of support?” Joon asked.
“Either guards to accompany the barges, or financial support to hire them myself.”
Joon looked at the rest of us. “Do any of you have questions for her?” 
I raised my hand, and Joon nodded to me.
“Opheedra, how many people are employed by your business?”
She was clearly ready for this question, because she answered instantly. “Seventy-four in Yama-Kana, and another twelve in the villages around the lake.”
“How many villages?”
“Four. I wish to point out as well that my business provides important economic support for these villages, which has considerably increased good feeling in these communities toward Yama-Kana. They are proud of their ability to supply jalank to us year-round and want to continue doing so.”
“How many restaurants do you supply?”
“Eighteen, including all of yours, Makalang.” 
Some quiet laughter rose from the crowd behind her.
She smiled and continued. “Of those, fifteen are in Yama-Kana, and three are in towns a short way up the river.”
Hoolaka spoke up now.
“Interesting,” she said, “that you would mention Will of Hawthorne’s restaurants, which once belonged to Broakware, and not the fact that he is now a minority partner in this business you ask for assistance with.”
But Opheedra was not intimidated. “Are you referring to the Broakware who invited the kaliman into this city? The same kaliman who stole my barges to do so? The Broakware who was responsible for sheltering the horde of basayangs that assaulted us? That Broakware?”
The crowd murmured in approval, and several of the council members turned around to look at Hoolaka.
“I think the council is well aware of my interest in her business,” I said, “given that this matter was discussed here only yesterday.”
“We certainly are,” Meeroy said, “so I am somewhat curious why you approach us with this request and not him.”
“That is a fair point, Opheedra,” Joon said. “It is not as if the makalang would be unable to assist you in this.”
Opheedra took a moment to formulate a reply. “I filed the request for this hearing a sampar ago. It has been less than a day since the council’s decision on Feylani. I have not had a chance to discuss anything with him.”
“The makalang’s wife Narilora now controls the Long Claw as clan leader of the linyang,” eWi’hulon said. “Surely they are more than capable of providing the security you seek.”
The rest of them looked at me. I could see where the wind was blowing here, and they were exactly right that I could make this problem go away easily. I took a deep breath.
“I think these points are well taken. I’m sure we can work something out, Opheedra.”
The other council members nodded approvingly.
“Will that resolve this matter to your satisfaction?” Joon asked.
Opheedra nodded. “I believe so. Thank you.”


Chapter 7
“Well, that was considerably less eventful than I expected,” I said to Jaleena when we were back in the office.
She shook her head. “It happens. I once spent six hours prepping for a hearing that lasted thirty seconds because it turned out someone didn’t file for the right permit.”
I laughed.
Kisarat appeared through the door. “Opheedra is on her way up. Filaria should be here with Asarane any moment.”
As it happened, both of them arrived within seconds of each other. After Opheedra and Asarane got acquainted, we all sat down together in one of the meeting rooms.
“I’ve been meaning to talk to you after what happened yesterday,” I said, “but the last couple of sampars have been extraordinarily demanding on me and my family.”
Opheedra nodded. “More than understandable. As I told Joon, I asked to speak the council well before your involvement in all this.”
“And so we’re clear, the share of your business belonging to my family belongs to Asarane.”
Asarane fidgeted for a moment. “I’ll support whatever you want to do, Will,” she said. “None of this would have happened if you hadn’t claimed me and running a business like that isn’t something I really know anything about.”
“Okay. But if you have thoughts, feel free to jump in here.”
She flashed me a quick smile but said nothing. I looked back to Opheedra.
“As eWi’hulon and the others said, I can easily provide the security you want here. We can work out the exact details later. I’m about to make some changes in the Long Claw, so it may be them or someone else, but it’s certainly doable.”
“Thank you. On that point, in case there are any misunderstandings, I want you to know that I completely support Narilora’s election as clan leader, which was why I endorsed her after I was eliminated. The point of my candidacy was to draw attention to the challenges you are well aware of and have been working to address. I was simply concerned that she might not be strong enough to defeat Serunai.”
“It’s not an issue. We appreciate the support, and I’ll make sure Narilora is aware of it.”
She set her hands on the table. “All right, then. It seems that we have a solution here, even if it was not what I originally sought from the council.”
I nodded. “There was something else I wanted to talk to you about, though.” This had occurred to me in the middle of the council meeting, when she mentioned the settlements around the lake. “Are you familiar with the village of Han-phera?”
She looked at me curiously. “Yes. It is not one of the ones we deal with. It is a cunelo village, and they do not fish.”
“How far is it from the ones you trade with?”
“I would say it is maybe half a day on foot from Gallandra, which is as far up the lake as we go. Why do you ask? As far as I know, the people of Han-phera keep to themselves and have little interest in trading with others.”
“I have some business up there, as strange as it may sound. Would it be possible to have one of the barges take me and some people there?”
Opheedra sharply drew in a breath. “No. Not because I don’t want to help you, but because if we did so, there is a good chance the barge might be attacked.”
“I know the Han-pherans don’t like visitors. But maybe the barge could drop us off nearby, out of sight of the village?”
She squirmed for a moment. “Staying out of sight of the village is not the issue. It is that the lake beyond Gallandra is where the diynang live. The fishers we deal with do not go there, and they have warned us repeatedly not to. It is the diynang who do not tolerate outsiders.”
Kisarat and Asarane looked at each other in concern, but Jaleena looked at me, confused.
“What are the diynang?” she asked.
“I’m not really sure, to be honest,” I said.
Loreloo and Eladra told me about the diynang when the issue of pursuing Horasa and Meellin first came up. But they knew almost nothing about them.
“They are a race of people who live in that lake,” Kisarat said. “There is very little reliable knowledge about them, because they are very reclusive. They are not one of the six clans, and we have almost no contact with them.”
“In the lake?” Jaleena said. “Like underwater?”
“Yes,” Opheedra said. “They swim, and quite swiftly from what I have seen. Beyond that, I can tell you very little.”
“Are they that much of a problem?” I asked. “Have you ever seen them?”
“Only very briefly. I know mostly what I have been told. But the villagers we’ve talked to have encountered them, and as I said, they warned us to stay away.”
“But Han-phera is up there?”
She nodded. “Again, I believe they must have some sort of arrangement with the diynang. They farm the lake but do not fish. The diynang apparently view their area of the lake as an exclusive preserve, and they do not allow others to fish there. Boats that stray into their waters have been attacked.”
I sucked on my teeth. “Okay. I don’t want to cause any diplomatic incidents here. So maybe we go to Gallandra on the barge, and the rest of the way on foot.”
“I can certainly do that,” Opheedra said.
“Let’s plan on it, then. We’ll be in touch when I know more about when we’re leaving, but it should be in a day or two.”
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It was getting late in the day by the time we got back to the house, but there was still more to do. I went looking for Narilora, but she was already over at Feylani’s old house meeting with Meridrian and the deputy commanders of the Long Claw. The crater in the street was fixed now, and the workers were about half done with the replacement windows. When I walked out across the grass, Jackie followed me, apparently seeming to sense that this was linyang business. We found them all in one of the bedroom wings.
Narilora, Kaorin, and Meridrian were talking with Ruasa and Gloydani, the two deputies I’d met when they called on us before the election. I noticed immediately that Meridrian now had the same hybrid uniform Narilora wore, along with the insignia that identified her as commander of the Long Claw.
Ruasa and Gloydani both greeted me, looking down somewhat uneasily at Jackie.
“Makalang, it is good to see you again,” Ruasa managed.
“And you.”
“I must say, I have never been this close to a busang before,” Gloydani said. “She is truly tame?”
“She’s under my control, let’s put it that way. She’s not harmless, but you have nothing to worry about here.”
“This is the one that killed Serunai?”
“Yes.”
Gloydani shuddered.
I looked over at Narilora. “So what’s the assessment here, with the house?”
“It could work,” she said.
“We obviously cannot fit everyone here, my tsulygoi,” Meridian said, “but with some work, we could manage perhaps fifty comfortably.”
“Really?” That seemed about twice what I’d expected.
“All the bedrooms can be doubled up, and some tripled,” she said. “There are a number of the other rooms that could easily be converted into bedrooms. The main sitting room is large enough to serve as the central meeting and recreation area. The other rooms can serve as ready rooms and storage. There are some things I would prefer to do to improve the security, but your initial instincts about this home were sound.”
“That sounds like it might be a bit crowded.”
“Makalang, if I may,” Ruasa said, “this home, and this neighborhood, are considerably nicer than anything our fighters are used to. I can assure you that no one will complain.”
“I agree,” Meridrian said. “The same applies to our existing fighters.”
I nodded.
“All right, I trust your judgment on this,” I said. “Did you have a chance to discuss our other initiative? About merging the two groups?”
She nodded. “We did, though not in detail. It seems feasible, though we will need to move deliberately. It will take time to train so many.”
“To be honest,” Gloydani said, “I think the largest problem will be picking from the volunteers. The excitement among the company at serving Narilora and the makalang is considerable. All of us have heard the stories of your exploits.”
“Enough that our largest problem recently has been company members leaving to serve you,” Ruasa said. “After we returned to Phan-garad with the news about Narilora’s election, the possibility of joining your group was one of the first things I was asked about. So I doubt there will be any problems with what you have in mind.”
“What about the group training?” I asked.
“The area behind the two houses in front of the river is large enough to serve as a training ground,” Meridrian said, “especially once we complete the wall you want to build. We can rotate groups from Phan-garad to this house and back, as each new group is integrated. If you agree, I intend to promote some of our existing guards with sufficient leadership skills to supervise groups of the new Long Claw fighters. Perhaps one such guard for each four or five of them.”
I smiled. This was why I had her in charge.
“That’s exactly what I was going to suggest. What about the tactics we’ve developed? We don’t have that many sorai.”
“We may have more soon, actually,” Narilora said. “I talked to Merindra about it earlier. She’s going to talk to her grandmother about it first, then I’m going to meet with her myself.”
My eyebrow went up. The linyang and sorai were traditional rivals, enough that Merindra’s grandmother Varycibe had exploited the Black Sky bombings to weaken Ceriniat, back when I had still lived in Phan-garad.
But an awful lot had happened since then, and Varycibe was more than savvy enough to see where things were going now that Narilora was clan leader. She had to know the two clans were going to integrate even more than they already were under me once Merindra became clan leader, something that wasn’t that far off. She knew very well how tight Narilora and Merindra were with each other. The rivalry she’d had with Ceriniat was never happening between them. So I could see Varycibe wanting to get a head start on this new paradigm.
The look in Narilora’s eyes told me she knew that too.
“I think she knows that turning me down now could put Merindra at a disadvantage with you later,” she said.
She was exactly right, though this would never have occurred to me on my own. I glanced at Ruasa and Gloydani, who were looking at Narilora with not-inconsiderable respect.
“In the meantime,” Meridrian said, “We can train some of the linyang to serve in that role protecting the crossbows. We also have the cunelo clanguard. More of them continue to arrive, as I told you.”
I nodded. “Okay. Good.”
Narilora glanced around at the others. “Will, did we make a decision on the Cerulean Sword weapons?”
I explained what I had discussed with Tilyri to the rest of them. “If she and I can make this work, we’re going to do it. It just may take some time to work out the details. Breanne went over to Phan-garad today to meet with their people and work out the numbers. I’ll know more when she gets back.”
Ruasa’s and Gloydani’s eyes had gone wide.
“She mentioned this in passing,” Ruasa said. “You would truly outfit the entire company with their blades?”
“Maybe in phases, once they complete their training here.”
Gloydani laughed. “All of them will be volunteering once word of this gets out.”
I looked at Narilora. “Do you see any problems with this?”
She shook her head. “No. Something just tells me we’re going to need the new ones, all of them.”
“Okay, then assuming the volunteers have what it takes, let’s start there. We don’t want anyone who doesn’t want to be here.”
The rest of them nodded in agreement. After some further discussion, we agreed Meridrian would return with Ruasa and Gloydani to Phan-garad to select the first group. I wanted to eventually move the Long Claw headquarters to Yama-Kana, but that was a more complicated undertaking with some logistical challenges that would need to be worked out.
When Ruasa and Gloydani got ready to leave, I pulled them aside briefly, making sure Meridrian was out of earshot.
“I need to ask you one question, and you should feel free to speak as directly to me as you need to. Are there any problems with my placing Meridrian in charge here?”
Ruasa shook her head immediately. “None whatsoever. Makalang, it is true that the younger members of the company idolize Narilora—”
“To a rather remarkable degree,” Gloydani cut in.
“Yes. They do,” Ruasa continued. “My point being, however, that they do so from afar. They know only what they have heard. The older and more experienced members, though, they all know Meridrian and many of them served with her, or under her, personally. They know she has been an integral part of your successes here, and they all respect what she has accomplished for you. They understand the difficulties she has overcome. Speaking directly as you ask, I cannot think of a single one of them who objects to her leadership. Present company included.”
“Quite,” Gloydani said. “I have known her for more than five talons, and she has earned this.”
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Breanne returned from Phan-garad about an hour later, and we sat down in my office to go over what they’d worked out. I was distressed to realize that while there were some efficiencies to capture by combining the operations, there weren’t as many as I hoped for.
One of the largest problems was the distance between them. We were in Yama-Kana, and the weapon-smithing was in Phan-garad. Thorai’s people walked Breanne through the whole process, and it was clear having the two operations side by side would eliminate a lot of duplication. Both the staff in the manufacturing plant and Thorai’s people were doing quality control on the blanks, once when they left the plant and once when they arrived. That time could be cut in half. There were a lot of little things like that, inefficiencies that were inherent in the distance between the two facilities.
Then you got to the logistics of shipping things back and forth. That was also a significant expense, not just in the transport costs on the train but also in the packaging, time, and staff overheads. And because of the value of the sword blanks, Serunai and Cerulean Sword had been shipping them under considerable security. That would need to continue. I certainly had the people to devote to the job – they’d been using the Long Claw for it – but it was still an expense.
“If we were actually able to put everything under one roof,” Breanne said, “then it would work. But I don’t see how we can do that. Moving or duplicating their laser system and everything else they do to finish the blades up here would be really expensive. And we can’t move the growth tanks.”
“Yeah.” 
“Building a whole new setup in Phan-garad would be even more expensive.”
I sighed. There had to be a solution. “If we simplify this transport issue somehow, it works?”
“Yes.”
I ran it back and forth in my head. Maybe I needed to go look myself. I could probably pop down there through the circle in the morning—
Oh.
I laughed at myself. How had I not seen this until now? Breanne looked at me strangely.
“Where exactly is their facility?” I asked.
“It’s just outside the city center.”
“How far from the crystal circle?”
“Oh, not that far at all, I’d say—” Then she gasped in surprise, eyes going wide.
“You see it,” I said.
“Yeah! I do. I went there and back today, and it never occurred to me. Wow.” 
“There would still be some logistics, but a lot less. Our plant is right down the street from the barracks. So we just have some guards go get the blanks, carry them through the circle, and then over to their facility.”
She beamed. “That could work.”
“Work on it and figure out what it would take.”
“I will.”
“If I ever have the time, we could even create two new circles that would connect the plants directly. Now that I’ve done it once, it can’t be that challenging.”
Breanne hugged me happily. I bent down and kissed her forehead.
“Good work, bunny-girl.”
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With not one but two expeditions about to start, I told everyone to take it easy and relax tonight. The inner circle of my family, which now comprised about fifteen people including the kids, had a quiet dinner and dispersed to their rooms.
Mereceeree was not back yet, so I went out to the balcony off the office and sat down with a bottle of malvina to wait for her. Jackie came with me, curling up on the lounge bed beside me. I wasn’t out there very long when Merindra and Narilora came out of the house. They were dressed for bed in their fluffy winter robes.
“It is so cold, Will,” Merindra said. “What are you doing out here?”
“Waiting for Mereceeree. She should be back soon.”
They lay down with me, cuddling under my arms. Jackie moved over next to Narilora, who reached down and scratched her ears.
“It really makes me happy how you two are so close,” I said a few minutes later.
Merindra reached over and brushed her fingers over Narilora’s face. “You are my heart, Will, but she is my spirit.”
Narilora pulled Merindra’s fingers down and kissed them. “I wish I was as good with words as you are, awasa-late. But I love you, and I never want to be parted from you.”
Narilora was about two-and-a-half talons older than Merindra, but it wasn’t hard to see why they bonded so tightly. Merindra’s background as granddaughter of a clan leader had given her maturity and poise that pretty much erased the age difference. They had an awful lot in common, not just being deadly fighters but also having the same serious principles about life. The three of us had gone through a lot together, facing death and prevailing because we knew we could depend on each other.
 
And now that Narilora was herself a clan leader, they had something even more significant to bond over. Narilora knew very well that Merindra would one day be clan leader as well, and – as I had that afternoon – I could tell they intended to ease the rivalry between their peoples.
Merindra snuggled tighter against me. “Please come inside, Will.”
“Where?”
“It is warm in the office.”
They rose from the lounge bed and pulled me inside. Narilora shut the door after Jackie came in, and they let their robes fall off. I found them equally beautiful, just in different ways. Merindra was a head taller than Narilora; she was my tallest wife, while Narilora was one of the shortest. Narilora’s body wasn’t quite as taut and defined as Merindra’s, though she was still very firm and fit. Her breasts were softer and fuller than Merindra’s, just enough to fill up my hands. Merindra’s ruby hair was full-bodied and wild; Narilora’s black tresses were thick and straight. Merindra’s beauty was more striking and stunning, while Narilora’s was more physical and sensual.
I pulled them to me and held them close as they undressed me. There was a soft couch along one wall of the office, and I knew from experience that it was just the right size and shape for what they had in mind here. When they had me naked, I sat down. They sat on either side of me. I kissed one, then the other, then the three of us came together in a single kiss. I caressed their bodies as they fondled each other, just enjoying the contrasts between them. Narilora purred deeply against both of us.
Eventually they slid to the floor and began taking turns using their mouths on me, laughing softly as they did it. I looked down after a few minutes and realized they were fingering each other as they sucked on me. I groped at random breasts until l couldn’t take any more of it.
I stood and had them kneel on the couch right beside each other, tight butts in the air. I took both their tails in my hands, lifting them up and exposing the wet, swollen delicacies between their legs. I knelt down and began licking them from behind, moving back and forth and using my fingers on the one I wasn’t licking.
They moaned and whispered quiet endearments to each other, kissing and nuzzling as they grew closer to orgasm. I focused on their mutual arousals, working them together until they were both on the brink, moaning and growling and yowling into the couch. Then I stood, slipping a thumb into each of them and rubbing their clits as vigorously as I could.
They came as one, shaking and whimpering into each other’s mouths, thighs shivering and tails thrashing against me. As soon as they began to coast down, I positioned myself behind Merindra and thrust my hard cock into her. She growled, throwing her head back as I hit bottom. I held her tail up, keeping my thumb inside Narilora. I gave Merindra about a dozen thrusts before pulling out and moving to Narilora.
I went back and forth between them like that, holding their tails high and pounding their tight little butts. At some point, I realized they were fingering each other again as I fucked them, hands between each other’s legs rubbing and stroking and feeling me pumping into them.
Merindra came again just as I entered her, letting out a low growl and biting at the couch. I pounded her a half-dozen times before moving back to Narilora. She came as well a few moments later, and I felt her pinching down on me as Merindra’s fingers rubbed her furiously, brushing against my balls.
It was too much for me. I went back to Merindra, driving hard into her. Three or four thrusts were enough. I exploded deep inside her as she came once again, contracting tightly around me. I pulled out mid-orgasm and stabbed myself into Narilora to finish inside her, just she went over the edge yet again. Her sex milked out the last of my release as I gasped for breath, and the two of them shook and quivered in front of me.
I fell backward into my desk chair, seeing my seed dripping out of both of them. They held each other, kissing gently as they wound down. Then they slid from the couch and came to me, each sitting on one of my thighs. I felt their wet sexes against my legs, still quivering in the aftermath of their multiple orgasms.
We held each other for a few moments as they kissed my neck.
“Did that make you happy as well, Will?” Merindra asked.
I laughed. “You really need to ask?”
She slid to the floor. Narilora joined her. They went back to kissing and fondling each other, just with my dick in the middle. I just lay back and scratched their ears. Soon they were taking turns going up and down over me, the only real difference being Narilora’s purring around my cock. They might not have been as skilled as Shoon or Jaleena, but it didn’t matter. They wanted nothing more than to pleasure me and enjoy each other.
I looked down at one point and realized that they had their middle fingers buried inside each other, rubbing and stroking as they sucked on me. They went back to kissing with my dick in the middle, sliding their tongues all over and around me. When they began whimpering and moaning through their noses and rubbing each other even more furiously, I couldn’t hold back anymore. Just as they both shook in release, my seed erupted forth. Somehow they caught it together, sharing it as it flowed forth over their lips and tongues, laughing at the mess it made of their faces. When their mutual orgasm subsided, they kissed and licked each other until it was gone. Then I pulled them over to the couch and held them for a long time, wondering what I had done to deserve two such wonderful girls. 


Chapter 8
Merindra and Narilora went to bed, but I told them I needed to wait up for Mereceeree. Jackie stayed with me, and I spent an hour or so reviewing Breanne’s notes from her visit to Cerulean Sword and doing some of my own calculations for what we might be able to do.
I was about ready to go to sleep when I heard a familiar flutter of wings outside the office. Mereceeree stepped inside a moment or two later.
“Hey, bat-girl.”
She came over and sat in my lap. She was cold from flying down the mountain, so I held her for a minute to warm her up.
“I assume from your calm mood that there’s nothing to worry about up there?” I said.
“No. Little has changed. Sheedlyn is still imprisoned awaiting her trial. I spoke with Zaralyr. She and the others are being very careful. But they have also been investigating the other kaliman who worked with her. Yawihri and the new Triad want to root out every last person who helped her do what she did. There will be a single trial for all of them. And, though she did not say this, I suspect a single mass execution. Now that the truth has come out, the other kaliman are very angry. The mood in the cavern is very strongly against them.”
“Is that the best environment for Missok to show up into?”
“Zaralyr said yes. They are ready for her. Yawihri has allowed the news of their visit to come out. From what Zaralyr told me, people are more intrigued than afraid.”
“So it’s safe for Ayarala and the others to take them there?”
Mereceeree laughed. “Yes, my tsulygoi. Your precious flower will be safe.”
She reached up and kissed me.
“You may go to bed, Will. I can smell Narilora and Merindra all over you, so I will wait my turn for further mating.”
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We spent the next day getting everything prepped. Missok’s people came over for about an hour to discuss the plans, and I updated them on the state of things in the cavern.
Ayarala, Girasani, and Yisaraq would be leaving with Missok and her group from the circle in the barracks. After some further discussion, I asked Kaorin to go with them, knowing Yisaraq had no combat skills and that Kaorin had been there before. Missok agreed.
Eladra, Merindra, Mereceeree, and twenty of the guards were coming with me to the lake. I had originally considered taking all cunelo since we were going to a cunelo village that didn’t take kindly to outsiders, but I didn’t like going without ranged weapons. So I decided to go with half cunelo and half linyang. Kareina and Nileen, the two veteran clanguard Loreloo brought with her when she’d arrived at my house seeking sanctuary, would be the cunelo squad leaders. When I asked Jissalyn for suggestions on who should lead the linyang, she surprised me by suggesting Merindra’s friend Sherala – a sorai. It turned out that Sherala’s family was originally from the lake, and she knew the area fairly well.
Sherala was one of the very first group of sorai Varycibe sent me for mating, and she stuck around after getting pregnant because she and Merindra had been friends in adolescence. She had proved to be a very skilled fighter and a capable squad leader. But after she had essentially died during the attack on the cult in Yama-Kana and I’d had to pull her back from quasi-death, I offered her the chance to step back from combat duties and focus on our child. Her response stuck with me ever since: “My life is no longer mine, my tsulygoi. I am yours to do with as you wish.” So I let her continue.
I would have left Merindra in Yama-Kana had I not done so on the last trip, and I knew she would have stowed away on the barge had I tried to do it again. So I impressed upon her the need for diplomacy and discretion.
Then I talked to Opheedra. It turned out there was little problem with our rather large group riding the barge to Gallandra, because the barges were mostly empty on the way out, carrying only a few trade goods for the villages. Coming back might be more of a challenge, since we would be sharing the barge with a lot of jalank.
I double-checked all the gear, but Ayarala, Girasani, and Kaorin had things entirely squared away. Sherala, Kareina, and Nileen knew what they were doing as well, and there wasn’t much for me to adjust.
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Narilora, Kisarat, and Jaleena saw us off early the next morning. After I hugged the other two, Jaleena looked up at me as I took her in my arms.
“Is this how it’s going to be now?” she asked. “You constantly going off on dangerous adventures?”
“I hope not much longer.”
She kissed me. “It’s okay. I know this is who you are, Will. I get it now. I’ll try not to worry too much.”
I walked with Ayarala’s group over to the barracks. When they were all assembled, I kissed Girasani, Yisaraq, and Kaorin goodbye. Then I turned to Ayarala and pulled her into an embrace.
“I have faith in you, and I know you can do this. But please be careful.”
She rose up on her toes and kissed me. “Nothing will ever part us, Will,” she whispered. “I know your worry about me comes from a place of love. I will take that love with me, and bring it back to you.”
“Okay. Good.”
She kissed me again. In groups of two and three, Yisaraq took them to the forest. When it was down to the last group, she came over to me.
“We will come back to you safely, my tsulygoi. Have no fear.”
I hugged her tightly, feeling the little dwenda girl in her belly. I could feel the bump now, as well as the energy of her.
“Take care of yourself, since you’re the one who has to bring them all back. Not just you and your awasa-lates. There are four children you’re taking too.”
She kissed my cheek. “I know, and I will.”
Then they were gone.
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We left from the docks in the warehouse district. Opheedra told me it would take us about a day to get to Gallandra. Mereceeree went below to sleep while the rest of us found places to sit on the topside.
The master of the barge was a somewhat grizzled old linyang named Weelah. Opheedra introduced us when we arrived.
“What is your experience on the water?” Weelah asked as we shoved off. “It’s not like walking on land.”
I laughed. “I’ve had enough, trust me.”
I tried to explain what I’d gone through during my Marine days. Riding this barge felt like a waterbed compared to being packed like sardines inside an amtrac — the tracked amphibious assault vehicles we used to get from the Navy ships to the beach — breathing diesel fumes and nervous farts as we wallowed through the ocean off Camp Pendleton. I grew up in San Diego and was used to the ocean, but that just meant I got to sit there and watch the guys from Idaho and Tennessee get seasick and vomit onto my boots. Two hours in an amtrac could break the strongest men.
Weelah didn’t quite seem to grasp what I was talking about, but she quickly accepted the fact that I was used to the water.
The river was calm compared to the Pacific Ocean, and I sat on a hatch beside the cockpit watching the forest thin out and disappear as we left Yama-Kana behind. Eladra and the rest of the cunelo sat around the deck relaxing. Merindra sat with me, leaning back against my chest.
Eventually, we entered a region of open, grassy plains, and the hills around Yama-Kana disappeared into the distance behind us. It would take about half the day to reach the lake, then the rest of the day to follow the shore up to Gallandra.
“How long have you been doing this?” I asked Weelah.
“With Opheedra, about ten talons, since she got started. But I’ve been working the river and the lake my entire life.”
“Did you grow up out here or in Yama-Kana?”
She laughed. “I grew up just like this, on a boat with my mother. Sometimes upriver past Yama-Kana, sometimes further down, sometimes out on the lake. All depended where her business took us.”
“She was a fisher?”
Weelah nodded. “Chasing the jalank. Of course, back then, we had them only for the festival. Rest of the year, she carried people and trade up and down. She didn’t have anything as fancy as this barge, though. Had to follow the wind and do our best.”
“How far out on the lake have you gone?”
She looked at me curiously. “Why do you ask?”
“I know there are parts people avoid.”
She laughed again. “Those who know what’s good for them, at least. As far as we’ll go from Yama-Kana, if you about go that far again out into the lake, there’s an island in the middle. No one lives there, or dares to, but you don’t pass beyond it on either side if you enjoy breathing.”
“Because of the diynang?”
“Yes.”
“Are they really that dangerous?”
 She shook her head. “You’ll hear a lot of irresponsible nonsense about the diynang. ‘Monsters from the dark depths’ and all that. The way I see it, they just want to be left alone. They want to stay in their part of the lake, and prefer that we stay in ours. As long as that happens, everyone is fine. But look at it from their perspective. If someone breaks into your home after you’ve made it clear what’s yours, you wouldn’t just give them a kiss and send them on your way, would you?”
“I guess not,” I said.
“That part of the lake is their home, and we do our best to respect that.”
“Have you ever seen one?”
She nodded. “Occasionally, though only from a distance. They do come below the island at times, but they keep to their own business, whatever it is. They’re hard to spot, because their skin is the same color as the water, dark green or blue, maybe. Dark hair, and eyes that seem to be a bit bigger than ours.”
“But they look like other people, physically?”
“From what I’ve seen. They have heads and arms like us. They’ll be out there floating right at the surface watching, and usually when they see you looking, they’ll submerge and be gone.”
“That’s all you’ve seen of them?”
“Yes.”
I thought about that a moment or two.
“There are legendary creatures on my world, things that don’t exist outside stories and myths, that are part people and part fish. On the top half, they look like any other female. The bottom half is like the back of a fish.”
Weelah looked over at me. “So half female, half jalank? Is that what you’re saying?”
“More or less. The reason I bring it up is that there are other creatures that resemble the linyang, sorai, and dwenda in our legends. As far as anyone believes, they don’t actually exist on our planet, but they exist here. Yet I came here, which makes me wonder if anything ever went the other direction.”
She nodded. “Ah.”
“You see what I’m getting at.”
“You wonder if a diynang might have come to your world and created this legend of these things, these—”
 
“Mermaids is what they’re called, ‘mer’ meaning water, and ‘maid’ meaning female.” 
“Well, I have never seen the bottom half of a diynang, so you could be right. That’s all I can tell you.”
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After a few hours, the river widened, and on the horizon I saw the lake ahead of us. A cold wind began blowing in our faces, and we had to bundle up. Weelah kept the barge in the center of the river. Soon the riverbanks rose on either side so that we could no longer see much of the land around us.
The mouth of the river grew closer and closer. Then, almost all at once, the land fell away around us, and we were flowing out into the lake. The shore wrapped around us to either side, but looking ahead, the lake stretched far out of sight. The water was choppy with the wind, but there were none of the long, rolling swells I was familiar with from having grown up in Southern California.
Beside me, Merindra stared out across the water in amazement.
“It’s so much water. Was it like this where you lived? Sandeeaygo?”
“It was much bigger. And rougher, sometimes, when the weather was bad. Imagine waves bigger than this barge, big enough that you barely can see over them.” 
She shuddered. “I can’t.”
Sherala came over and sat next to us. She smiled at me as her topaz-like yellow-orange hair blew in the breeze. She wasn’t quite as incandescently beautiful as Merindra, but she was still very easy on the eyes.
“When was the last time you were out here?” I asked.
“Not since I was a child. But I remember it well. I grew up in a village along the water, over that way.” 
She pointed to the right of us, where I could just see the shoreline far off in the distance turning to the left and disappearing into the horizon.
When we were a few hundred yards out from the river mouth, Weelah turned the barge to the right and began following the shore. She twisted a knob on the control panel, and the barge accelerated, kicking up a wake behind it.
I shielded my eyes and looked ahead. Beyond the shore, even further off, I could just see a range of tall, snow-capped mountains.
“We’re going faster,” I said.
“The river is tricky,” Weelah said. “The shoals and sandbars can shift. Out here, there’s little to worry about. The lake is far deeper.” She pointed ahead of us. “You see where it starts to turn, where the mountains begin?”
“Yes.”
“We’re going to follow that around.” She pointed off to the left now. “Eventually, we’ll reach a peninsula that sticks out into the lake, near where that island I told you about is. That’s where we’re going. There’s a little bay at the base of the peninsula where Gallandra is. If you keep going around the peninsula, Han-phera is at the end of it, just around the point. Those waters belong to the diynang.”
I squinted at the horizon, but the peninsula she was talking about was lost in the haze. The wind blew cold into my eyes.
“So we could get closer than Gallandra?”
Weelah laughed. “Perhaps, if it was your barge to risk. The boats of Gallandra fish the near side of the peninsula, and I assume the diynang know them and know they keep to their side. If we brought this thing up there, well, that’s something we’ve never done and they would notice. They would wonder what we were doing, and I suspect they would not like it. The closer we got to Han-phera, the more likely they might be to do something.”
I nodded. “Opheedra said it was maybe half a day’s hike from Gallandra to Han-phera.”
“That sounds about right, though it’s half a day more that I would care to walk.” She laughed. “I’ve never been up there, but it has the look of rugged country. That peninsula takes the brunt of some pretty nasty storms this time of year. There’s a reason Gallandra is in that bay.”
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With little else to do, I watched the water for diynang, but I saw nothing so much as a fish. I couldn’t help wondering about what Weelah told me about them, if they were indeed some kind of Taitalan mermaid. The cold wind grew increasingly biting, and we had to huddle down against the hatches. Weelah stayed where she was in the cockpit, laughing good-naturedly at us.
As the coastline turned, we passed a small village on the shore. It was maybe a few dozen low buildings rising up from the water. I saw three or four fishing boats on the sand but little sign of activity around us.
Sherala suddenly came up beside me. “That’s it. That’s where I grew up.”
“That’s Yeth-nang,” Weelah said. “We’ll stop there on the way back from Gallandra.”
Sherala shielded her eyes, trying to pick out some details on the shore. Then she pointed. “See that little green house along the back? I think that was where we lived. My mom helped process the fish people brought back."
“They’re not fishing now?” I asked. I didn’t see anything going on around us.
“Oh, they must be,” she said. “All the boats are gone.”
Weelah waved her arm out to the left, across the open lake.
“This time of year, the jalank are out in the deep water. The boats all leave before dawn and come back as the sun sets. They’re all out there. The ones you see on the sand are probably being repaired.”
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The coastline began to rise into a series of bluffs past Yeth-nang. We were traveling at an angle to the waves now, and the barge began rolling slowly with them. When I looked at Eladra, I could see her face starting to turn pale and sickly.
I got her some water. She took a tiny sip.
“Try to watch the horizon, not the waves. It may help.”
She nodded. I held her and rubbed her back.
But it didn’t help. In a few minutes, she was bent over the side vomiting into the water. I tried using my crystals to help her, but for whatever reason, it didn’t work. This wasn’t an injury. She continued dry heaving for a few minutes until the bout of seasickness passed and she was able to lie down on the deck.
A few of the others were going through the same thing, and Sherala tried to help them. I checked on Merindra, who was in the cockpit wrapped up in her big alpine jacket.
“You okay?”
“It’s cold. Other than that, I’m fine.”
I put my arm around her, and she cuddled against me. Eladra came over and joined us, laying her head on my lap. I stroked her ears gently as she recovered.
 
￼[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]
 
For a few more hours, we continued up the lake. The bluffs gave way to broad, sandy beaches that reminded me of Northern California. By now, the peninsula was ahead of us, occupying most of the horizon. It was a long, rocky, tree-covered ridge extending far out into the lake, though I could see no details from this distance. On the shore, the forest that covered the mountain peaks far off on the horizon began extending down toward us, eventually reaching the water. Between that and the peninsula ahead, the shore was now thick with trees.
As the sun began sinking behind us, I finally saw the bay Weelah mentioned, a notch in the ridgeline where the peninsula met the shore. The peninsula on this side was studded with small beaches along its length, and to be honest it looked fairly inviting, were the weather a bit better.
“Pretty,” I said to Weelah.
“From what I’ve heard,” she replied, “it’s far worse on the other side, thanks to the storms. All jagged rocks and caves. The diynang can have it, as far as I’m concerned.”
“We need to find a place to get off soon.”
She nodded. We had discussed the fact that my group could not go all the way to Gallandra, since disembarking with twenty-plus fighters – let alone the makalang – would attract a lot of attention, and there was an excellent chance word of our arrival would reach Horasa and Meellin.
“Anywhere along here would work,” she said. “The beaches are smooth and level enough.” 
I woke Mereceeree and gathered everyone up. Weelah turned toward the shore and drove us slowly up to the beach. When we got to the shallows, she reversed the drive and stopped the barge.
“This is as far as I can get you. Good luck.”
“All right. Thanks for the lift.”
“I wish you luck, Will of Hawthorne.” She laughed. “Especially now that you and yours own a share of this business.”
We hopped off into the surf and waded up to the shore. Weelah pulled the barge back into the lake and turned again toward Gallandra. As we reached the sand, I turned and waved to her. She returned the wave, and continued on her way.


Chapter 9
It was getting too dark to continue any further on foot, so we found a concealed area just back into the trees. I didn’t want anyone seeing us camping out on the beach. Gallandra’s fishing fleet was returning now, and I saw the sailboats following the wind into the bay.
Mereceeree approached me as we were setting up camp. “I need to go see if I can find my sisters. They were searching from somewhere around here. From what they told me, Horasa and Meellin’s group must be on the peninsula.”
“Just be very careful. If something bad happened to them, it could happen to you.”
“I will, land-bound.”
She gave me a quick kiss and flew off.
The rest of us clustered around a couple of fires to make dinner and stay warm. Back in the woods away from the beach, the wind wasn’t so bad. I called Ayarala to check in, and she told me they’d reached the first camp at the bottom of the lake and everything was fine.
“Missok’s people are complaining about the climb, the weather, and the pace we’re setting,” she said, “but I expected this. It is colder than last time, but tolerable.”
“You’re too tough for them, babe.”
She laughed. “Tomorrow should be easier. I love you. Please be careful there.”
“We’ll know more in the morning, once Mereceeree has had a chance to check things out.”
She gave the tablet to Girasani, who filled me in on what Missok was planning for the meeting. I reminded them to make sure they connected with the panikang up in the canyon first.
After I was done talking with them, I sat down with Merindra and Sherala. Eladra had joined the other cunelo.
“How did you end up in Phan-garad, living all the way out here?” I asked Sherala.
“My mom and my grandmother had a falling out when she was young,” she said. “So she wanted to get as far as away as possible after she mated. But then my grandmother got sick when I was about six or seven talons, and she decided to go back to take care of her.”
“That must have been a pretty big change for you.”
She laughed. “My life has been one long collection of big changes. Starting with that, and ending with you.”
I gave her a side hug.
“Her grandmother and mine were friends,” Merindra said. “That’s how we met, and why my grandmother picked her in the first group after me.”
Sherala nuzzled against my neck for a moment. We’d only been together a few times and not recently, but the scent of her brought the memories back. She seemed okay with her position in my life, but I wondered if we might be able to have some fun on this expedition. I knew she would go along with whatever I wanted from her, and that Merindra would be happy to assist, as she’d done with Sherala more than once before.
When the food was ready, we ate while snuggled together in front of the fire to stay warm. Just as we were getting done, a black form swooped overhead, and a moment later Mereceeree landed not far away. I tried not to show it, but I was relieved she’d come back in one piece.
She came over and sat next to Merindra. Panikang were basically the Taitalan equivalent of vegan, so she’d brought her own food on this trip.
“Anything?” I asked.
She nodded. “I found Horasa and Meellin’s encampment. There are only a few of them, fewer than what was reported. And I found my sisters. They have stayed here simply because the weather has been very bad, and it is a long way back to Phan-garad.”
“So they’re all okay?”
“Yes. I checked on things anyway. I hung in a tree and listened to the cunelo, but I learned nothing of use to us. They are still hoping to return to the lands below the lake, but they need more people. They are consumed with hatred for you, Loreloo, and Racerak, but we knew that.”
“Do you think they’re going to be a challenge for us?”
“No. Their camp is not secured, and I saw no one on guard. They have perhaps eight clanguard there. There may be others I did not see, but even then, it does not seem to me that they could be expecting anything like us.”
“That’ll change if they know we’re coming. I guess we get there as quickly and quietly as we can. How long do you think it will take?”
Mereceeree shrugged. “My estimates for land-bound travel are not good, but I think no more than a day. Perhaps less. The route around the bay and through the peninsula is not easy. It is rocky and heavily wooded, though it is not that far. If we left early, we could reach them by mid-afternoon and plan an attack tomorrow evening.”
I still hadn’t decided exactly how we were going to approach this, but I figured we could work it out tomorrow.
After deciding on a watch schedule for the trip with Sherala, Kareina, and Nileen, I went to bed. Merindra and Eladra joined me in the tent; Mereceeree wanted to do some more reconnaissance. It was quite cold, and the girls cuddled together with me in their sleeping bags. I loved all my wives and I loved the variety I enjoyed with them, but Merindra and Eladra had my two favorite bodies. There were few things I enjoyed more than just holding the two of them and feeling them against me. And by now, both of them knew it.
Fortunately, they also enjoying just lying together with me as much I did.
“I know Ayarala and the rest of them wore you out last night,” Eladra said.
“Had to say goodbye,” I said.
“I didn’t think you were going to let me come with you,” Merindra said. “I figured this trip was going to be all cunelo.”
“I left you behind last time.”
Eladra reach over and squeezed Merindra’s hand. “It’s okay, awasa-late. I’m glad you’re here.”
“I won’t get in the middle of the cunelo stuff. I figure I’ll just watch everyone’s back like Mereceeree is going to do.”
Eladra reached over and stroked Merindra’s face. “That’s why I’m glad you came.”
Merindra pressed her face against my neck. “Will you mate with Sherala on this trip, Will? She will never say it, but she yearns for you.”
“As long as you’re there to help.”
She laughed softly. “Of course.”
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The next morning, we broke camp and climbed up around the bay. I did my best to avoid getting too close, but at one point, we had to climb a ridge that gave us a view into the village a couple of miles off. It was down in a natural bowl, shielded from the wind across the lake.
Gallandra was larger than I expected, comprising at least fifty buildings climbing the shore up toward the ridge. There were a series of docks along the water, though they were almost all empty now, as the fishing fleet had left at dawn. A single paved street ran along the water. At one end was a long dock where Opheedra’s barge was still tied up. I could just see a group of dockworkers loading fish into the hold.
“This is a pretty big settlement for something this far up the lake,” I said to Sherala.
“The fishing here is rich enough to support it,” she said, “especially now that they have Opheedra to sell their jalank to. Ten talons ago, it was different. I came here once with my mother, and if I am remembering correctly, it was half the size of this, at best.”
I recalled what Opheedra told the council, about her business being an important source of support for the communities around the lake. If Sherala was right, that wasn’t hyperbole.
Eventually we left the bay behind and continued along the peninsula. From the center of the ridge we were following, it was possible to see the water on the upper side. Weelah hadn’t been kidding about the state of it. In contrast to the pretty little beaches and coves on the lower side, it was all bare rock down to the water, where the waves crashed against the cliffs. Here and there were the caves she mentioned, though I couldn’t see into them from above. Beyond it, the lake stretched out beyond the horizon. All I could see was the coastline off to the right and behind us. The far shore in every other direction was lost in the distance.
Mereceeree returned with the four other panikang mid-morning, and they joined our group. Because the forest was dense, the terrain was slippery, and I didn’t want to blunder into any of Horasa and Meellin’s people, we took it slow. I sent three of the linyang to scout ahead of us, and the panikang went with them. The trees here resembled a twisted combination of oak and pine. They were thick and gnarled, but with long, deep-green needles and small brown fruit. Little animals like six-legged squirrels ran around collecting them. The creatures resembled the weasel-like things Narilora caught for Jackie when we were last at the kaliman cavern. One of the linyang from that trek was with us again, and I remarked on it to her.
“Those are tupang, my tsulygoi. The ones in the mountains are larger, but they are the same animal. They are indeed good eating. My mother makes a good tupang stew.”
“Sounds good. Maybe get the recipe for Ayarala so we can try it.”
She squirmed in embarrassment for a moment. “Tupang stew is the sort of dish dwenda disdain as a meal from the countryside. I do not think our awasa-lina would care for it.”
I laughed. “Ayarala lived in the forest for twenty talons when she was nalasin. I’m willing to bet she ate a few of them.”
Her eyes swelled. “Ayarala was nalasin?” she gasped. “When you claimed her?”
I looked down at her. “You didn’t know that?”
“No. How is that possible?”
“She was the first female I ran into when I arrived here.”
“I knew that, my tsulygoi, as we all do. I did not know about her history.”
“Neither did I when we met. I would have figured most of you would have known that.”
“Ayarala is our awasa-lina, and we all know how much you respect her. No one would dare speak an ill word about her.” Her face grew serious. “I thank you for trusting me with this knowledge, my tsulygoi, but I will not repeat this.”
I had to take a moment to remind myself of how seriously the Taitalans took this sort of thing.
“I’m sorry if I sounded flippant about it. It’s just that it doesn’t matter to me. Ayarala has earned the respect you all have for her.”
“She has, most certainly. It is a measure of your character that you can see beyond where she came from, my tsulygoi, and why we would all die for you.”
I smiled at her. “What’s your name? I’m sorry, Kaorin introduced us, but I’ve forgotten.”
“I am Leecia, my tsulygoi.”
“Have we mated? Again, I’m sorry, but there are an awful lot of you now.”
She was cute in the way I found most linyang, but I couldn’t remember having been with her. She laughed softly.
“No, not yet.”
“Seems like you’ve been around long enough.”
“As you said, there are a lot of us.”
I nodded. “Maybe come see me when we get back home. You’ve earned it by now.”
She smiled. “I will. Thank you, my tsulygoi.”
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About midday, the wind picked up even more briskly, and it began to rain. We were prepared for this, and knowing it would help conceal our movement, I decided to keep going. Later in the afternoon, the four panikang appeared from the trees, motioning for us to stop.
“Makalang, their camp is ahead.”
“How far?”
“You are close. Not much further at all.”
“We should pull back,” Merindra said. “Then figure out what to do tonight.”
The linyang returned over the next few minutes reporting the same thing. It was much too early to go in there, and I wanted Mereceeree to reconnoiter their camp again when it got dark, so we withdrew a few hundred yards back down the peninsula.
A little more exploring found a relatively sheltered spot under a broad overhang on the lee side of the ridge. I had everyone check their gear and find a place to rest while we waited for dark. The wind was still blowing back toward Gallandra, and between that and the rain, I judged that it was safe to start a fire for warmth. There was no way anyone further down the peninsula would see or smell the smoke. We ate a quick dinner.
I called Ayarala again. They were now nearly to the base of the canyon. The weather was better, Missok’s people had stopped complaining, and the panikang had already come down to meet them. The situation in the kaliman cavern was calm, and everything looked good for the epic reunion. I tried not to let my relief show.
Then I asked Eladra, Kareina, and Nileen to sit down with me at one end of the overhang.
“We’re here to resolve this because Racerak can’t, not because we want to,” I said. “So I’m not going to presume my preferences are the controlling factor. I want Horasa and Meellin because of what they did to our family, but I don’t care so much about the rest of them. I’d like to do this without slaughtering all their people, but I appreciate the rest of you may not care.”
“Racerak gave us a warrant to do this, Will,” Eladra said.
“I agree, my tsulygoi,” Nileen said. “All of them are here because they fled the justice of the clan, and because they chose to stand with those who betrayed it.”
Kareina put her hand on my arm. “My tsulygoi, if I may be bold enough to say this, your warm feelings for the cunelo are no secret among us.” 
She smiled. Yeah, as if there was any mystery. They enjoyed the “bunny-girl baths” as much as I did.
“We all know it,” Kareina went on, “and we love you for it. But the ones here do not deserve your mercy. They freely chose to aid those who attacked our family. None of us will mourn them for even a moment.”
“I agree,” Eladra said.
I sighed. “Okay. Then we do what we have to do.”
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The rain stopped a while later. When it began to get dark, Mereceeree and her sisters took off with the wind and flew over the ridge to check out the encampment again. She returned about ten minutes later, shaking her head in disgust.
“We could do this with half our numbers. They are all huddled in their shelters against the cold. No watch is set at all. I see no sign they expect anything.”
“All right. Let’s do this.”
We climbed back up the ridge to the center of the peninsula. After conferring with Mereceeree on exactly what was there, I sent half the linyang up to scout the perimeter. Bit by bit, we closed in.
Eventually, I saw it. Their camp was little more than four ramshackle huts built from crudely worked lumber. There were signs they might have had help from the cunelo in Han-phera, but none of the villagers appeared to be present. The huts were lit from inside by crystal lanterns, and all of them had fires going. One hut was noticeably larger than the others.
“That is Horasa and Meellin’s,” Mereceeree said. “But there may be clanguard inside.”
I sent the cunelo around two of the smaller huts and half the linyang forward to the third. When everyone was set and ready, I motioned to them. The linyang burst in with their crossbows and fired. The only sounds were a few muffled gasps.
The linyang emerged a few moments later. One of them gave the sign for “clear.”
We did the same thing with the second hut, but this time there was a scream of pain. The cunelo in the other huts began to stir. I sent the remaining five linyang forward into the last small hut, and the cunelo inside were dead in moments.
Two clanguard emerged from the large hut, then stopped in shock when they saw us. That pause was fatal. My clanguard rushed forward and cut them down before they could draw their blades.
All the renegade clanguard were now dead. The whole thing had taken less than thirty seconds.
Kareina and Nileen went into the large hut. There were cries of surprise and outrage from the interior, and they came out dragging Horasa and Meellin. They shoved the two elders to the ground.
“Hello again,” I said.
“What—what—what are you doing here?” Meellin cried. “How did you find us? Who betrayed us?”
Horasa looked around in terror at the bodies around her and the stern looks on my cunelo guards.
“Mercy, Makalang, mercy, I beg you!”
“Mercy, like you showed to my wives?” I asked.
Horasa wailed. Meellin looked at her in disgust.
“This is not the end of this!” she cried. “You have no idea what we have set in motion!”
“That’s what Moshera said.” I looked at Eladra. “This is your show. Let’s get this over with.”
She nodded, stepping forward. She pulled out Racerak’s warrant and began reading it to them. Horasa wailed again, and Meellin’s face paled in fear.
“No!” Meellin gasped. “Not that, please!”
The other cunelo ignored them. As the doomed elders struggled to resist, my clanguard bound them hand and foot. They had brought shovels for this undertaking and began digging two long holes in the earth of the forest.
It took about twenty minutes to get the holes deep enough to satisfy them. The ones who weren’t digging collected a big pile of rocks and stacked them up beside the graves. I stood back, not wanting to be involved in an execution, no matter the circumstances. Merindra stood off in the shadows with Mereceeree as the linyang stood around watching.
Eladra told me that this punishment traditionally required boxes, but they had none here to use. So the cunelo knocked over one of the huts and pulled it apart to harvest the boards they needed. They didn’t bother assembling boxes, instead just lining the sides of the holes with the boards to create an air space.
They laid Horasa and Meellin in their graves as the terrified elders begged for their lives and struggled vainly to save themselves. The clanguard laid another layer of boards over them and began piling the rocks on top to hold them in place. When they began setting up the breathing tubes to keep the elders alive in their little spaces underground – for a time, anyway – I had to look away.
I took a few steps into the forest toward the windward side of the peninsula, trying to get the elders’ sobs of despair out of my ears. I could hear the waves on the rocks below, but it was too dark to see much of anything out there, even with my night-vision goggles. So I just took them off and waited for the scene behind me to finish.
And then.
I felt it before I saw it.
There was something standing in front of me. Two somethings.
I put the goggles back on and saw two dark, large-eyed figures looking at me. One held a net outstretched in its arms.
Then something hit my head, and everything went black.


Chapter 10
The first thing I realized when I awoke – really, before I even awoke – was that my crystals were missing.
So long had I kept them on me or near me that their absence was immediately apparent as my consciousness returned. The connection I had with the undercurrent of Taitalan energies was much weaker and more tenuous. I could feel it and direct it, but with nothing like the power and precision I had with my crystals.
I couldn’t seem to open my eyes. When I tried to move, I began to realize why.
I’d been drugged.
Something was limiting my physical movement. My limbs barely responded, and my eyelids felt like they were weighted down. Struggling against it was exhausting.
I had to stop and just lay there in a daze. As awareness slowly crept back, I started to feel my crystals again. They were no longer next to me, but they were somewhere close enough that I could sense them. A thread of energies was still flowing through them. I took the thread and tried to use it to clear my body of whatever was holding me down.
I couldn’t see, but I could hear. A low, inchoate sound, almost like white noise, surrounded me on all sides. Now and then, I heard little burbles and plops echoing back and forth.
It was cold. My body felt like ice, and it increased the difficulty in coming back to full awareness.
Little by little – I was still too groggy to gauge the passage of time – I purged the drug or poison or whatever it was from my bloodstream. It would have taken me moments had the crystals been nearer. But they were just close enough to do it. Maybe fifty feet, it felt like.
I opened my eyes.
Above me was a dark, smooth wall of rock. It curved down in all directions. After a moment or two, I was able to sit up a little and look around.
I was in some kind of small, roughly egg-shaped cave, lying on a bed of woven grass-like material. I was naked. Whoever had done this – those things I’d seen? – had taken everything I’d been wearing and carrying, not just my crystals.
The cave was maybe thirty feet across, formed out of smooth, water-worn rock that looked like dark limestone. A glowing crystal sphere sitting on a shelf in the rock near me lit the cave with a cold white light.
The sounds I’d been hearing came from an open pool at the other end. The water level was constantly rising and falling about a foot, up and down, up and down. That was the source of the little splashes I heard. I was near or under the lake, and the low noise filling the cave was likely the waves outside.
I tried to gauge how long I’d been here. I was a little hungry, but not famished. I might have been wrong, but it felt like the middle of the night.
Slowly and carefully, I stood up. I was still a bit unsteady. I explored the cave a bit, but there was little more to see. About two-thirds of the floor was taken up by the ledge I was on, while the other third was the pool.
The water was pitch dark and icy cold. I wasn’t swimming out that way, at least not now. If it was still nighttime, maybe I would see some light through it when the sun came up. The ceiling of the cave rose about twenty feet high. I began to feel a slight breeze moving past me, in time with the water rising and falling in the cave. Was there an opening in the ceiling? I couldn’t see it, even waving the glow-sphere around.
I tried to see if I could climb the walls to get higher, but it was futile. The rock was smooth and slick, and I could get no purchase at all.
I don’t know how long I’d been standing there looking around and up when I noticed the dark face half-hidden in the water.
I’d seen them for only a moment, but it was one of the things from the forest. Barely more than eyes and hair were visible. The eyes were large, greenish-brown, and horizontally slitted. The hair was black with a greenish tinge.
It was a girl. She looked back at me, motionless. Her skin was deep bluish-green.
Yet just as I realized what I was seeing, she vanished. Just ducked back into the water and was gone.
Diynang.
It was a diynang, just as Weelah had described them, lurking in the water and watching. Yet this one – or another, perhaps – had done more than watch. They’d snatched me last night and brought me here.
I took a step toward the water, thinking to look for her. Then the water suddenly welled up, and I saw a form coming out of it. I lurched backward.
The girl came flying out of the water as gracefully as a dolphin at an amusement park show and landed upright with a splash about six feet away from me.
Landed on her feet.
I’d been completely wrong with my mermaid idea. This was no mermaid, though she was entirely naked. She was human in form – arms, legs, and head. Her green skin was slick and smooth, and her fingers and toes were webbed. Her body was taut, firm, and hairless, with rounded breasts about the size of oranges, and she was roughly the same size as the other Taitalan races.
Yet even with the odd appearance of her eyes – eyes as large as Girasani’s if not larger – she was beautiful. Her face was smooth and angular.
She pushed her hair back from her face, shaking the water out behind her, and only then as I saw her spreading her fingers did it hit me.
Frogs.
She wasn’t part fish. She was a frog-girl.
She took a step toward me.
“You are awake.” Her voice was high-pitched and strangely accented.
I took a deep breath. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but you need to let me leave. There are some very important things you’ve interrupted here.”
She cocked her head. “But we need you.”
“Do you know what I am?”
“Yes. You are the makalang.”
“So you must know I have a lot of responsibilities.”
“You have been with the other races for many sampars. You must stay with us now.”
“The diynang?”
“Yes.”
Suddenly there was another splash, and a second diynang leapt from the pool and landed artfully beside the first girl.
In form and size, she was very much like the first one. As I looked her over, my head swam for a moment. What I was seeing was something that should have been unremarkable, except that in six months on Taitala I had yet to see or even hear of it. Like airplanes and nuclear waste, it was fading from the set of things my mind needed to be concerned with because it was no longer a relevant concept on my new world.
Yet here it was in front of me.
They were twins.
The two diynang were entirely identical.
“Hello,” the second one said.
I stepped back, turning to the first one again.
“Look, I’m willing to help your race as I’ve helped the others. I’m not willing to be a prisoner here.”
I’d gone through this before, and I was no more ready go along with it now. The makalang was something special on Taitala, and there were people who wanted it all to themselves. First aJia’jara when I arrived in Phan-garad, and then the kaliman when we’d blundered into their cavern.
“But we need you,” the first one said again.
“You don’t need to imprison me for that.”
“You will leave with us,” the second one said.
I paused for a moment, reconsidering my approach. “What are your names?”
“I am Katali,” the first one said.
“I am Kateelo,” the second one said.
“You’re sisters?”
“Yes,” they both said.
I tried to see if there was any way to tell them apart. Kateelo’s hair seemed to be a bit shorter.
“Have you mated?” I asked.
“No,” they both said.
“If you need to mate, we can do that.”
“No, you must come with us,” Kateelo said.
“If wherever you’re going is underwater, I can’t breathe there.”
“Our people live on the island,” Katali said. “You will mate with our people there. You can live there. We will give you a home and food. You will be happy.”
I took a long breath. “Do you not have males?”
“Our last male died talons ago,” she said. “The people around the lake guard the few males here because they fear we will take them.”
“Because you would?”
“We need males as much as they do,” Kateelo said, anger tinging her voice. “But they keep them from us.”
“So we took you,” Katali said. “You must come with us.”
“What if I don’t?”
“You would condemn our people to die out?” Kateelo said, her anger growing. “We have had no children in many talons. What have we done to deserve such a fate? We are peaceful and want only to live our lives here.”
I sighed. “I told you, I’m willing to mate with the diynang as I’ve been doing with the other races. But I won’t be anyone’s prisoner. I won’t mate with your people under those circumstances. I have a family and children who need me.”
Kateelo let out an angry noise, then turned and dove into the pool. Katali watched her go, then looked at me sadly.
“Please help us. Please.”
Then she dove in the water and was gone.
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I explored the cave again. There was simply no way out besides the pool. I finally steeled myself against the cold and tried to explore it with the glow-sphere. I got about ten feet down before having to turn back. There was an underwater tunnel that just disappeared into the darkness. Until I had a better idea where it went, I was at risk of drowning.
I emerged from the water and huddled around myself on the ledge trying to warm up. The two diynang girls didn’t return.
I’d been sitting there for a while when I began to notice something. The light from the glow-sphere concealed it, but I realized there was light coming in from outside, above me. There was an opening up there after all.
I stood and began shouting at the top of my lungs.
“Merindra!” 
Then I remembered which one of my wives had the best hearing.
“Mereceeree! Mereceeree, I’m down here!”
I waited for a few moments and called for her again. Nothing seemed to happen. I called again.
About a minute after I’d seen the daylight, I heard movement above.
“Will?”
It was her.
“I’m down here!”
A few moments later, a very welcome face appeared from behind a ledge in the ceiling, where the light was flowing in. Relief flooded through me.
“Will?” she asked.
“Down here.”
She looked down, letting out a cry of relief. She dropped from the ceiling, spreading her wings and catching herself just as she reached the floor. Then she leapt into my arms, hugging me tightly.
“What happened to you?” she asked. “What are you doing here?”
“The diynang.”
“They took you?”
“They knocked me out somehow. I woke up down here. They want me to mate with them.”
She looked at me strangely. “But you did not?”
“They want to take me away permanently. Out to that island. Like the kaliman tried to do.”
Mereceeree looked around the cave. “We must get you out of here.”
“I’ve tried. Maybe if you can get some rope, I can climb.”
“The hole up there is in the cliffside, but I suppose you could climb up the rest of the way. Where are your clothes and other things?”
“They took them. Including my crystals.”
Her eyes widened. She knew very well what that meant. “That is not good.”
“No. And until I can get them back, we have to work something out with them. They’re close, I can feel it, but I bet they’re under the water somewhere. I tried looking, but it’s too dark and cold.”
“I will get rope. That village will have it.”
“Tell the others what’s going on. How are they?”
She pursed her lips. “We were all very worried. You simply disappeared.”
“They came up when we were distracted by the execution. How did that end up, by the way?”
Her face tightened. “Horasa and Meellin are where they belong. If you listen, you can hear them crying for help through the tubes. Eladra says they may live for a few days, that sometimes those punished in this manner survive for as long as a sampar.”
“Okay.”
“They were the cause of much suffering and sorrow for our family. Let them feel some of it themselves.”
I nodded, hugging her again. Then she flew up to the opening and was gone.


Chapter 11
I sat there hoping Mereceeree would come back before the diynang, but it was not to be. Not long after she left, Katali emerged partway from the water. She stayed in the pool, standing up to her waist.
“Will you help us?” 
“I told you what I can do,” I said. “I can’t devote myself to one race alone.”
“The ones you came with are searching the land above, calling for you.”
“That’s my family. They’re going to be very upset and angry if you try to take me away from here.”
“Kateelo is going to give you the racundar again, to make you sleep.”
I looked at her. “Why are you telling me this?”
“I want you to help us.”
“I can help you, just not as a prisoner. I have wives of all the races.”
She fidgeted for a moment or two.
“That is a thing for the dry races,” she said. “Diynang do not become wives.”
“Why not?”
“The role of males is to mate. They have no right to pick and choose the females they mate with. It is for females to decide that.”
“That’s how it works on your island?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“I’ve been mating with as many females as I can. I’m not like other Taitalan males.”
She managed a very quick smile, and her eyes darted over my body. “I see that.”
I stood up, giving her an unobstructed view. Her big eyes got even bigger.
“I’m willing to help your people, but only on my terms. If you want my help, I need you to return my things.”
She recoiled. “We know what those crystals are for. I will not return them.”
I had to take a moment to absorb her reaction. She was suddenly afraid of me.
“Healing and helping,” I said. “That’s all I’ve ever done. What is there to be afraid of?”
Katali stared hard at me. Then her mood began to soften. “There are those who can work great evil with them.”
“I know that,” I said. “I never have and never would. Who are you talking about?”
“There are some among the dry races who have twisted our world’s energies into things they were never meant to be.”
A chill ran down my spine, which was saying something given that we were both naked and she really was quite hot, even with her green skin and frog-like eyes.
“Like what?” I asked. “I’ve seen things, but I’m wondering what you’ve seen.”
“Causing the dead to imitate the living.”
Basayangs.
“When have you seen this?” I asked.
“I have not, but my people have.”
“When? And where?”
“Not long ago. But across the lake. Up the river that flows into the other side.”
That was the river that ran from the kaliman cavern.
“That’s what I’ve seen,” I said. That’s one of the things I’ve been fighting against. Keeping me here like this, let alone kidnapping me and taking me to your island, is going to interfere with that.”
Katali’s nose flared, breathing hard as she listened to me. “You have seen these things?”
“Far too many of them.”
She disappeared into the water with a splash. I stepped forward, wondering what I’d precipitated. About a minute later, I saw her coming back up. She had all of my stuff – armor, clothes, katana, and everything else – in her arms.
“Do you swear to help my people?” she asked.
“I’ve mated with all the races, and I will mate with yours.”
She dumped everything in a wet heap on the rocks. I felt the crystals immediately, but I still dug through all of it until I found them in their little cloth holster.
I took a moment to read her. She wanted to trust me, but she was truly concerned about the plight of her people, which was just as desperate as they described. No diynang children had been born in more than five talons. These two were among the last, and the shortage of young males boded very poorly for them. But now that a makalang had appeared, there was hope. And under it all, not surprisingly, was a desire that she would be among the first to mate with me.
I paused for a moment.
“Where is your sister?”
“She has gone to collect the things we needed to take you to our island. She was going to give you the racundar, then we would pull you behind us in a small boat.”
My eyebrows went up. “You were going to swim the whole way to the island, pulling me?”
She looked at me curiously. “It is not that far.”
“I can’t even see the island from here.”
She smiled. “We swim much faster than the dry races can.”
I got dressed, ignoring the sodden state of my clothes and armor.
“Katali, look. One of my wives has gone to get some things I need to get out of here. I’m not staying down in this cave. You know where we are up there. Come find me, and we can talk about this.”
She climbed out of the water. I took a moment to admire her nubile form and perfect little breasts as she looked up at me yearningly.
“You swear you will help us?”
“Yes.”
There was a noise above us that I recognized as Mereceeree. Katali’s eyes darted up, and when she saw Mereceeree climbing inside, she was gone in a flash, disappearing into the pool.
“Will?” Mereceeree called.
“I’m here.”
She appeared, looking down. I saw the surprise in her face at my no-longer-naked state.
“I’ll explain. First let’s get me out of here.”
She dropped a rope down to the cave floor. “It is secured above as best I can manage.”
I yanked on it a few times, then suspended myself and bounced on it. The rope stretched but held.
With no other options, I hauled myself up until I could walk up the wall of the cave above the pool. I was about halfway up to the exit when I heard a splash below. I looked down. One of the frog-girls was there, and I couldn’t immediately tell which one.
Then she screamed in rage.
“No!”
That made it Kateelo. She wound up to throw something at me just as Katali emerged from the pool as well. She grabbed at Kateelo’s arm just as she let loose, and a little black ball came flying toward me.
But it was off-target and hit the wall of the cave with a splat instead. The two of them began struggling, and Kateelo screeched at her sister.
“Traitorous wretch! What did you do?”
“He will help us! He promised!”
“He is escaping! We cannot trust them! You have ruined everything! You have doomed us!”
Adrenaline surging, I powered up the rope as fast as I could as they continued fighting. When I reached the ledge where Mereceeree was waiting, I pulled myself up to the exit, then turned around.
“I will help you as I promised!” I yelled down to them. “But on my own terms. Come find us and we can discuss this!”
Kateelo shrieked at me again. Then I ducked out, only to find myself teetering on a narrow precipice over the lake, with a heap of sharp rocks thirty or forty feet below me. Mereceeree groped at my arm.
“Will, I told you what was out here!”
I grabbed for a handhold as I heard voices above me.
“Will! Will!”
I looked up. At the top of the cliff, about fifty feet above, were Merindra, Eladra, Sherala, and the rest of them waving frantically. I returned the wave, trying to exude as much confidence as I could.
I had no harness or any other gear, nothing but the rope Mereceeree had found. So I quickly jury-rigged something and tied myself off as best I could.
“What is this secured to up there?” I asked her.
“A large tree, then another behind it for safety. Merindra and I did it.”
That would have to do.
I started climbing. The cliff was wet and slick, but the rock was heavily fissured and fractured, which gave me plenty of hand- and footholds. Merindra took up the rope as I climbed. In about a minute, I reached the top, and she and Eladra crushed me in a tight embrace. I just held them for a few long moments, then turned and hugged Sherala and several of the others.
“I was so worried,” Eladra sobbed.
“It’s the life of the makalang.”
She and Merindra laughed through their tears.
“It was really the diynang?” Merindra asked.
“Yeah. And we’ve got some things to discuss here.”
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I was exhausted from barely having slept the previous night, and I needed to eat something first. Once the rest of them realized I was fine, they let me warm up and dry off in front of the fire before I got around to explaining everything.
But my wives, Merindra in particular, were not especially well disposed to grant the diynang any favors related to me.
“Babe, they’re not evil,” I told her, “just desperate. They’ve had no male for talons, and no children for at least five talons. Put yourself in their position.” 
“They were going to kidnap you!” she yelled.
“You’re pregnant.” I looked around at them. “Most of you are pregnant. None of them are. There isn’t a single pregnant diynang on Taitala.”
I could see in their eyes that this point hit home.
“None of them?” Sherala asked.
“No. I read Katali. She was telling the truth. There aren’t that many of them left. Their people are dying off. I think that’s the reason so few of them have been seen.”
“I wonder why they didn’t attempt something like what the kaliman did,” Mereceeree said.
“Apparently they used to do that, take males from the shore to their island. But as males have gotten more rare, the few of them left out here have gone into hiding or something. I don’t get the impression they really have any martial skills like the other races. They just drugged me.” 
“What do you want to do, Will?” Merindra asked.
“Talk to them. And maybe, just maybe, pay a visit to their island, if we can do it safely.”
I saw their faces going pale.
“Can we trust that they’ll let us leave?” Eladra asked.
“I think so. I suspect they’re viewing me as a typical Taitalan male who can mate once every few sampars. If there really aren’t that many of them left, I may be able to solve their problems in a few days.”
The group broke into nervous laughter as they saw my point.
“You are the makalang, my tsulygoi,” Mereceeree said.
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Once I was completely dry and I was satisfied my gear was none the worse for wear, I had the group set up camp in the center of the ridge and get some rest. They’d never had a chance the previous night, as they’d been searching for me non-stop after Katali and Kateelo snatched me.
I lay back against my pack to try to rest myself, but I wasn’t sleeping. I was using my crystals to reach out for the diynang. Now that I’d met them and knew what they were, it wasn’t hard. The two of them were nearby in another cave. I sensed a lot of anger, worry, and turmoil in them. Most of the anger came from Kateelo.
But there were no other diynang near enough for me to sense them. Despite my efforts to avoid it, I also sensed Horasa and Meellin still alive not far away. Their emotions were too strong to overlook, but I tried to ignore the terror and despair radiating from both of them anyway. I wondered if they were reconsidering their life choices now.
I dozed off for a bit. I was awoken by Sherala gently shaking me. Merindra had lain down beside me while I was asleep.
“My tsulygoi, someone is coming. Leecia thinks it is the diynang.”
I got up, waking Merindra. I reached out for a moment. It was indeed Katali and Kateelo coming through the forest.
As the others circled round, I motioned for them to lower their weapons. “There are only two of them, and I’m pretty sure they’re no threat now.”
The twin frog-girls emerged from the trees a few moments later. Kateelo favored me with a glare, while her sister managed a quick smile. Behind me, the others murmured in surprise as they finally got a look at a diynang. I glanced at Merindra, who returned Kateelo’s glare.
Seeing them in the daylight gave me a better look at what they were. Their bodies were smooth and muscular without being overly defined, with perfect little upturned breasts. Their feet were larger than any other Taitalan race, with long toes and webbing between them. As their black hair caught the sun, it glinted deep green. Their skin was not as dark as I’d thought – it was a medium blue-green that was lighter around their heads and faces and darker down their backs. It was no mystery how they moved through the lake unseen. They were exactly the color of the water below.
“I’m glad you came,” I said.
“You will doom us to extinction,” Kateelo said.
“That’s exactly what I don’t want to do. But I think you may have some serious misconceptions about what I am.”
“What do you mean?” she snapped.
“How many of you are left?”
She glanced at her sister. They seemed to struggle with my question for a few moments.
“Maybe two hundred,” Katali said.
My jaw dropped, and I heard the others around me gasping.
“That’s it?” I asked.
“Yes.”
Now I finally understood their desperation.
“How many of you are young enough to bear children?”
“Why?” Kateelo asked.
“Just tell me, and I’ll explain.”
“I would guess perhaps half of us,” Katali said.
That made for a hundred diynang who needed to get pregnant. If I pushed myself . . . I might be able to do it in a sampar.
“I think I can help you, then. Much faster than you may realize. Can we go to your island?”
“You want to go there now?” Kateelo asked.
“With the understanding that I can leave soon. I can solve your problem, perhaps in a few days.”
She scoffed. “A few days? You would mate with just one or two of us and then leave? You truly think that will save us? Do you mock me?”
My wives and the guards around us began laughing softly, and Kateelo did not like it.
“Why do you laugh?” she shrieked. “You find our plight amusing?”
“No,” Merindra said. “It is because you have no idea what he can do. He could mate with a hundred of you in . . . ” She looked at me.
“I’m thinking a sampar. We can’t stay here forever.”
Katali gasped. “That is impossible!”
Eladra laughed again. “Not for the makalang. I have seen him mate ten times in one night.”
Kateelo’s big eyes swelled. She gaped at me. “Is this true?”
“Yes.”
They looked at each other.
“But the other males—” Katali gasped.
“Does he look anything like another male?” Merindra asked.
“No.”
“He doesn’t mate like one either.”
Kateelo and Katali withdrew a few steps into the forest, whispering furiously to each other. After about a minute, they came back.
“You swear this is true, what they said?” Kateelo asked.
“Yes.”
“And you will mate with all of us?”
“I can’t guarantee that I can do it all on this trip. There are some other things going on right now. But if I can’t get to all of you this time, I promise to come back until you’re all pregnant. Will that do?”
The two of them gaped at me.
“Kateelo, even fifty children would be—” Katali gasped.
“Yes,” she said. She caught her breath for a moment. “We will take you there.”
“How? The rest of them need to come with me.”
Her eyes flared again. “That is not—”
“That’s the deal,” I said.
She fumed for a moment, and Katali whispered to her again.
“All right,” she said eventually. “But I cannot guarantee what will happen when you arrive. And we do not have a boat large enough for so many. We had only a single small raft for you.”
Eladra put her hand on my shoulder. “There has to be something in Gallandra.”
I nodded.
“We may have to buy a boat, but it should be possible.” I looked at the two diynang. “This might take a day or so. If we find a boat, then what?”
“Find your boat. Sail out from the peninsula. We will meet you and guide you the rest of the way.”


Chapter 12
We broke camp and hiked back to Gallandra. It was late afternoon by the time we reached the ridge above the bay, and the fishing fleet was on its way back in. Not far out, I saw Opheedra’s barge approaching. I knew Weelah operated on a two-day schedule, one day out the lake to Gallandra, the next returning to Phan-garad. So she was now back here again.
Eventually we reached a path that led down to the village from the ridge, apparently worn down by villagers coming up for the view on pleasant days, which this was not. The wind was still blowing cold across the lake, and the sky had clouded over again. Before we got halfway down, snow began falling around us, coming down in little clumps. The trail started to get slick, but fortunately we reached the bottom before it became a problem.
We left a trail of gasps, cries of alarm, and stunned gazes in our wake as I led the group through Gallandra. The crew members on the fishing boats all looked up from their work or dropped their gear in surprise, but no one interrupted us. By the time we reached the pier at the far end, Weelah was guiding the barge in alongside it. Her crew tossed lines to the dock, where several dockworkers pulled them in and tied the barge down.
She waved when she saw us. “Makalang! Is your business here concluded already?”
“Yes and no. There’s something we need to discuss.” I hopped aboard and climbed into the cockpit as she began shutting things down.
“Something in your mood tells me this is a thing I will not like,” she said.
“Probably not. I need you to take us to that island.”
Her normally voluble manner failed her for a few moments.
“I assume there is a reason,” she said, “though I am not sure I want to hear it.”
“We’re going to see the diynang. And before you ask, I have an invitation.”
She sat back against the gunwale behind her and looked at me from under her gray eyebrows. “An invitation?”
“Yes. We ran into a couple of them out on that peninsula. Long story short, they need me.”
She stared at me for a moment or two, then nodded. “For the mating, I gather?”
“Yes. They have no males left, and there are only a few hundred of them still alive. They’re going to die out otherwise.” 
She stared out across the bay and exhaled through her teeth. “I will not deny that this intrigues me a great deal. I have long wondered about them and their society. But what you ask will be a challenge.”
“Is it because of the fish? I can cover the losses, if there are any.”
She shook her head. “No, the fish will keep. That’s what the freezer is for. No, I mean my crew may object to this, makalang or not. Remember what I told you about all the wild stories and nonsense people believe about the diynang? Things like stealing children and drinking people’s blood and making females infertile. That sort of thing. Fishers tend to be superstitious people, and the diynang are rich waters for superstition.”
I nodded. “I’m asking a lot out of them, so I’m willing to compensate them for it. Whatever you think is appropriate. If they want a bonus of some kind, I can cover it.”
Weelah laughed. “Well, I can tell you exactly what the two young ones will want.”
I laughed. “Yeah, I suppose so. If that’s what it takes, fine.”
“I’ll talk to them about it. Assuming I don’t lose too many of them, we can leave in the morning.”
“That works. Is there anywhere for us to spend the night?” I asked her.
“There’s a single rooming house near the center of the docks. Whether they have room for all of you, I have no idea.”
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We followed the main street back along the docks until we reached the rooming house, a large rectangular two-story building facing the bay. It was heavily weathered but still in good shape. The fishers were already starting to crowd the bar on the first floor, but the raucous conversation in the room dropped to dead silence when I walked in.
Eladra stepped forward.
“What’s the matter?” she declared. “Have you never seen a makalang before?”
Nervous laughter rolled through the room. Then it fell silent again.
“Are you his wives?” someone asked.
“Yes,” Merindra replied.
“Is his penis really as big as they say?” someone else asked. The entire room exploded in laughter, then quieted down just as fast as they waited for her answer.
“Bigger than you can imagine!” Eladra yelled.
The room exploded again, and a number of the fishers called out for me to show them, but I decided to leave well enough alone. As the bar slowly returned to its original level of conversation, the mistress of the rooming house emerged and regarded me with eyes like cue balls.
“We need a few rooms for the night,” I said.
“What— what are you doing here?” she stammered.
“We have some business.”
I think she would have hardly been less stunned had I claimed her as a wife.
“Business in Gallandra?” she asked. “The makalang?” 
“Yes.”
“I— I— How many rooms?”
“I have about twenty people. If you have a room that sleeps four, we need it. The rest can sleep however it works.”
She struggled to catch her breath for a moment or two.
“I— Yes. We have room, though it will be crowded. I have one large enough for four, though it will take a bit of time to prepare.”
“That’s fine. We need to eat.”
She named a no-doubt-inflated price, but I paid her without protest. The clanguard dispersed into the bar.
I was in a good mood with the Horasa and Meellin business concluded, plus the chance to help the diynang, and the kaliman–dwenda reunion finally on the verge of being wrapped up, so I turned back to the innkeeper.
“By the way, the whole bar tab is on me tonight,” I said.
Her jaw dropped again. “The whole— Do you mean everyone?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, my.” Then her eyes narrowed. “You’re good for it?”
I opened my stash of pikala plates and handed her a 1,000.
“If that’s not enough, let me know.”
The plate disappeared into her dress.
“It won’t be, once word of this gets out.”
I laughed. “Don’t worry, there’s more.”
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And indeed, once word spread that the makalang was in town and had bought out Gallandra’s only bar, the entire village essentially descended on the rooming house. It wasn’t Narilora’s election party at Ebony Void, but for Gallandra, it was a blowout to remember. I let the fishers get as drunk as they wanted, but reminded my people that we had a job to do tomorrow and not to get too carried away.
A couple of hours into it, Merindra pulled me aside.
“Do you remember what I asked about Sherala?” she said over the din.
“Yeah, I do.”
She smiled. “This would be a good time.”
I looked around for her, but Merindra pulled my chin back and kissed me.
“She’s already waiting upstairs in our room.”
“Are you coming?” I asked.
“Maybe in a little while. I thought I’d let her have you to herself first.”
So I extricated myself from the party and climbed the stairs to the second floor. Our room was at one end. When I walked in, I found Sherala already in bed, naked, orange fox ears twitching in anticipation.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hi, Will.”
I began undressing. “We should do this more often.”
“You have a lot of wives now. I understand.”
I climbed into bed with her and took her in my arms. She lay there with her long yellow-orange hair spread out behind her. I put my hands on her belly, feeling the bump. She smiled up at me.
“Everything I am now is because of you, Will. Literally. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
I caressed our baby for a moment or two. “You know, she’s really what brought you back that night.”
Her eyes widened. “Really?”
I had never explained exactly what I’d done to save her, how the last lingering bit of her energies were clinging to our child, and how I used that to rebuild her. So I did now. She started to cry as the implications dawned. I gently brushed her tears away.
“So you’ve got a story to tell her one day.”
“Thank you,” she squeaked.
I bent down to kiss her. I spent a while just exploring and playing with her. Her body was nearly as delicious as Merindra’s, so tight and toned, though her breasts were smaller. I sucked on her nipples while fondling the wetness between her thighs. She let me do what I wanted, just lying there and sighing softly.
I watched the arousal inside her, playing with it, making it ebb and flow until she was moaning and clutching at my arm. Then I let her go over, savoring the energy of her orgasm as she shivered against me.
Then I slid down between her legs, taking her in my mouth. I loved the smooth, taut mounds Taitalan females had, and sorai in particular had a delicious spicy taste to them that perfectly matched the personalities most of them had. I could have pleasured Merindra all day, and Sherala was almost the same. I wrapped my arms around her thighs and held her close, just licking steadily. She came again after a few minutes, bucking and thrashing under me, fingers digging into my scalp.
As she was still coming down, I climbed up and slipped into her, savoring her wonderful tightness. She gasped, thighs still shaking, and a few strong thrusts were enough to set her off again. She pulled me down, kissing me fiercely.
I wasn’t in the mood to be gentle or slow with her. So I just pounded her firm body for several minutes until she cried out, back arching, just before I exploded inside her. I savored her whimpers of pleasure as our orgasms coursed through me.
I kept myself hard and stayed inside her, but rolled over, putting her on top. She was just as fired up now and rode me eagerly to a succession of orgasms. I lay there and watched her breasts shaking and thighs shuddering against my hips. When she finally fell forward with a gasp, I rolled her off me onto her stomach. I climbed up behind her, lifting her hips just enough to enter her from behind. She moaned into the pillow, fingers clawing at the bed.
I pumped myself against her tight butt, enjoying the feel of her against my groin. She was lost in pleasure, pushing back at me. Then I sensed something behind us. I looked over my shoulder to see Merindra there, naked, finger between her legs as she watched us.
“Don’t stop,” she said, smiling.
Sherala looked at her as well, moaning. The thought of performing for Merindra was just too much. I lost it, hammering Sherala’s butt over and over as she cried out under me. Just as I felt her go over again, as I felt her sex start to milk my cock in release, I slammed myself as far into her as I could get and came hard. I shook several times and then fell onto her with a gasp.
Merindra joined us.
“How long were you there?” I asked when I caught my breath.
“Long enough.” She grinned, sticking a wet finger into my mouth. I sucked her fluids off it.
I rolled off Sherala, who rolled over on her side. Merindra bent down to take me in her mouth. Clearly I wasn’t done here, not by a long shot.
It was a good thing I had Taitala’s energies to draw on, because this kind of life would kill a lesser man.
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The next morning, I cleared the remaining bar tab with the innkeeper, who informed me that the crowd had cleaned her out the previous night. There wasn’t a drop of booze left in the entire establishment. The results of it could be seen outside, as Gallandra’s fishing fleet was getting a very slow start today. A few of the bleary-eyed sailors and fishers greeted me with unsteady waves as we went back down to the barge.
Weelah had stopped by the party to tell me she convinced her crew to come along, and that indeed two of them were expecting to mate on the way to the island. I told her that was fine.
I found them ready to go and in better shape than the other sailors. My wives and guards climbed aboard. Mereceeree was coming, but she’d sent her sisters home, now that the business with Horasa and Meellin was concluded.
“So what are we doing today?” Weelah asked.
“They told me to head toward the island, and they would find us.”
She nodded. “That’s about all I can do. It'll take us most of the day to get there, and it won’t be an easy trip. We’ll be out in the open lake and completely exposed to the weather. You should warn those of yours who got sick the last time that it’s going to be worse today. This wind kicked up some waves yesterday, and it hasn’t let up. I don’t expect a storm from the looks of things, but this will be no sweet summer cruise.”
“Got it. I’ll let them know.”
I passed on Weelah’s advice to everyone. Sherala clearly understood what was ahead, and she made sure everyone was bundled up and settled in tightly as we pulled out. There was a light in her eyes that hadn’t been there the day before. When she caught me watching her, I could tell she knew I saw it. She shot me a quick smile.
For a while, Weelah took us along the lee side of the peninsula, and things weren’t too bad. The wind was still blowing, though somewhat unevenly as it came over the ridge. The water wasn’t calm, but the waves weren’t enough to affect the barge significantly, especially with a hold full of frozen jalank. I watched for the diynang, but they didn’t appear. So Eladra and I went below with the two younger crew members, a linyang and a dwenda, and I took care of their bonuses. They were happy and enthusiastic about it, and were both successful in getting pregnant.
Mid-morning, we approached the end of the peninsula. The wind began to pick up and strengthen, and I had to tug my jacket around me as I stood next to Weelah.
“Here we go,” she said.
The end of the peninsula was a barren, rocky point, in the lee of which I could now see the little village of Han-phera. It was about the size of Yeth-nang, no more than a couple of dozen buildings. Out in front of it were a series of low, rectangular grids floating in the water. That looked like the aquaculture farm, whatever it was they were growing. A few cunelo stood around the grid working. They seemed oblivious to the wind and cold, but when they turned toward us, their looks of amazement were obvious as we passed them. It was clear they never saw anyone out this far.
As we passed the point, I got a better look at the open lake in front of us. The waves were bigger and longer here. They weren’t like Pacific swells, long and even. They were chaotic and confused, whitecaps everywhere with the wind. The cold spray began cutting into my face. The wind was probably blowing thirty knots or more now.
The barge began to roll and pitch as we moved further out, much more heavily than it had done two days earlier.
“You don’t think this is a problem?” I asked Weelah. “You know this thing better than I do.”
“She’ll wallow around plenty with this, but no. We’re going to get some water over the deck in this mess, but we should be fine unless it gets a lot worse. I’ve taken her through some real storms without an issue.”
As I looked around at the waves, I suddenly saw two dark forms in the water coming toward us from the windward side of the point. A few seconds later, Katali and Kateelo flew up out of the lake and landed gracefully on the deck. Several of the crew and guards let out cries of surprise. The two naked frog-girls looked around until they saw me and then came aft to the cockpit.
“So that’s what they look like below the neck,” Weelah said. “Guess you were wrong with your idea.”
“Mermaids, and yeah. They’re something else.”
“We are here,” Kateelo said.
Weelah, unfazed, said, “And where are we going?”
Katali pointed straight out into the lake. “That way.”
“Good enough,” Weelah said.
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The group quickly divided into those who could deal with the weather and the rolling of the barge and those who couldn’t. Most of them went below, while Sherala and Merindra stayed with me, Weelah, and the two diynang. The lake was now an endless expanse of rough chop and whitecaps, overlaid by a steel-gray sky above us. The wind blew hard across the deck, sending icy spray and flecks of snow into our faces. I found that I could tolerate it by drawing on my crystals. Merindra cuddled against me to stay warm, while Sherala seemed as unaffected as Weelah. Katali and Kateelo crouched down out of the wind but didn’t appear to even notice the movement of the barge.
“You really swim through this?” I asked them.
Katali looked up. “The lake?”
“This weather.”
“This is how it usually is this time of year.”
“It’s so cold,” Merindra said.
“For the dry races, perhaps,” Kateelo said.
“What’s it like on the island?” I asked. “You must live somewhere it’s not this rough.”
“Our homes are built in a cove, on the side we are traveling to,” Katali said. “They are protected from the waves.”
“You live in the water?” Merindra asked.
Kateelo gave her an acid look. “What you think, dry-hair?”
“Where were you going to make Will live?”
The two of them looked at each other.
“Will?” Katali asked.
“That’s my name,” I said.
“Oh. There is a home built on the land above the cove, where our males have always lived. It is comfortable. They were happy there. Like I told you.”
“A lot of Taitalan males like to withdraw from the clans and just live alone like that. I’ve known some who did. I’m not like that.”
“I do not understand why they have allowed you to live like this,” Kateelo said. “Making decisions and choosing wives. As if any of that is up to you.”
“He is the makalang,” Merindra said.
Kateelo glared at her. “You are weak and foolish! You are nothing!”
That was very much the wrong thing to say to Merindra, and I grabbed her arm as it shot toward her blade.
“We do things differently than you do,” I said. “I am here to help you, because you need my help. You will speak to my wives with respect, or we are turning around and leaving you to die. Is that clear?”
Kateelo fumed for a moment, glaring at Merindra, then me. Katali leaned over and whispered something to her. She closed her eyes briefly, then looked at me.
“That is clear.”
“My sister cares very deeply for our people,” Katali said. “That is all she means by this.”
“Your people are not the only ones on this world,” Merindra said in a voice colder than the wind. “You would do well to remember that.”
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Toward the end of the day, the island at last emerged from the mist in front of us. We were too far above it, and Weelah had to turn the barge toward the cove where the diynang lived. But that put the wind and waves behind us, and the barge was no longer rolling sideways and back the way it had been doing for the last six hours. One by one, Mereceeree, Eladra and the others emerged from below.
My favorite bunny-girl leaned against me, cuddling into my jacket.
“You all right?” I asked her.
“I threw up a few times at first. I’ve just been down there to stay warm. How have you guys been up here all this time?”
“I’ve been through worse.”
I was trying to think of something else to comfort her when four dark forms suddenly erupted from the water and landed on the deck. They carried nets and small bags filled with dark spheres like the one Kateelo had thrown at me.
“Oh, I was wondering when we were going to get this,” Weelah said. “Took much longer than I expected.”
“You have no business here!” one of them screeched.
Kateelo and Katali shot to their feet.
“Wait!” Katali shouted.
“We are with them!” Kateelo yelled.
The four diynang on the foredeck froze in shock.
“Kateelo?” the same diynang said.
“We are bringing a male,” she said.
“The makalang,” Katali said.
The other diynang looked around in confusion.
“But these others? This is forbidden!” the first one shouted.
“We worked out a deal,” I said. “I’m coming to help you. The rest of them are with me.”
The diynang on the foredeck stared at me, eyes wide, then looked at Kateelo. “What have you done?”
“What I had to!” Kateelo shouted.
The four diynang exchanged looks, then the one who had spoken dove back into the water. The others followed.
Kateelo looked at me, face quivering. “You may have saved my people, but I will pay for this.”
Katali put her hand on her sister’s shoulder.
“I’ll make sure nothing happens to the two of you,” I said. “I did this.”
For maybe the first time, Kateelo looked at me with something other than disdain. But then she sat back down on the deck. Katali sat with her.
The island grew closer and closer. It rose out of the lake as a broad, dark table of rock, an enormous mesa standing in defiance of the wind and waves. The top of it was rimmed with snow, and the clouds swirled around the upper reaches in long tendrils that spiraled and spiraled until they were lost in the distance. The cove the girls told us about slowly became apparent as a gouge out of the side of it, where some softer interior section of the mesa had collapsed into the lake, leaving a single protected circle of water.
The wind began to fall and the waves faded as we came into the lee of the island. Eventually we came around a tall lip of rock shielding the cove, and at last the city of the diynang came into view.


Chapter 13
If there were only a few hundred diynang left now, there had surely once been far more.
The city – and city it certainly was – occupied most of the cove, both in and above the water. It was laid out in delicate concentric rings composed of half-submerged dwellings that seemed much too large for the slim pillars and buttresses that held them up. One building flowed into the next like an extrusion from the one before it, yet the design was deliberate, not organic. Narrow bridges, both at the waterline and far above, connected many of the buildings and towers.
Much of it was constructed from the dark stone of the island, but other colors and textures abounded – reds and greens and yellows and variegated stones like the marbles and granites that were used elsewhere on Taitala – but this city took them to heights I had never seen. Plates of crystal glittered everywhere.
As we glided slowly into the cove, I saw that the underwater elements were as ornate and fantastical as those above. You would have thought a single wave would push the whole thing over, but this city had clearly been here for kumala-talons.
It was an alien Atlantis, existing both above and below the waves as if its dual existence was the most natural thing in the world. And for the diynang, it obviously was.
And there was more. I realized as we passed through the outer ring that the city didn’t just exist within the lake, it made use of it. The waves drove crystal screws and turbines that pumped water up into the upper reaches, sending it higher and higher until it spilled in little channels and pools and waterfalls down through the city. Because of course an amphibious race would want an existence like that.
Around me, my wives, guards, and Weelah’s crew gaped at what we were seeing.
“It’s beautiful,” Merindra said.
“I had no idea anything like this existed here,” Sherala said.
“You get the feeling they wanted it that way,” I replied.
Weelah grunted in assent. “No doubt.”
Passing through another ring, I saw more structures climbing the walls of the cove, rising out of the water and up into the rock. More streams and waterfalls flowed here as well. Then, above it all, was single large building that stood apart from the others. The architecture was more solid and enclosed. The water channels ended here in a large pool that spilled over a shelf and flowed down toward the cove. Unlike the rest of the city, no water flowed over the building itself. Beyond the pool, it was dry.
Yet the city was virtually empty.
It could have housed ten thousand diynang or more with ease, but we saw only a handful here and there watching us in amazement. More swam through the channels between the buildings, leaping out of the water onto platforms around us. All of them looked like Katali and Kateelo, green skin and dark hair.
“Where should I put her?” Weelah asked.
Katali pointed toward an opening in the next ring. Weelah steered us into what was clearly the center of the city, a single open pool about a hundred yards across. Ahead of us was a long quay built against the shore. A few slim boats, almost like canoes, were tied up along it. In the center was the cascade coming down from the building at the top.
Katali pointed toward a spot on the quay. “There.” 
“Is it deep enough for us?” Weelah asked.
“Yes.”
The diynang had been following us and now began leaping out of the water onto the quay until nearly fifty of them waited there. Weelah steered the barge up against the quay, and her somewhat nervous crew tossed their lines to the diynang. The frog-people took them, tying the barge to several pillars.
Many of the diynang held the nets and little bags of black spheres the first group had carried. Several of them leapt onto the barge. With them was an older but still fit diynang with graying black hair. She moved with an air of authority as she stepped aft toward us.
She stopped, staring down at me. “You are the makalang?”
“Yes.”
“I am Yeshilla.”
“Are you the leader here?”
“We have no leaders, for we are few enough that all know what we must do. Still, I am old, and so these others respect my opinions.” She looked around again. “Come.”
“Where?”
“Off this thing. We must talk.”
I motioned to the rest of them, and we filed onto the quay. Weelah’s crew shut everything down and squared away the barge before following.
Yeshilla and her people led us through a series of stairways and walkways up the side of the cove, and it quickly became clear we were heading to the large building at the top. When we reached the upper level, I got a better look. A large, shallow pool lay in front. It seemed to be a single story, though a tall one. The walls were inclined slightly inward and lacked the fanciful structures and open architecture of the other buildings in the city. This was a dwelling for people who didn’t care for the wind and rain.
“This is where our males lived,” she said. “No one is here now. There is enough room for all of you.”
She showed us inside. The interior was familiar. It was the simple, comfortable dwelling I had come to expect from Taitalan males.
“This was the home I told you about,” Katali said.
“Be silent!” Yeshilla shouted. “What you have done here is something that will have implications far beyond mating!”
“He will mate with us,” Kateelo said.
“And I will,” I said. “Just not as your prisoner.”
Yeshilla let out a frustrated noise. “I will have food brought for you. There are others who must be part of this discussion.” Then she glared at Katali and Kateelo. “Both of you come with me. Now.”
The diynang left as one.
“Well?” Weelah asked me.
“I guess make yourselves comfortable here for now. It’s dry and out of the wind.”
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There were five large bedrooms, no doubt for the males who once lived here, along with a number of other rooms that might have been libraries or sitting rooms. There was a single large dining room, but nothing that resembled a kitchen. I supposed the diynang would deliver our meals.
The furnishings were a bit musty from disuse, but the place had been kept in order. I set my stuff down in one of the bedrooms with the girls while the guards and crew worked things out among the other four. The building had some kind of crystal-based heating system, and though it took some time to get things going again, the place was comfortably warm after about an hour. The same system heated the water, and most of the females were soon bathing together.
Mereceeree told me she wanted to fly around and get a view of the place from above. I told her to be careful as I always did, knowing she would do what she wanted to anyway.
Meanwhile, I had some things to catch up on.
First I called Ayarala, but she didn’t answer. No doubt they were in the thick of the reunion now, so I left a message. Then I called Narilora to check in and let her know what had happened.
She was more than a little shocked at the news, especially when I walked outside and showed her the diynang city. Asarane and Breanne appeared on the screen to watch.
“You’re sure it’s safe, Will?” Breanne asked.
“So far they haven’t been hostile. They could have attacked us when we arrived and didn’t. I don’t get the impression that they’re especially warlike. They’ve always just wanted to be left alone.”
“You’re really going to mate with all of them?” Narilora asked.
“I don’t know about all, but they need me right now.”
“Okay. Good luck. Things are fine here.”
“Have you heard from Ayarala?”
“Yesterday. They were about to go down into the cavern.”
“Okay, I’m sure they’re busy right now. How are things with the clan and the Long Claw?”
“The first group of trainees is here. Meridrian picked, I think, fifty-one. She and Jissalyn are working them really hard.”
I laughed. “I’m sure.”
“It’s going well, though. No one has quit, and I think they’ll do fine.”
We talked for a little while longer. The repairs to the house were done, and a work crew had arrived to build the wall I wanted. Breanne talked to Cerulean Sword again about my idea of using the circles, and the new numbers they came up with were much more attractive. I had her run me through them, and she was right.
“Tilyri said to tell you she wants to move ahead with this,” she said. Then she laughed. “She said you’re going to have one joint venture with her family, so we might as well have another.”
I laughed with her. “Then let’s do it.”
“You don’t want to wait until you get back?”
“You can handle it, bunny-girl. I trust you.”
She smiled. “Okay, I will. Thanks.”
Then I called Loreloo to let her know how things had gone with Horasa and Meellin. She nodded gravely as she listened.
“So it’s over at last?” she asked when I was done.
“It’s over. They were both dead this morning, I guess from the exposure. I checked with my crystals.”
“They deserved their fate, Will.”
“I guess so. So you can pass all this on to Racerak.” 
“She will be glad to hear it.”
After that, I called Kisarat, who was at the council offices with Jaleena. I filled them in on events as I had with Narilora, and their reaction was much the same.
“First the panikang, then the kaliman, and now the diynang,” Kisarat said. “You have achieved so much in so little time, Will.”
“I guess it’s what Ceriniat told Narilora. I never sought any of this, but it’s landed in my lap anyway.”
“How long do you think you’ll be there?” Jaleena asked. “The kids were wondering.”
“It’s going to be a few days. Tell them Daddy has more people to save.”
She laughed. “That’s what Cassie told me, actually.”
“Everything okay with the council?”
“Yes,” Kisarat said. “I went to my first meeting as your delegate today. It was nothing that you need to be concerned with now.”
“Okay. I love you guys. See you soon.”
I saw it in her eyes, but it didn’t really occur to me until after I signed off that I’d just told Jaleena I loved her.
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I took a bath. Eladra had been waiting to join me, and since there were no bath toys I enjoyed more than her body, we played around together for a little bit. Mereceeree came back from her exploration as we came out.
“Shouldn’t you be saving your energy, my tsulygoi?” she asked.
“I was cold.”
“And I know there are few spots warmer and more inviting than between my awasa-late’s thighs.” She laughed. “Still, it seems the diynang expect much of you.”
“I guess we’ll see. Find anything interesting?”
“A lot of bare rock and snow. This is the only settlement on the island I saw.”
We’d been there about two hours when a delegation of five diynang came up the stairs out front and entered the house. They were led by Yeshilla; Katali and Kateelo were not with them. They reacted immediately to the temperature inside.
“I see you have made yourself at home here, Makalang,” Yeshilla said.
“Temporarily, yes.”
I sent Eladra to get the rest of other wives, and she returned with Merindra, Mereceeree, and Sherala. We sat down in the main room in the front of the house.
“Katali and Kateelo have told us a number of things I find very hard to believe,” Yeshilla said, “though I will admit our knowledge of you is quite limited.”
“Have you been dealing with the cunelo in Han-phera? They’re probably not well disposed toward me.”
“We have, and I am aware of that. But they are not our only source of information, and some of things I have heard about you are quite incredible.”
“Everything I told Katali and Kateelo is the truth.”
“Let us start with the mating,” she said.
“I can mate with as many of your females as you need me to, but I won’t be confined here like the males who once lived in this city. I have many other responsibilities.”
“They suggested you could mate with a hundred of us in a single sampar.”
“I could. It would be a stretch, but I could.”
“Ten times a day, for ten days or more!” one of the others exclaimed. “When the youngest and healthiest male can mate once or twice a sampar? Why should we believe this?”
I turned to Eladra. “Go get all the guards I’ve mated with.”
She got up and came back a minute later with six linyang and eight cunelo.
I looked around at everyone. “How many of you are with child?”
Everyone except for two of the linyang — Leecia and one other — raised their hands. Yeshilla and the others stared at them in shock.
“You’re welcome to check,” I said to the diynang. “What’s the most times you’ve seen me mate in one day?” I asked Merindra.
She looked at Mereceeree. “There was that night after the meeting with Missok. How many was that?”
“Eight? Or nine?” Mereceeree replied impishly. “I’m not sure I remember everyone who was there. But didn’t he go twice with some of us?”
“Did he?”
“I wasn’t there,” Eladra said. “But there are the bunny-girl baths I’ve been part of. I know a couple of them had to involve at least ten of us, or more.”
“Seriously?” Merindra asked. “I mean, I know Will has his thing for cunelo, but still.”
“It’s been a little crazy since we got all the new clanguard.”
I looked back at the diynang, who were all sitting there, stunned.
“It’s not like you have anything to lose by giving it a try,” I said.
“All right,” Yeshilla said unevenly. “We will.”
“I can’t promise I can stay here for an entire sampar. But even a few days will be more than you’ve had in a very long time. And I will promise to come back if necessary.”
She nodded. “I agree. There is another matter we need to discuss, however. Katali told us you are proficient with using crystals to manipulate Taitala’s energies.”
“He is considerably more than ‘proficient,’” Mereceeree said. “My people have more experience with them than any other race, and his skill exceeds that of the most powerful panikang.”
Incredibly, this news produced even more shock than the discussion about mating.
“Is this true?” Yeshilla gasped.
I reached out to all of them, reading them. “You’re very angry with Katali and Kateelo for bringing us all here, despite what I represent, because it will force a discussion about your isolation that you’ve been avoiding for a long time. And there’s something very important here you’re not telling me.”
The five diynang leaned together and whispered to each other for several long moments.
Finally, Yeshilla sat back. “There is. May we show you something?”


Chapter 14
Merindra, Eladra, Mereceeree, Sherala and I followed the five diynang out of the house. It was snowing again, and the stairs were slick.
They led us down one level and around the cove to one of the slim bridges. It spanned the center pool, connecting with the largest tower in the innermost ring, a cylinder of marble, crystal and stone. Yeshilla stopped in the center of the bridge, turning to face me.
“What do you think of Klee-Quant?”
“Is that the name of this city?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Frankly, it’s amazing beyond anything I expected to find here.”
She nodded. “That expectation was reasonable, given your experience with our people. We are not what we once were. We are a shadow of the great females who built this place into what you see.”
“I kind of got that impression.”
“We have lost so much of the knowledge they had. There are mechanisms in the city that still function only because they have yet to break down. We would have no idea how to fix them. There are others we can barely keep operating, because so few of us understand how they work. It is a measure of our ancestor’s skill in construction and engineering that Klee-Quant survives at all.”
“How long has it been here?” Sherala asked.
“Klee-Quant was founded about six kumala-talons ago,” Yeshilla said. “That was its hey-day. But the very decision to isolate ourselves here in its magnificence was our undoing.”
“Because you didn’t have enough males,” I said.
“Because of the difficulties in bringing and keeping them here, yes. We are too remote from the other clans, from the areas where the males prefer to live.”
“It took a long time for that mistake to become evident,” one of the other diynang said. “For three kumala-talons, Klee-Quant thrived. Our population did not need to grow, merely sustain itself. But in time, that grew difficult. By the time the challenges became clear, it was too late to reverse the decline, for we found it had set in everywhere.”
“It has been the same in our lands,” Merindra said. “Phan-garad, where I grew up, is like this. Perhaps not quite so deserted, but it is dying. Before Will came, at least.”
Yeshilla nodded. Another one of the diynang spoke up now. Her hair was completely gray and cut short unlike most of others.
“There is one particular body of knowledge they possessed that we have completely lost,” she said. “And that is calling upon the crystals. Much of what makes Klee-Quant work was the result of their skills.”
I had to think about that for a moment. “Wait. Are you saying they created things with their crystals? That’s something even I can’t do.”
“Have you tried?”
“I—” 
Well. I hadn’t. It never occurred to me to try it.
“What can you do?” she asked.
“I can heal. Physically and mentally.”
“I was dead,” Sherala said. “He brought me back to life.”
“She wasn’t—” But I stopped, seeing the looks on their faces.
“I broke my leg in a fall,” Merindra said. “The bone was sticking out of my flesh. He healed me, almost before I even appreciated what had happened.”
No one said anything for a few moments.
“If you can truly manage such things,” the old diynang said, “surely you can manage simple creation.”
I had to think for a moment, about how I had been healing my wives and guards. I’d been pulling energy into them and using it to stitch their flesh and bones back together.
Which, now that I considered it, was a sort of creation.
“Let us continue,” Yeshilla said. “There are things we need to show you.”
We followed them into the tower. The bridge led to a single broad room, in the center of which was a spiral staircase. Another bridge connected to the room from the opposite side. Yeshilla led us upward, and we climbed several levels until we reached a landing that looked out on the entire city. We were slightly above the house I was staying in, and well above anything else around us.
Opposite the stairs on the landing was a single large door. Yeshilla turned to the old diynang, who produced a sliver of crystal. She slipped it into a slot on the door. There was a small flash, and the door opened before her.
Inside was something both familiar and bewildering. I knew instantly what it was, yet I was stunned to see it – because it I knew it shouldn’t exist.
It was a crystal circle.
It was mounted in the center of the room, which took up the entire floor of the tower, save the small landing we’d just left. The room itself was intricately decorated, with swirling designs of crystal and stone in the floor and walls around us. The ceiling rose to a point; this was clearly the top floor, and the windows looked out on the rest of the cove.
A single wooden table stood against one wall. There were several things on it I couldn’t immediately identify, because I had to inspect the crystal circle.
How could this exist? I knew all of them and had used them repeatedly. I’d even created one. I’d seen them all when I used the Crimson Star to reconnect the conduit to Earth, and I had never seen this one.
When I walked up to it, the explanation revealed itself very quickly: It was broken.
“I can tell you know what this is,” the old diynang said.
I turned around. “It’s a crystal circle. You can use them to travel instantly, from one circle to another. There are others. We use them regularly.”
The diynang all gasped. Yeshilla turned to the others.
“How did it come to be here?” she asked.
“There is only one explanation,” another one said. "The founders must have used it to travel to the other lands around the river.”
“How does it work?” the old diynang asked me.
“It doesn’t, actually. This one is broken. I had no idea it even existed. When you use them, you can see the others. I’ve never seen this one.”
Yeshilla looked down at it. “Broken how?”
I knelt down next to it. Mereceeree came up beside me.
“I can’t feel anything,” she said.
I reached out with my crystals. The problem was clear almost immediately. One of the crystals near the eight-o’clock position was fractured. It looked like someone might have dropped something on it at one point.
I pointed to it. “That’s it there.”
Yeshilla and the others circled around me.
“What is? It has always been as you see it.”
I shook my head. “No. Every circle is a unit, a set of matched crystals that are locked in place and tuned to the exact spot where the circle exists. Someone broke this one.” I looked up. “It hasn’t worked in a very long time, has it?”
The five of them looked at each other.
The old one looked down at me. “It has done nothing within anyone’s memory, or the memory of anyone I have ever spoken to.”
“Can you fix it?” Yeshilla asked.
I exhaled slowly. I’d made one from scratch, and it was a grueling undertaking, matching twenty-four crystals from literally thousands I had to sort through. Could I repair one?
I looked closely at the broken crystal. I saw clearly what it had been, because the energies of the remaining crystals were, even now, still trying to close the connection. If I could find a crystal identical to the original . . . but no. That was impossible. No two crystals were exactly the same, even manufactured ones.
But could I heal the broken one?
I needed to think about this. Having a functional crystal circle in this city would introduce some complications. Except that no one here could actually use it.
I leaned back. “Possibly. But not now.”
“Will?” Mereceeree asked, face lined in confusion.
“The broken crystal can’t be replaced. But maybe I could heal it. I’m just not sure how.” I stood up. “Was there anything else?”
Yeshilla nodded. “Come over here.”
She led me over to the table. On it was a long, narrow wooden case, and around the case was a large collection of crystals of various shapes and sizes. Most of them were set as pieces of jewelry – pendants, bracelets, and similar things.
“These were left long ago by the diynang who did all these things. They are the only ones remaining. Everything else has been lost.”
“These are the crystals they must have used,” I said.
“How do we use them?” the old one asked.
“You don’t. Each crystal is unique to its user. These would be useless to you. They’re useless to me.”
The diynang sighed. It was obvious they’d been hoping for a different answer.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s just how it is.”
“He is right,” Mereceeree said. “I have some talent with this, but only with my own crystal. Even if you learned how to channel the energies, you would need to find your own.”
Yeshilla nodded gravely.
“This is all your ancestors left?” I asked.
“There are records, which are stored elsewhere in this tower, though we have not been able to make much sense of them. Many have been lost. But there is one last thing,” she said.
She reached for the case and opened it. Inside was a long, curved crystal sword. Unlike nearly every other blade I’d seen on Taitala so far, it was colorless. It was also one of the largest I’d ever seen – roughly the size my katana. Whatever female wielded this thing had to be much taller than the Taitalans I was used to dealing with.
But I noticed something odd about it immediately. The hilt was hollow. As I looked at it, the angles of the void inside the hilt suggested it was designed to hold a crystal prism.
“What is it?” I asked.
Yeshilla shrugged. “We were hoping you could answer that.”
“I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“It was created by one of our ancestors, a female named Verissar,” the old diynang said. “According our histories, she was the most powerful diynang who ever lived when it came to her abilities with the crystals. She ruled the city with this at her side. But no one has been able to do anything with it since Verissar died.”
I picked it up from the case. The workmanship was expert, nearly as good as Cerulean Sword, though of course it couldn’t have been made from the same diamond-edged sword blanks they used.
Except . . . as I examined it, using my crystals to study its structure, I realized the composition was very similar to Cerulean Sword’s. However the ancient diynang had managed it, this blade had the same diamond edge theirs did. It wasn’t exactly the same – it hadn’t been grown in the same tanks using the growth method they’d developed with Serunai – but the differences were relatively minor.
How had they done this?
The longer I held it, the more something about it bothered me. The sword seemed to want something from me. I couldn’t put my finger on how I knew this, but there it was. It was waiting. The structure of it was interacting with my energy flows in a way I never encountered before.
Almost without thinking of it, I reached for the crystal pouch on the front of my belt. The big multi-colored prism – the first one I’d found in that cave in the valley of the panikang – was much too big for this. But the other one, the slim purple one that Mereceeree’s mother believed to be corrupted and I discovered was simply male, might be the right size.
I drew it from the pouch. The diynang and my wives watched, eyes wide, as I slid the crystal into the hilt of the blade. It didn’t fit at first, but as I twisted it against the opening, something happened. The hilt seemed to change. I felt it reconfiguring itself to accommodate my crystal, which then slid effortlessly into it. The fit was perfect. It slotted into place with a soft click, seating itself with only the termination at the end still visible.
The moment the crystal was in place, the blade slowly took on the same color, a deep reddish-purple. The color flowed through it like dye injected into a tube of water, eventually filling the entire volume. I heard the diynang gasp behind me.
The sword now felt every bit as strong and solid as my katana. It was heavier somehow. But it also felt like an extension of my arm in a way the katana never had. I was very used to the katana by now, and I had never held a crystal blade I felt comfortable with. At the same time, I wasn’t attached to the katana in the sense I felt with this thing.
The diynang blade felt like it was part of me. My energies flowed through it as effortlessly as they flowed through my two crystals.
Merindra was the first to speak. “Will?”
I looked up. She was looking at with something akin to concern, yet still intrigued.
“What?”
“What are you doing?”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“The way you’re holding that blade . . . it’s like you’re mating with it. The look in your eyes, I’ve only ever seen it when we . . . ”
“She is right, my tsulygoi,” Mereceeree said.
“Yeah,” Eladra said. “She is.”
I looked around at all of them, embarrassed. Because what Merindra said was exactly what it felt like.
“You are able to use this?” Yeshilla said.
“I don’t know what it is, exactly, but I think so.”
One of the diynang who been silent up to now spoke. “We are surrendering Verissar’s blade to the makalang?” 
“He has offered to help us,” the old one said.
“It seems to welcome his possession of it in a way it never has with any of us,” Yeshilla said. “So perhaps it is time for us to relinquish it.”
“What use has it ever been to us, Merishka?” the old one asked. “An artifact of historical value, perhaps, but what more?”
Merishka, the one who objected, looked over to me. “May I hold it?”
I was a bit reluctant to hand over my crystal, but I was confident I could get it back from them if I had to. So I held it out.
The moment Merishka took the blade in her hand, the purple crystal dropped out of the hilt. Luckily, I was close enough to catch it. The blade instantly went clear again.
“I think we have our answer,” Yeshilla said.
Merishka nodded, handing it back to me. I slid the crystal back into the hilt, and the blade turned purple again.
Yeshilla reached for the case. There was a scabbard with the blade, fashioned from some stiff, fibrous material. She handed it to me. I slid the blade inside it.
“May it serve you well,” she said.
“All right. Thank you.”


Chapter 15
We returned to the house. It was starting to get dark.
“When can you begin mating?” Yeshilla asked.
It had been a really long day, but after what they’d just given me, I didn’t feel like being stingy. “Now?” 
I looked around at the others.
“It’s up to you, Will,” Merindra said.
I looked back at Yeshilla. “Send however many you want up here. I’ll do what I can.”
She nodded and left with the other diynang.
“This is going to be awfully straightforward,” I said to everyone. “Quantity over quality. None of you need to be involved unless you want to be.”
“It’s okay,” Eladra said. “We’ll just wait until you’re done.”
Merindra, Sherala, and Mereceeree all nodded. I went back to the bedroom.
The first group of ten diynang showed up about half an hour later. I wondered if Katali and Kateelo would be part of it, but they weren’t. They were both quite young, and the group that arrived was not. It seemed the diynang were starting with the ones who had no time to waste.
I knew they weren’t expecting anything other than mating, but I couldn’t bring myself to treat it like an assembly line. The first one was a moderately attractive female with short black hair. All the diynang had similar lithe bodies, no doubt because of their constant swimming, and she was no exception. When we were alone in the bedroom, I took a moment to read her. She was apprehensive but still excited at finally having the chance to mate. But she was, not surprisingly, staring at my cock in concern.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Juleen.”
“This won’t be quite like you’re expecting. I’m not a Taitalan male.”
“I know.”
“This won’t hurt,” I said, “but we’ll need to take some time with it.”
I kept it simple due to the time pressures, but I brought her to orgasm twice before attempting penetration, which went slowly but successfully. I when I came into her, I watched to see if she needed any help conceiving. It seemed like she might, so I reached into her, nudging things along just a bit. It worked.
She left, and the next one came in. I had to draw pretty heavily on the undercurrent to finish with the last few, but I got it all done in about two hours. All ten left pregnant.
I wanted to talk to the girls afterward, but I was so exhausted I fell asleep. I woke briefly later, realizing that Eladra, Merindra, and Sherala were cuddled up with me. Then I slept again.
 
￼[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]
 
With the previous night having gone well, I decided to power through this project as hard as I could. I made it through ten by midday, ate lunch and took a brief nap, then went back to work. I was hitting a stride, and though I was well beyond human stamina by this point, drawing a measure of Taitala’s energy back into me after each diynang left was enough to get me through the next one.
By dinnertime, I’d successfully impregnated thirty-three diynang, counting the ones from night before, but I was too physically exhausted to continue. So I sat with the girls in the main room just relaxing and talking. I tried to call Ayarala again, but again there was no answer.
“Have any of you heard from Ayarala or Girasani?”
They all shook their heads.
“I talked to Narilora,” Merindra said. “Everything is fine there. She said she talked to Ayarala yesterday. Or maybe the day before. They were going into the cavern.”
“Yeah, that’s what she told me.”
“Do you think anything is wrong?” Eladra said.
I glanced at Mereceeree. “I’m sure she’s fine. This is a really big deal for the dwenda. She just might be too busy.”
“Everything I heard from my sisters was that the kaliman were ready for them and wanted to meet,” Mereceeree said. “I asked them specifically to listen for anything that suggested otherwise, that perhaps some of them might be plotting against the dwenda. There was nothing.”
“I know. It’s Sheedlyn I’m concerned about.”
“She is locked up securely, without her crystals, and the kaliman are busy purging her influence from the cavern.”
“Again, I know. I would just feel better hearing it from Ayarala. Maybe she just broke her tablet.”
The rest of them shrugged. I kept telling myself this was nothing, but I didn’t like it.
I saw Yeshilla coming up the stairs outside. She entered the house a few moments later.
“Good evening,” I said.
“It is that. Forgive us for doubting you, Makalang. This is a great day for our people.”
“As far as I can tell, they’re all with child.”
“You are certain?”
“He can tell,” Merindra said.
“There are some other things I can tell, which we didn’t discuss but you should be aware of. Three of the children are male.”
Yeshilla’s eyes swelled. “What?” she gasped.
“Like I said, mating is different for me. There will be a lot more males now. Not just your race, all of them.”
“But three?” She dropped heavily into a chair behind her. “There have not been so many males in Klee-Quant in more than two kumala-talons.”
“Yes. And there’s something else. They won’t be Taitalan males, they’ll be diynang.”
It took her several seconds to answer me.
“What are you talking about?”
I explained about the Crimson Star and what I’d done to myself to correct Taitala’s gender imbalance. “I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure it would happen with you as well.”
“I see,” she finally said.
But it was clear it would take some time for her to process what I’d told her.
“There’s something I wanted to ask you,” I said.
“What?”
“Are Katali and Kateelo in some kind of trouble?”
Yeshilla took a slow breath and exhaled. “They did something they had no right to do, and which they knew very well is absolutely forbidden. That was bringing outsiders here. They were supposed to be watching for males.”
“They found one.”
“Yes. But the decision to bring all of you here was not theirs to make.”
“Even though it has turned out well?”
She was quiet for a moment or two. “This is not over. Yes, we will have children now, but it remains to be seen what the results of bringing you here are. And again, they had no right to make that decision for the rest of us.”
I nodded. I guess that was understandable. “Are they not going to mate?”
“That is still being decided.”
“I would like to mate with them.”
Yeshilla gave me a curious look. “Why?”
“I have reasons.”
She nodded. “It is still being decided, as I said.” Then she stood. “I must share this news with the others.”
After she left, Merindra looked over at me. “You’re going to claim them.”
“They don’t accept claims.”
“I’ve seen that look in your eyes before, Will. More than once.”
“Me too,” Eladra said. “The next thing I knew, you claimed my former clan leader.”
“You had that same look when we met Girasani, my tsulygoi,” Mereceeree said, smiling, “and the kaliman do not become wives either.”
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It had been a good day – any day with twenty-plus orgasms would be – but as tired as I was, I couldn’t get to sleep. The thing with Missok’s expedition nagged at me. The trip wasn’t quite like anything my wives had gone on before, certainly not Ayarala. So it was hard to say what was normal when it came to communications.
But this wasn’t like her. A day or so without calling back, maybe. Two days started to concern me.
Yet if I were to race back to Yama-Kama, head through the circle, and come racing up there with a big squad of guards, only to find the dwenda and kaliman happily celebrating their long-lost kinship, I was going to look pretty foolish. Worse, I would be telling everyone I couldn’t trust Ayarala to go off on her own like this.
I could still see her face when we parted. I remembered that gentle lecture she gave me about being able to handle herself in the wilderness. About my being overprotective of her. She was proud of being able to do something like this for us – something she was more than capable of doing after her time as nalasin. And I would be telling her straight up, No, I don’t really have that faith in you.
If I was wrong – if I went up there and discovered that I had completely overreacted – it would kill her.
I didn’t want to see the heartbreak that mistake would put in her eyes.
So I would give it another day. Maybe she would get back to me tomorrow. But if not, we were going.
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The next morning, only about ten diynang showed up at the house to mate, and I got through them before lunch. As the last one left with yet another new child in her belly, one of the diynang elders stopped by the house to tell us that Yeshilla would be coming to talk to me and not to expect anyone else for now.
After eating and resting for a bit, I decided I needed to address something that had been in the back of my mind since I saw it: The broken crystal circle. I might not be able to fix it, but I was going to try. What changed my mind was the realization of where I could go with it: directly to the Crimson Star.
Assuming I needed to.
I asked Merindra and Mereceeree to come with me. I wanted their ears listening for me, because I didn’t intend to ask permission for this. The diynang already asked if I could fix it, so that would need to serve as permission enough.
We walked back over to the central tower. The rain and snow from the past few days had ended, and the sky was mostly clear. We had a pretty amazing view out across the lake. Nothing was visible out there except the water. We found the top of the tower empty, and I had little trouble getting through the lock on the door. It was simply a matter of reading the energies inside it and attuning my crystals. It unlocked in moments.
We walked inside, and I sat down in front of the circle.
“What do you intend to do, Will?” Mereceeree asked.
“To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure. Something might come to me.”
They sat down nearby to watch. I crossed my legs and leaned forward, looking at the little broken crystal. It was originally about the size of my thumb tip. At some time in the past, something fell on the termination and broke it. The point was crushed, and the rest of the prism was heavily cracked. I could see what it had once been from the pattern of energies formed by the others.
I thought about what Merindra said about her broken leg. I thought of it as healing, but I had, literally, recreated the bone and stitched her shattered femur back together. How, exactly, had I done that? The whole thing happened so fast, and the emotions of it were so intense, that I had trouble remembering the steps I’d taken.
I had tapped into the energies of the Crimson Star mere feet away from us, but I hadn’t really needed anywhere near that much power. The amount of energy it required really wasn’t that great. It was more a matter of seeing what had to be done with it. And I’d done that by connecting to Merindra’s energies, to the bond we shared. Healing the females I mated with always seemed to be easier than healing others, though I managed that as well.
Crystals had no inherent energies. They only shaped them.
I tried to pretend the broken crystal was a broken bone. I reached down to try to heal it as I healed so many of my wives. But nothing happened. There was just nothing to connect to.
After thinking about things for a few minutes, I pulled out the crystal sword the diynang gave me. Since bonding the male crystal to it, I hadn’t been comfortable being separated from it for any great distance, just as I hadn’t wanted to be separated from the crystal itself.
I drew the sword from the scabbard and looked into the blade. I was convinced now that whoever made this thing formed it using their crystal energies. It was just too old to have been made any other way. The technology for growing something like this didn’t exist back then. They definitely had the same idea, but they’d manufactured it a different way.
After staring into the blade for a while, I began to get a sense of something. The crystal that formed it had once been something else. It had been shaped. The original shape was like a ghost inside it, an echo of the original patterns.
How had they done this? The dilemma was maddening. Somehow I knew they used nothing more than their own paired crystals.
I sat there thinking about the ghost-shape. Why could I still see it? 
Finally, I leaned back and exhaled. I was getting stiff sitting here.
“Anything?” Merindra asked.
“No. I’m not sure. Maybe.”
I stood up to stretch my legs. I went over to one of the windows that looked out on the cove and the lake beyond. This entire city depended on the crystal structures the diynang ancestors had created.
“Mereceeree, is there anything in your histories about panikang healing and shaping crystals like the diynang were talking about?”
“No,” she said. “Nothing like that. We only work with the living.”
An array of icicles had formed around the window, and the sun was now slowly melting them. Looking at them in the sun, you could see how they formed, melting and freezing and melting and freezing again. There were little ghosts of the earlier icicles inside the ones that hung there now.
Ghosts.
I spun around and went back to the sword on the floor. I looked into it again. This wasn’t a matter of heat, of melting and reforming it. I’d been on Taitala long enough now to know that wasn’t how crystals worked. Heat a crystal hot enough and you got glass, or maybe it would simply disintegrate. You couldn’t just heat it and reform it and get a new crystal in a different shape. The molecular bonds had to form in a specific way, or you ended up with nothing.
Somehow the diynang caused the crystal bonds to shift and reform without breaking the crystal apart. But the ghost of the original crystal wasn’t like the icicles. It wasn’t really a physical thing. It was an echo of the original energy flow through it.
Then it dawned on me: They changed the energy flow.
It hadn’t been a matter of changing the crystal itself. They created a new flow, and the crystal shifted to match it.
All along, I’d assumed it was only crystals shaping energy flows. It had never, ever occurred to me that energy flows might be able to shape crystals in turn.
I got up again and went for one of the crystals the old diynang left behind. I picked the simplest one, a clear prism of quartz about four inches long. It wasn’t anything impressive, but a diynang had once paired to it, and through it, done these things.
She was gone now, so I figured she wouldn’t mind what I was about to do.
It wasn’t quite as simple as what I imagined, though. Just envisioning a new crystal didn’t do anything. I realized I had to take control of the energy flows in and around it, using my own crystals.
I had never done anything like this before, just manipulating pure flows into a specific form. It was hard, like trying to steer a stream of water with my bare hands. Still, it felt like I was on the right track.
I struggled with it for nearly an hour. Despite the cold in the room, I was sweating, forcing myself to concentrate. Bit by bit, my ability to fine-tune the flow through the crystal improved.
It happened all at once.
I was struggling to envision a new crystal that was a bit longer. Simply trying to stretch it seemed like the simplest task. Over and over, I lost my grip on the flow. But then, after maybe thirty or forty tries, once I’d gotten to the point of feeling like I understood this, the little crystal suddenly shifted in my hand.
It stretched. Not as far as I’d been trying, but it did. The shock of finally succeeding caused me to lose my grip on everything, but I soon got it back. It took another ten or twelve tries to replicate what I’d done. The crystal stretched again, and this time I kept my grip on the flow. It shifted into the form I was envisioning.
And inside it, I saw the ghost of what it had been.
I exhaled slowly and leaned back.
“Will?” Merindra asked.
“I may have it.”
Mereceeree gasped and came over to me. “What did you do?”
I showed her the crystal. “Can you tell?”
“What am I looking at?”
“Look into it. Look for what it used to be.”
“Will, I do not have a fraction of your skills and power at this.”
“Just look. Look for a ghost, an echo in the flow through it.”
After a few moments, I heard a little intake of breath.
“I see it,” she said. “What is it?”
“I shaped the crystal. That’s what it used to be.”
I explained my theory about how it worked. She sat back on her cute little butt as the implications dawned.
“I only wish my mother had lived to see this. She would understand better than I.”
“Does it mean you can fix the circle?” Merindra asked.
“I think so.”
Both of them looked over. I repositioned myself in front of the circle. And my heart sank as I immediately saw the problem. The crystal I needed to repair was too damaged. There just wasn’t enough left to reform it, and I pointed it out to Mereceeree.
“Could you duplicate it?” she asked. “With one of these others? With the one you’re holding?”
I looked into the one I just shaped. They were both quartz, which was good. The shapes were not too different. But would this really work? I knew from having created that circle in the forest just how precise the match had to be.
“I’ll try.”
I had to start by chipping out the broken one from the circle using my pocketknife. It was useless now anyway, and the ghost of what it had been in the circle wasn’t dependent on its now-broken form.
So I knew what I had to create. The question was whether I could do it.
“Will?” Merindra said.
I looked up.
“I think I see someone coming to the house,” she said. “It looks like it might be Yeshilla.”
“Shit. Okay, we can come back. I know what I need to do now.”


Chapter 16
I raised a sheath of energy to hide us, and we half-ran back across the bridge to the house. Merindra was right; Yeshilla was coming up the central stairs beside the cascade with two of the diynang elders. We got back to the house just before they did.
Eladra looked up from the couch. “Did you—”
“Later,” I said quietly, sitting down. “They’re coming.”
Merindra and Mereceeree dropped into their seats just as Yeshilla and the others came in. I tried to act as if we’d just been sitting around the house.
“Makalang, my apologies for the delay.”
“It’s not a problem.”
The three of them sat down opposite me.
“There have been some extended discussions among the older members of the city,” she said. “None of us expected anything like this, so many diynang getting with children so quickly. The shock of realizing what you’ve given us has caused a somewhat belated realization that this community cannot support any more children than this for now. Even the forty or so that we are now expecting will be a challenge to accommodate, however eager we may be to do so.”
I hadn’t expected this, but it made sense. “So you don’t need any more mating?”
“No.”
“And does that mean we can leave now?”
She took a deep breath. “For the moment, I am afraid not. If it was simply you, this would be different. But you arrived here with many others. We have not yet come to a decision on whether we can safely allow our location to be known.”
Sherala now leaned forward, shaking her head in frustration. “Everyone on the lake knows you live near the island, and above it,” she said. “We had no idea this city was here, but everyone knows not to come near this place. Do you really believe you are so hidden? The reason no one comes to this island is simply because they fear being attacked. And to be perfectly honest, there is little reason for anyone to do so. The fishing is more than adequate in the lower regions of the lake.”
Yeshilla and the other two looked at each other.
“This may be true,” one of the elders said, “but now you know how limited our numbers are.”
“What exactly are you afraid of?” I asked. “My impression is that the fishers on this lake are peaceful. I’m not sure I see the threat here.” 
“We have been told how much the other races hate and fear each other,” she replied, “the cunelo especially. They surely hate and fear the diynang.”
Eladra began laughing, waving her arm around at my other wives. “Does this look like we hate and fear each other? I love my awasa-lates. I do not care what race they are.” Then her eyes widened. “You were told this by the cunelo of Han-phera, weren’t you?”
The elder squirmed for a moment. “Yes.”
“They are an extremely conservative sect of cunelo. They live all the way out here precisely because they hate and fear everyone else. You saw the group we arrived with. Cunelo, linyang, panikang, and sorai, all working together. Does that make sense if what they told you is true?”
The three of them leaned together, whispering for a few moments. I glanced at Mereceeree. Her bat ears were twitching, and I knew she was listening to them. Then Yeshilla leaned forward.
“These are all points that we must consider. But for now, we must ask that you remain here.”
“For how long?” I asked.
“I cannot say,” she replied. “As I told you, we must discuss this further. We appreciate your patience.”
With that, they got up and left.
When they were gone, Mereceeree turned to me.
“One of them wants to talk to the cunelo in Han-phera. They’re still suspicious of us.”
“You heard all that?”
“Yes.”
Eladra let out a frustrated noise. “Those cunelo will tell them we plan to eat their children, or some such nonsense!”
“We’re not staying,” I said. “We have to go figure out what’s going on with Missok’s expedition.”
“I agree,” Merindra said.
I got up and found Weelah in one of the bedrooms. I explained what had just happened. “We may have a way out of here, if I can fix something. It would allow all of us to get back to Yama-Kana in an instant, but it would mean leaving the barge.”
She shook her head. “That I cannot do.”
“I didn’t think so. So the next question is if you think you can just get it out of here in a hurry. Just throw off the lines and power out of here as fast as you can.”
“Possibly. The weather is much better, and the sun will have recharged most of the battery by now. If we head directly for the river at maximum speed, I doubt the diynang will be able to pursue us. I just don’t know if we can get out of the city fast enough. I’ve been keeping an eye on the barge from up here, and they’re not really guarding it. But once we start trying to leave, who knows what they might do?”
“Say you left in the middle of the night and just made a break for it.”
She shrugged. “Again, possibly. Do you plan to leave?”
“I have to get back home to take care of something. I can’t afford to stay here any longer.”
Weelah nodded. “All right. You just let me know when you’re ready. This has been an interesting visit, but I am ready to get back to my real job.”
 
￼[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]
 
I called Ayarala. Once again, there was no answer.
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Merindra, Mereceeree, and I waited until dark and returned to the tower. The city was almost completely dark – it appeared the diynang had night vision comparable to linyang, if not panikang.
Once we were back inside, I sat down next to the circle and took the little crystal in my hand. I spent about ten minutes just reading the circle, trying to get as precise a picture of the missing crystal as I could. I saw the ring of energy trying to flow around it and complete the connection. I’d seen the same thing, building it one piece at time, when I made the circle in the forest. This one, I was just finishing.
In a sense, it was like trying to line up a plug with its receptacle, except there were dozens of connections that needed to be completed.
Once I fixed that picture in my head, I tried to apply it to the crystal in my hand. It took me a minute or two to find the touch I’d used earlier, but eventually I got it. The crystal shifted again.
It was close, though not there yet. Many of the connections were still broken, but I could see where they needed to go. I pushed at the crystal again. Little by little, I connected the tiny flows. A few times, I pushed too hard and broke one or two I’d connected and had to back up.
When I was nearly there, the flow around the circle began to vibrate softly. This wasn’t like when I placed the final crystal in the first circle. That closed the connection all at once. Now, I was incrementally opening the flow. The closer I got, the easier it was. I saw the last few changes I need to make exactly. When there were only two or three left, the circle slowly began to glow in a soft rainbow of light. Merindra and Mereceeree had both seen this before, but they still gasped.
“Will?” Mereceeree asked.
“Almost there.”
When I closed the last connection, a brilliant, coruscating explosion of colors filled the entire room. It rose up to the ceiling and then fell down into the circle. The individual crystals continued to glow softly.
Merindra let out a squeal of glee and dropped down to hug me. She gave me a big kiss on the cheek. “You never cease to amaze me, Will.”
Mereceeree kissed the other cheek. “You— ” Then her head spun around toward one of the windows. “Someone saw that.”
I groaned. “Let’s get back to house. We can come back again.”
But when we went to the door, she stopped again. “Someone is coming up.”
“I hear it too,” Merindra said.
I turned around. I could hide us with a sheath of energy, but then again . . .
“We may as well try it out.”
“Without the others?” Merindra asked.
I studied the circle for a moment or two. It looked as solid and complete as any of the others I’d used.
“We can get back here. Let’s go.”
The three of us stepped into the circle. And I took us away.
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It was cold, much colder than the last time I was here a sampar or two ago, right before the election. Several inches of snow covered the ground, and ice crusted the edges of the river.
Merindra looked at me as I walked around the clearing. “I thought we would be going to the barracks.”
“I wanted to have a look.”
Mereceeree looked up toward the mountain. “I could fly up and see what I find. I would prefer to have my tights on, though. This is cold.”
I shook my head. “We need to go back to the house and gear up first. We’re not equipped for a hike like this.”
I wasn’t sure what I was even looking for here. Ayarala and the others, if they were still in the cavern, were almost two days upriver. There were no signs of anything down here.
“How long would it take you to fly up there?” Merindra asked.
“Going up, maybe half a day,” Mereceeree said. “It’s much faster going down. I can just glide the whole way.”
Now wasn’t the time anyway. I waited about ten minutes, which seemed like a safe interval. Then I pulled us back, immediately pulling up a sheath of energy to hide us. But whatever had happened while we were gone, no one was in the room.
“Hear anything?” I asked.
“No,” they both said.
We went carefully back to the house, where we found Eladra and Sherala waiting for us.
“Was that you?” Eladra asked. “Those colors we saw?”
“You saw them all the way over here?” Merindra asked.
“We were watching the tower after you went in. But yeah, it was pretty bright. What was it?”
I explained about fixing the circle and having to leave through it temporarily.
“Some of the diynang came out, and they were talking about it,” Eladra said. “But I don’t think they did anything.”
I talked with Weelah again. She and her crew were ready to go, and they were prepared to make a break for it if they had to.
“Maybe if we created some kind of diversion for them,” Merindra said.
“Like what? I want to leave here on good terms,” I said. “Nothing that’s going to get anyone hurt or damage the city.”
“Let me talk to Sherala. We’ll come up with something.”
I told everyone to pack up quietly. Weelah got her crew together. We were still trying to work out the best way of getting the barge out of the city when Mereceeree suddenly spoke up.
“Someone is coming.”
I went out to the main room with her and Merindra. A few moments later, the door opened, and in walked Katali and Kateelo. Merindra gave me a sly look out of the corner of her eyes but said nothing. Both twins wore expressions of frustration and despair.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“As I predicted,” Kateelo said bitterly, “what you forced us to do has cost us dearly.”
“I didn’t force you.”
“You gave us no choice,” she spat.
“What happened, exactly?”
“We have been made teralang,” Katali said, almost on the verge of tears.
The closest connotation I got was forbidden, but that didn’t seem right. The girls didn’t quite seem to know what that meant either.
“Which means what?” I asked.
“We can never again leave the city,” she replied. “We will never mate.”
Kateelo glared at her sister, then looked back at me. “We made it possible for the others to mate, and we are being punished for it.”
“It is so unfair,” Katali said.
“I can think of one way you will be guaranteed to mate,” Mereceeree said.
“It would also involve leaving the city,” Merindra said, suppressing a smile.
I glared at the two of them briefly. Eladra and Sherala came into the room and were now watching this scene.
“I’m sorry this happened to you. I tried to talk to Yeshilla about it, but they don’t seem inclined to listen to me.”
“What does she mean?” Kateelo said. “You will not leave the city either.”
“I don’t answer to your elders. I have things to do, and we’re leaving shortly.”
They both gasped.
“How?” Kateelo asked.
“I’ll tell you, if I need to. Do you want to come with us?”
As the twins gaped at me, Mereceeree grinned.
“Like a shoe gathers stones,” she said to Merindra.
Merindra laughed, then covered her mouth.
“I am glad you find our predicament so amusing, dry-hair,” Kateelo spat.
“I’m not laughing at what you think I’m laughing at,” Merindra said.
“What do you mean, come with you?” Katali asked.
“We have a way out of here. I’m happy to take you with me.”
The twins’ eyes widened as they finally caught on to what we were talking about.
“Diynang do not become wives,” Kateelo said quietly.
Katali glanced at her. “You prefer a life here as teralang?”
“I did not say that,” her sister said.
Katali looked at me. “I will come with you,” she said. “I will be a wife.”
Kateelo gasped, recoiling from her. “You would leave me?”
Katali turned to her, taking her hand. “I want you to come with me.”
Kateelo looked at me, breath whistling through her nostrils.
“Being a wife isn’t all that bad,” Merindra said. “It’s actually pretty awesome.”
“It is,” Sherala said.
“I cannot imagine my life any other way,” Eladra said. “I would welcome you into our family.”
Kateelo looked around at my wives, then back at me. “How will you get us out of here?” she asked. “Tell me exactly. If we are caught leaving with you, the punishment will be something much worse than teralang.”
I explained about the crystal circles and how I’d repaired the one here.
“Was that what we saw?” Katali asked. “The flash of light?”
“Yes.”
“What about your boat?” Kateelo asked.
“Weelah and her crew are going to just untie and leave. We’re trying to work out how. We might need a diversion to distract everyone.”
The twins looked at each other. Katali squeezed Kateelo’s hand. Then Kateelo turned to me.
“We must discuss this.”
She pulled her sister outside. I looked at Mereceeree. She stared at them through the window, bat ears twitching.
“They are arguing about this. Kateelo is willing to go, but she is afraid of being caught.” She paused, listening. “Now . . . they’re talking about a diversion. They have an idea.” Then she laughed softly, looking at Merindra, Mereceeree, and Sherala. “I think we have two new awasa-lates.”
The others laughed quietly with her. A few moments later, Katali and Kateelo came back into the house.
“We know what you can do,” Katali said. “It will distract everyone so the boat can leave. There is a very large crystal at the top of the cove. It creates a huge beam of light. It is only used in emergencies, during storms when people are out in the lake and need to find their way back to the island.”
“It has not been used in talons,” Kateelo said. “But if we light it, everyone will rush to the tops of the towers to look for people out in the water. By the time the boat leaves, it will be too late for them to chase it.”
“Can you turn it on?” I asked.
“Everyone knows how,” Katali said. “In case we have to do it.”
“Okay. Where is it?” I hadn’t seen anything like that.
“Above this house,” Kateelo said, “at the top of the cliff.”
I looked around at the others. Weelah had come into the room as well.
“Anyone see any issues?” I asked.
“We’ll need to time it right,” Weelah said.
“I can come with you,” Mereceeree said to me. “When you are ready, I will fly up and let them know they can turn the light on.”
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it.”


Chapter 17
When Weelah’s group was ready to go, they filed down the stairs to the barge one or two at a time. Mereceeree went with them, on foot rather than flying to avoid attention. The rest of us packed up and crossed over the bridge to the central tower. I opened the door to let them all in, then went back to the house where Katali and Kateelo were waiting. They’d gone down to their rooms and returned with their things. Both of them carried nets and the little bags of black spheres at their waists.
“Why are you doing this?” Kateelo asked. “I told you that diynang do not become wives.”
“There’s a first time for everything. I have wives of all the clans.”
“We are not one of the clans.”
“Do you want to mate or not?”
She glared at me, then turned to her sister. “This was your idea.”
Katali looked at me. “Come.”
They led me out of the house and around to the side. There was a small path at the lakeward end of the upper platform that I hadn’t noticed. We climbed the path until we were about a hundred feet above the house. We were almost at the top of the cove, around the edge of the lip that curled around the city. Ahead of us, I saw a crystalline cylinder about three feet high sitting on a small stone base. Katali went over and brushed the snow off of it.
“This is it. To turn it on, we merely need to twist this lever.” She pointed to a small protrusion on the base.
I walked back to the edge of the ridge, where it looked down on the city. It was too dark to see any detail, but the shape of the barge was just barely visible.
“So we will be your slaves?” Kateelo said.
I looked back at her. “What?”
“Is that not what wives do? They serve their males for many talons waiting to mate?”
I laughed. “Did my wives look like they view themselves as slaves? Did you not notice that almost all of them are pregnant?”
Her angry mood slipped a bit. “What does it mean, then?”
“They stay with me because they love me, and I love them.”
Her face wrinkled in confusion. “They love a male?”
“I’m not a Taitalan male, as I keep saying to you. The others can explain things better when we get back.”
“Is there water?” Katali asked. “Or will we be like the dry races?”
“My home is along the river, the same one that flows into the lake.”
She looked at her sister. “I told you he would not ask such a thing of us.”
I heard wings behind us, and Mereceeree glided in and landed next to me.
“They are ready to leave, my new awasa-lates.”
“Do not call us that!” Kateelo snapped. “At least . . . not yet.”
Mereceeree laughed. “I will enjoy watching your reaction when you mate with him for the first time.”
Katali actually laughed, though Kateelo glared at her.
“Turn it on,” she said.
Katali bent down and twisted the lever. A light grew within the cylinder, slowly getting brighter and brighter. A beam of light rose into the sky.
“We must go,” she said.
Mereceeree took off. I turned toward the path as the twins followed me. By the time we reached the platform around the house and stepped onto the bridge that led to the central tower, diynang were emerging from the other buildings, calling out to each other in confusion. We ran across the bridge, but I stopped in the center, looking down. Weelah was already steering the barge out of the central pool and through the arch to the next ring, kicking up a wake behind her. I hadn’t realized the barge could go that fast. No one seemed to notice them.
We continued on to the tower. Mereceeree was waiting for us. I led the twins up the stairs to the room with the crystal circle. The rest of them waited, more than twenty-five guards and wives. This was going to take a couple of trips.
I took the first group back to the barracks, then withdrew. The twins were in the back of the room, stunned at what they’d just seen. I gathered up the next group. Merindra and Mereceeree remained behind.
When I returned to the tower, Katali and Kateelo stood back against the wall, eyes wide.
“What did you just do?” Katali asked.
“We can travel through the circle back to my home. It’s perfectly safe.”
“You will feel nothing,” Mereceeree said. “It takes less than a moment.”
“I’ve done it more times than I can remember,” Merindra said. “Really, it’s nothing, like she said. You won’t even realize anything happened.”
Katali stepped forward. Kateelo stayed back.
“Sister?”
“Do you promise?” Kateelo asked. “Everything you said? The life of a wife is not slavery?”
Merindra let out a frustrated noise and walked over to her, taking Kateelo’s hands in hers. “Look at me. Look in my eyes. What do you see? Do I look like a slave?”
They stared at each other for a moment or two. Finally Kateelo sighed.
“No,” she said. “You look like a strong female.”
“Which is what I am. Which is what Mereceeree is. Do you realize she’s the clan leader of the panikang?”
Kateelo gasped. “This is true?”
“Only for the last sampar,” Mereceeree said, “but yes.”
I glanced out the window that looked toward the entrance to the cove. The barge was now powering away into the lake with no evident pursuit. If the diynang weren’t coming after it by now, there was no way they would catch it.
“Guys, we kind of need to go here,” I said.
Then Mereceeree’s head shot around. “We do. Someone is coming.”
The four of them clustered around me. Just as I got set in the circle, the door to the room burst open. Yeshilla and several of the elders stood in the doorway.
“We’re going, but I’ll be back,” I said. “We have things to discuss.”
“Wait!” Yeshilla shrieked.
I paused. “Why?”
“You repaired the circle? That was the light we saw?”
“Yes.”
“Why are you taking them?”
“We are going to be his wives!” Katali yelled.
The elders all gasped.
“We do not become wives!” one of them shot back.
“There are first things for every time!” Katali replied.
I couldn’t help laughing. Bafflement filled the eyes of the older diynang.
“They will be treated as well as my other wives. I have wives of all the clans, and I should have diynang as well. But I need to go.”
“Our fate is in your hands, Makalang,” Yeshilla said. “Our numbers are too few to defend ourselves if you are wrong about the other clans.”
I sighed. “Believe me when I say the other clans have far more important issues facing them than to have any interest in destroying you. Those cunelo have filled your heads with lies.”
“I hope you are right,” one of the other elders said.
“He is,” Mereceeree said. “I am one of the other clan leaders, and the last thing my clan would do is come out here and attack you.”
The group of diynang around the door had reached their capacity for amazement. So it was time to wrap this up.
“I will be back,” I said again. “I expect there will be a lot to discuss. But for now, good night and goodbye.”
And I pulled us all back to Yama-Kana.
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We had no time to waste, though. I rousted Jissalyn out of bed, apologizing for having to do it. I quickly explained what was going on.
“I need a team of ten, preferably ones who have been over there or who have significant wildness experience. We’re going to be going hard and fast.”
She nodded rapidly. “It will be done, my tsulygoi.”
Mereceeree flew off to the house to pick up some stuff and let Narilora know what was going on. My favorite linyang came running back, fully geared up. I was surprised to see Jackie, my tame busang, following behind her.
“You didn’t need to come,” I said.
Narilora’s eyes widened. “It’s Ayarala, Will. And Girasani, and Kaorin. Are you really serious?”
“Okay. I wanted to leave you an out. It’s not like it used to be.”
“Meridrian can manage for a few days. The clan managed for two sampars without a leader. I’m coming with you.”
Then I looked down at Jackie.
“She insisted on coming with me,” Narilora said. “I think she knows something is up.”
“Okay. I guess she knows the area. She might be useful.”
Narilora embraced Merindra quickly, and I introduced her to Katali and Kateelo. The diynang were still somewhat unsure about where they fit into this whole situation, but Narilora took their appearance in stride.
We packed up the alpine gear. The linyang and sorai came down to the basement as Jissalyn rounded them up. I knew most of them, and the ones I didn’t clearly knew what they were doing. I introduced them to Katali and Kateelo as well. While there was some surprise bordering on shock at first, my guard corps was used to weird goings-on around me by now and got over it quickly.
Mereceeree came back, having donned her tights and collected a few other things for herself, Merindra, and Sherala.
“The others are still awake and worried, Will,” she said. “I know we do not have time to go over there, but you should call them.”
So I did. I talked to Kisarat, Lorelat, and Therani, reassuring them that this was probably nothing but either way we had it under control. Then Jaleena came on.
“Hey, babe.”
“Hey,” I said.
“This world is starting to feel like Will Disneyland. You’re constantly running off into the wilderness while we all wait here patiently for you to come back.”
“I really don’t mean it to be that way,” I said.
“You never really stopped being a Marine, did you?”
I smiled. “No such thing as an ex-Marine.”
“I’d say be careful, but you’re going to do what you do anyway.”
“I’ll be careful.”
She smiled. “Okay. I love you.”
I took a deep breath. “I love you, too.”
“Do you? You’re not just saying that?”
“Yeah, I do. I love Jaleena.”
I watched her biting her lip as her eyes watered.
“I’ll see you soon, babe,” she said.
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Katali and Kateelo hung around the barracks, not seeming to know what to do, and I was too preoccupied with getting the rest of the group prepped. But finally I went over to where they were sitting in the basement.
“What about us?” Kateelo asked.
“I need to go track down a few of my other wives. Something may have happened.”
“Are we coming with you?”
I thought about this for a minute. “It’s really cold there, and it may be kind of dangerous.”
“Did you think our island was warm?” Katali asked.
“I was listening to you talk to the others,” Kateelo said. “We have spent much time on our own in the wilderness, with nothing more than what you see us carrying here.”
“If this is what your wives do,” Katali said, “and we are your wives now, then we will do it too.”
“Have you ever had to fight anything? I don’t see any weapons.”
Kateelo reached into her pouch and pulled out one of the black spheres. She handed it to me. It felt like a paintball pellet, though it was about the size of a golf ball.
“Racundar,” she said. “This is what I captured you with.”
“What is it?”
“We distill it from an animal that lives on the floor of the lake around our island. It has spines with poison. If you step on it, you will be paralyzed and drown. The fluid inside this is not so strong. It will simply make you sleep for a time. You resisted it, though.”
“I fell asleep.”
“But you woke almost immediately. You should have slept for at least a day. You should have slept until you arrived at the island.”
I looked them over for a moment or two. They seemed quite determined, and something made me want to bring them.
“All right. But find some stuff that fits you. It really is cold there.”
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Narilora, Merindra, Sherala, and Mereceeree, the ten linyang and sorai Jissalyn rounded up, and Katali and Kateelo were all ready to go in about an hour. The twins donned a set of our green uniform tights and top, and Narilora found some alpine gear that fit them.
As I got done checking my own gear, I was faced with the question of which weapon to bring.
I really didn’t like leaving my katana behind. But holding the diynang blade just felt right. It felt better. It made me realize that the thing I’d been carrying around all this time was really just a well-made replica of a real sword, even if it was still sharp and deadly. It hadn’t actually been forged for combat.
The diynang blade, though – it had been crafted by a master swordsmith with the intent of creating a deadly weapon. The balance was flawless, and the weight of it was perfectly matched to my size and strength, as if its mass had somehow increased when I slid my crystal into the hilt.
And there was more. The connection to my crystal told me I still had things to learn about it. It was more than just a sword. There was a reason it was designed to pair with my crystal. I hadn’t figured out why just yet, but I sensed that this was something very powerful.
“Will?” Merindra asked.
I looked up.
“You have that look in your eyes again,” she said, lips just curling up into a smile.
I nodded. “Okay. Let’s get going.”


Chapter 18
It was so late when we exited the circle along the river that I decided it would be best to start fresh in the morning.
Mereceeree had other ideas.
“I should fly up there now,” she said. “I can reach the cavern by dawn. I will try to see what is going on there, then I can fly back down to you quickly.”
“Going to be a long night for you, but if you’re up for it, okay. That will be a big help.”
“Hopefully I find that this is nothing, and Ayarala has simply misplaced her tablet.” She pecked me on the cheek, then spread her wings and took off.
As I was setting up our tent, Merindra came up to me, pressing her body against my side and biting at my ear.
“Are you going to mate with Katali and Kateelo, Will?” she asked softly.
I took her in my arms. She looked up at me, red-brown eyes twinkling in the starlight. Her tail swished around us, brushing against my thighs.
“Now?”
“They expect it. I want to be there with you. They are so beautiful, yet so unaware of anything. Just like Girasani was. Do you remember it?”
“Yeah, I do.”
She nipped at my ear again. “I know you desire them. I want to show them what to do with you.”
I had mated with ten diynang that morning and then executed an escape from their island, so I was quite a long way from full strength. On the other hand, we were very close to the Crimson Star, close enough that I could regain sufficient energy to make it worthwhile. And Merindra clearly had her motor running. I had never been able to resist her for long when that was the case.
She smiled, knowing without my having to say anything that she’d convinced me.
“Let me get them,” she said. “I’ll meet you in the tent.”
I went. I climbed into my sleeping bag and disrobed. Merindra and the twins appeared about a minute later. Narilora was with them.
“Going to be a little crowded in here,” I said.
Narilora grinned. “We’ll just need to lie close together.”
They all wriggled out of their uniforms with varying degrees of enthusiasm. The twins lay between me and the girls.
I started with Katali, who had always seemed more eager about this.
“How much do you know about mating?” I asked.
“You will place your penis inside my body and give me a child.”
Merindra laughed softly. “There is so, so much more to this. It’s going to be so much better than you think.”
I lowered myself down to kiss her. She really didn’t seem to know what to do, especially when I began feeling her body. I’d wondered when the first diynang arrived at the house for mating two days earlier whether they were cold-blooded and what that might feel like. But they weren’t. Once they got warmed up with me, they felt like the other races. But their skin was different, smoother even than the talalong, completely hairless and taut. It wasn’t slick like frog skin, but it felt similar.
I looked up to see Merindra kissing Kateelo, who even if she clearly had no idea what was going on here, wasn’t resisting it either.
I took my time with Katali, watching her arousal and the confusion that spun around it. She liked this, but she didn’t understand it at all. Her small breasts were firm and upturned with tiny little nipples. I sucked on them, getting them hard and swollen. Beside us, Merindra was matching what I did with Kateelo.
Then she sat up, climbing over me.
“Watch me,” she said to them. “Do what I do.”
As the twins watched in amazement, Merindra took me in her mouth, swallowing me down to the root. Kateelo gasped.
“Is that how sorai mate with—”
Narilora burst out laughing. “No. It is just how females pleasure males, at least males like the makalang.”
“That . . . that is pleasure?” Katali asked, big eyes wide.
“Yes,” I managed.
She sat up, intrigued.
Merindra leaned back. “Now you try.”
Katali leaned forward, opening her mouth. Her lips slid down over my shaft.
“Just suck and move your tongue around,” Merindra said.
It was at that moment that I discovered something I should have anticipated but hadn’t given any thought to. I hadn’t done this with any of the other diynang. There was no point; I was only there to impregnate them.
Diynang were related to frogs. And frogs had really long tongues.
I felt Katali coiling her tongue around my cock. All the way around it, and then some. Her tongue came slithering out of her mouth as she pulled back, and the girls saw what I was feeling.
“Oh my,” Narilora gasped.
“Oh, wow,” Merindra said.
Katali stopped, looking up at them. “Am I doing it wrong?”
“No,” I said instantly. “Keep doing that.”
She did. Kateelo sat up and joined her. Soon there were two long, frog-like tongues wrapped around my cock. I groaned in pleasure.
Merindra laughed. “Do you like that?”
I couldn’t answer. The twins kept working on me, apparently happy to know they were doing something right. I looked over at Merindra and Narilora, and the looks in their eyes made it clear they were wondering how those tongues would feel.
They would find out soon enough. But I figured it would be helpful to show the twins how it worked first.
I let them work on me until it felt like they might end things before they started. So I pulled Katali and Kateelo up. Then I motioned to the girls. They crawled over, kneeling in front of the twins, Merindra with Kateelo and Narilora with Katali. They bent forward and began to lick.
“My wives enjoy pleasuring each other as well,” I said. “This is part of mating.”
Katali gasped. “It . . . it feels strange.”
“It will feel good.”
They didn’t need much convincing. I lay there watching them, feeling their arousal growing. I wanted to give them their first orgasms myself, but I wasn’t going to be greedy. I was happy to let the girls help.
After a few minutes of this, I had Merindra and Narilora reverse themselves beside the twins, then had Katali and Kateelo kneel over their heads. Merindra and Narilora went back to licking, looking up at me expectantly.
“Now do what they’re doing, like you did with me.”
Those long tongues came out and went to work. Merindra and Narilora moaned and whimpered at the feel of it.
I took Katali first as Narilora eased the way with her tongue. Katali whimpered as I stretched her out. I felt her membrane breaking as the head went in. She was very tight, but like the other diynang, she opened to me without much trouble.
She cried out softly as I hit bottom. Kateelo looked over.
“Sister?”
“It is . . . so large. But it feels wonderful.”
I thrust slowly and gently, letting her feel me. After a minute or so, I withdrew and moved to Kateelo. She whimpered when she felt me at the gate. Merindra’s tongue flicked against us. I moved into her, breaking her membrane and continuing. She gasped like her sister had when I filled her up.
I moved back and forth with them like that, watching their arousal. They were close, though they clearly didn’t know it. They just licked eagerly at Merindra and Narilora, their long tongues slithering and probing. The girls were awfully close too.
I stayed with Katali now, thrusting more purposefully. She was shivering around me, not understanding anything but not wanting it to stop. I let loose the brakes and pounded her. She let out a sob of pleasure as she was taken by orgasm for the first time, body shaking and sex spasming around me. Just as she peaked, I came with her, filling her with my seed as I buried myself in her tight little butt.
“Katali?” Kateelo said. “What is the matter?”
I didn’t give her a chance to answer. Instead, I just moved to Kateelo, thrusting roughly into her. She moaned again.
“It felt like lightning inside my body,” Katali gasped.
Kateelo was beyond responding now, nearly there herself as Merindra and I pleasured her. I gave her everything, and she tipped over a few moments later. I savored the feeling of bliss and discovery flowing out of her as her body shuddered around me. She let out a guttural moan as she peaked. I kept pounding her little butt until I went over myself, spurting deeply inside her. I felt Merindra still licking us, her tongue flicking around the base of my shaft.
I withdrew and fell into a heap of female flesh. The girls kept licking each other, and Merindra and Narilora both came together not long afterward.
They weren’t done with me, though. Having discovered what mating really involved with me, Katali and Kateelo wanted more. Soon there were four mouths working to reawaken my energies. Then they switched partners and assumed the same positions, just with Merindra and Narilora on top this time. I took both of them as long frog-tongues curled around my shaft and followed it inside them. Merindra and Katali came almost as one, shaking and shivering in front me. Narilora and Kateelo were not far behind. I came into Narilora just as they peaked.
Then I was really done. The five of us cuddled up together and went to sleep.
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We broke camp early and began the long hike up the hill. Mereceeree hadn’t returned, but I had my doubts she’d actually been able to make it up all the way there last night. And even if she had, I didn’t expect her to just stick her nose into the cavern and turn around. So I figured we would just meet her coming down.
There was snow on the ground, but the sky was clear and it wasn’t quite as cold as I feared. We’d hiked this route enough times now that it was getting familiar. Narilora and Sherala took turns on point most of the morning, and I told them to set as tough a pace as we could manage. Jackie loped along with us, mostly beside me, occasionally running off into the forest but always returning a minute or so later.
We climbed the hill beside the river for a long ways. The flow was as low as I’d ever seen it, with most of the watershed frozen up for the winter. What was left ran in and out of long sheets of ice crusting the rocks around it. I kept watching the sky for Mereceeree, but she didn’t appear.
I wasn’t sure how Katali and Kateelo would handle the hike, but they kept up with us easily. Katali kept smiling at me, and the bad mood Kateelo had been in pretty much since I’d met her seemed to have disappeared. I had really enjoyed being with both of them the previous night, and I spent some time hiking behind them just to watch their muscular little butts and thighs flexing in their uniform tights as they walked. And as I watched, I realized both of them were pregnant already. I figured I would tell them when the time was right, which it wasn’t.
Kateelo fell back beside me at one point. She glanced at me quickly but then returned her eyes to the trail.
“That was not at all what I expected. In any way.”
“Last night?” I asked.
“Yes. Mating.”
“As Merindra said, we do things differently.”
“She said you continue mating with them regularly, even though they are already with child.”
“We do. Does that surprise you?”
Something akin to a smile half-creased her face for the first time. “No. So it is like that with all your wives?”
“Pretty much.”
“I begin to understand why the others behave as they do with you. It is strange experiencing a thing that is so intense, yet something you never even knew existed.”
“No second thoughts?”
The smile finally broke through. “Not yet.”
I nodded. “I’m glad. I like you two.”
But the smile faded. “What will happen when we return to Yama-Kana?”
I understood what she meant. “You’ll be just like all the others. No one will treat you differently.”
“We are unknown there.”
“The panikang were once secluded from the other clans, and they’ve emerged. The world hasn’t ended because of that. Yes, there will be surprise and excitement about you, but if past experience is any guide, my involvement will ensure you’re not at risk. People understand now that I’m not like anything Taitala has seen before.”
She looked at me quickly, brushing her black-green hair back from her face. “That is quite true, Will. You are nothing at all like I have always envisioned males behaving.”
“To be perfectly honest, I haven’t gotten along with most of the males I’ve dealt with, for much the same reason.”
She nodded. “Your home is on the river?”
“Right on the river. You can come and go as you like. There’s a big pool and bathing area behind the house, too. I can even have something like the pools in Klee-Quant built along the river for you two, if that would make life easier.”
She looked up at me in surprise. “You would expend your resources for us?”
“You’re my wives now.”
The smile finally returned. “I will have such strange stories to tell if we ever return to Klee-Quant.”
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Mereceeree didn’t return by lunchtime, and she still hadn’t returned when we reached the lake toward mid-afternoon.
I gathered Narilora and Merindra as the others caught their breath next to the water.
“Where could she be, Will?” Narilora asked.
“I have no idea, but I really don’t like this. Ayarala not returning a few calls is one thing. Mereceeree not returning from a scouting flight like this is something else entirely. There’s no good explanation for it. She wouldn’t have left us in the dark like this unless there was a reason.”
“What do we do?” Merindra asked.
I shook my head. “We keep going. Do you think the rest of them can handle it? I think we just keep going until we find her, through the night if necessary.”
“It’s level from here,” Narilora said. “Hard part is mostly over.”
I polled the rest of the group. All of them had noticed Mereceeree’s absence, and no one wanted to stop.
“Are you going to have any issues in the dark?” I asked Katali and Kateelo. “I’m just asking because you’re the only diynang I know, and we’ve never discussed this.”
“We have no problem in the dark,” Kateelo said. “Diynang can see equally well in the day or night.”
“Did you not see how we surprised you that night we captured you?” Katali asked.
I nodded. “Good. I guess it’s just me.”
We continued on, stopping only to eat quickly as the sun set. Then we packed up and resumed the hike.
With my Taitalan night-vision goggles, I managed well enough. We followed the river valley, keeping to the easy ground near the forest, where it was mostly sand and gravel. The temperature fell considerably, but we were prepared for this, and fortunately the weather remained good. But that just made me more concerned about Mereceeree.
She had a habit of getting a little overconfident in herself, wanting to do her absolute best to live up to what she thought I expected out of her. That sometimes led her to take unnecessary risks. The first time we were here, coming down from the lab in search of the Crimson Star, she got trapped in the kaliman cavern because she’d wanted to explore it.
I really hoped she hadn’t done anything like that again. It seemed very unlikely. She knew what the stakes were here, and she wouldn’t have done anything to jeopardize our chances. If Ayarala and the others were fine, she would have come straight back to tell me. If things weren’t fine, surely she would have done the same thing. The only thing that would have prevented her from coming back was if she’d gotten into trouble.
Past midnight, we passed the spot where we’d encountered Jackie’s dying mother. I wondered if we might see the remains of the dead busang, but there was nothing – no doubt it had been dragged off by scavengers.
We stopped again to eat, and this time Jackie ran off into the forest. I sensed that she was hungry, and sure enough, she returned with one of the six-legged deer-like animals we’d seen before. She ate only part of it, though. When we got up to continue, she looked up at me expectantly.
“Okay, okay,” I said.
I cut off the legs she hadn’t eaten and hung them from the back of my pack. Then she loped off to where Narilora was leading the group.
“She is an interesting creature,” Katali said.
I explained to the twins the previous day how I’d tamed her.
“The diynang have no domesticated animals?”
“Not like you think of them. But there are some animals in the lake we have learned to fish with, because they can sense the jalank and find them for us. Because we have always treated them well, they are not afraid of us and let us follow them.”
 
￼[image: Diagram  Description automatically generated]
 
The night went on, and we saw nothing on the trail that offered any clues for what might have happened. All of us were exhausted, but no one wanted to stop. As the sky lightened overhead, the mountain began taking shape against the sky. Sunrises on Taitala were almost always beautiful, riots of rose-gold and purple streaking the clouds above. I knew now it was the energy field the planet gathered up through the Crimson Star, but I was in no mood to enjoy it. Another dawn meant Mereceeree was a day overdue.
It was just light enough to take off my goggles when we finally came into sight of the field of rock leading to the kaliman cavern. We would have to stop to rest when we reached the base of the cliff. I couldn’t push them any further.
I was struggling along beside Narilora up in front when I noticed a dark spot against the cliff. It stood out because nearly all the rock here was shades of light to medium gray. I had yet to see rocks that black on this mountain.
Something tickled the back of my neck. Then I broke into a run, ignoring all my exhaustion. A moment later, the others ran after me.
It was Mereceeree. And she was alive.
She saw us coming and slowly raised an arm. But as we closed with her, I realized she was huddled against the rock face, otherwise unmoving. She wasn’t getting up to meet us.
I crashed to a stop right in front of her.
“You have taken your time getting here,” she said weakly.
Even with her night-black skin, she looked weak and anemic. Then I saw why. Her right arm and wing were clutched against her chest, the fabric of her top dark with blood.
I knelt down in front of her. “What happened?”
She opened her right wing. There was a deep blade wound on her chest just above her breast. “I could not fly. I had to climb down here.”
She had lost a lot of blood, but I was able to heal her in a few moments. She sighed and leaned against me.
“What was it?” Narilora asked. “What did this?”
“It was the basayangs. The strong ones you told me about. They are here again.”
My blood ran cold. “How? What are you talking about?”
“I landed in the canyon the night we arrived here. I tried to take one of the same tunnels we always took into the cavern. But they were there, guarding it.”
She looked at me in anguish.
“I could not even hear them, Will. The dead make no sounds. They do not move. They do not even breathe. I came around a corner, and there were three of them. I killed one. But they are so strong. So fast. One of them wounded me. It was all I could to do to get out, but they came after me. I killed another one as it emerged from the tunnel. Then I fled. I could not fly, so I had to climb down the slope like a land-bound. When I reached the bottom, I could go no further.”
“You’ve been down here an entire day?”
“Yes. I knew you were coming, so this seemed like a safe place to wait. Nothing else has appeared.”
I had to put my head against my fists to keep control of my emotions.
“Could they have been there all this time?” I managed.
Mereceeree shook her head slowly. “We used that tunnel when we were here before, Will.”
I clenched my fists so hard my nails were almost drawing blood. Then I stood up and screamed in frustration. The sound echoed off the mountainside, and the others recoiled from me in fear. I stood there breathing hard with my eyes closed.
I shouldn’t have waited. I should have come running over here the instant Ayarala didn’t answer my call. I was concerned about the fucking embarrassment of finding them too distracted to worry about calling me.
How long had it been since the basayangs came out? What the fuck had happened in there? Sheedlyn was loose. She’d done this.
Now there was a good chance Ayarala, Girasani, and the others were all dead. And if they were dead, there was a good chance they had been—
No.
I wasn’t going there.
I looked up. All of them stared at me, waiting for some idea about what to do.
They were exhausted. None of us had slept in the last day. We’d been hiking almost non-stop for twenty-four hours. As I looked at them, I could tell they were ready to drop.
Yet I couldn’t stand the idea of just going to sleep while my wives might still be alive somewhere.
We were in no condition to fight anything. I knew from my time in Iraq what too much sleep deprivation did to people. You could only push your body so far. If we met the new basayangs like this, some of them were going to die.
We could rest for a little while. Or I could try something else.
I'd sustained myself through all that mating by drawing on the undercurrent. I could probably restore my reserves of energy the same way. I wasn’t really thinking about it, just pulling in what I needed and using it.
Could I do it for them as well? I did something like this once, when I saved Feylani from drowning. Doing it had almost killed her, but I knew far less about using Taitala’s energies back then. And we were not far away from the core of everything. I had all the energy I needed right for the taking, if I could figure out what to do with it.
I wasn’t exactly sure how. This wasn’t quite like healing. But if I could repair a broken leg and reform a crystal at the molecular level, this ought to be simple.
I had to step back and look at what I was doing to myself. Addressing the physical exhaustion was a simple matter of physiology, not meaningfully different from healing. It was the mental exhaustion and sleep deprivation that were the challenge.
I saw the weakness and depletion of their mental energies. I saw what they should have been when they were rested and ready. But how did I get them back to that state?
Why hadn’t I been able to cure Eladra’s seasickness when I’d repaired Merindra’s shattered femur? Why could I help them get pregnant, but not do this?
I looked back into them. Their rested, emotionally ready selves were like ghosts of what they could be, compared to what they were now.
Ghosts.
I saw the crystal again, and I had it.
At long last, I understood. This was the mistake I made with Feylani. It was the original mistake I made with Narilora when I healed the wound aJia’jara gave her. I just poured the energy into them without any concern for what it was doing or where it was going. I thought of it as nothing more than plugging into an outlet.
It wasn’t.
Just as with Merindra’s leg, I had to rebuild.
I connected to the current from the Crimson Star, and one by one, I rebuilt their mental and emotional energies, filling the patterns in the ghosts of their rested selves, even Jackie. I heard them gasping and crying out softly as they felt what I was doing. I healed a few blisters and a lightly turned ankle. When I finished with the last one, I turned the current on myself.
Then I opened my eyes.
“Let’s go. We have no time to waste here.”


Chapter 19
It was strange feeling rested and refreshed even though we hadn’t stopped for more than a day. We climbed the long rocky slope in silence. I forced down my emotions as best I could. The situation was what it was, and if it was still salvageable, I had to be focused enough to deal with it.
The slope was coated in a shallow layer of snow, so we had to be careful. In addition to being slippery, the snow hid cavities in the rock. During the climb, two of the guards misjudged a step and twisted their ankles. The second it time it happened, the linyang lost her balance in the process and broke it. Each time, I stopped just long enough to heal them and kept going.
We entered the canyon about an hour later. Mereceeree led us to the tunnel she tried to enter.
“This is it.”
There was a dead kaliman basayang on the ground, cold and stiff. I sensed the speck of the Crimson Star inside it. Unlike Jackie, there was only one piece – a single grain of sand. That was apparently all it took to do whatever Sheedlyn had done here. I wondered at it. The connection to the Crimson Star kept them refreshed and strong, but it wasn’t enough to sustain them when the body was too injured. The process still depended on the condition of the body, even if it was dead.
And maybe, like Sherala had been when I saved her, they had to be only mostly dead. We would just need to kill them all the way.
I looked into the tunnel and reached out. My ability to sense other beings didn’t extend far, but it extended far enough to sense the remaining basayang Mereceeree had faced. There was nothing else within a hundred feet or so.
“The other one is still there. I don’t sense anything else.”
“Are we going in?” Narilora asked.
“Not much choice. We need to know what happened in there.”
I took a deep breath and exhaled, looking around at all of them, everyone except Narilora and Mereceeree.
“Listen to me carefully. All of you. Those of you who fought with us that night in Yama-Kana, and before that, these are different from the basayangs you’ve faced before. They’re much, much more dangerous. They’re fast and strong, and they have the combat skills they had in life. They may even have more than that. The other ones were weak and easy to kill. These are not. You saw what they did to Mereceeree. We can’t take any chances with them. Do you understand?”
They all nodded in agreement.
“There’s one just inside there. There may be more further down. I want to avoid fighting them as much as we can. We take them out from a distance if possible. That means crossbows up front. Anything you see that looks hostile, you kill. Got that?”
They nodded again. The linyang formed up around Narilora.
“The last one is about twenty feet inside and down,” I said to her. “I’ll be right there with you.”
“I’ve got it.”
She took point, I followed with my crossbow out. The rest of them came behind us. The tunnel opened into a small chamber that curved around a bend. I knew from having been here before that there was a shaft going down from there. I picked up a little rock and threw it around the bend. The basayang immediately appeared from behind the wall of rock, charging forward. Narilora shot it right through the head. It staggered for a moment and then fell.
I reached out again.
“There’s nothing else. Let’s keep going.”
We descended the shaft slowly and carefully. I stopped every fifty feet or so to see if I could sense anything. There was nothing else in the tunnel. This was the entrance we used to descend to the little cave Mereceeree had found for us, when we were here the last time, and I’d been up and down it several times. It was narrow but not too challenging. We got to the bottom in about five minutes, having encountered nothing else.
But when we reached the cavern floor, where the tunnel finally met the larger cave, I stopped Narilora again and stepped past her. I reached out ahead of us. And this time, I felt something.
A lot of somethings.
“Oh, shit,” I muttered.
“What?” Narilora asked.
“There are more out there.”
I raised a sheath of energy around me and stepped forward carefully. I peeked around the end of the tunnel. And my heart sank.
There were basayangs everywhere.
So many of them. Formed up in bunches out across the cavern. There was a clump of them about a hundred yards away, what looked like several hundred. My eyes nervously scanned them, looking for familiar forms I dreaded seeing. I saw nothing but kaliman.
I ducked back, heart pounding. I had to close my eyes to get control of myself. I refused to address the implications here.
“Will?” Narilora said, voice full of anguish.
“There are more. But they’re all kaliman.”
“How many?”
“Enough. Enough that what happened here is clear. Sheedlyn got free somehow. She restarted her basayang factory. For all we know, she turned the entire city.”
The others were listening, and I did my best to ignore the moans of dismay.
“We need to go look around. I’ll shield us.”
I surrounded the group with a sheath. This was the most people I’d ever tried to hide, but it felt solid. I could surround all of us.
We filed slowly out of the tunnel. The others formed up into a protective circle. I watched the basayangs.
Something happened. Despite the energy sheath, a bunch of them in the nearest group turned toward us and began approaching. They didn’t run, as if they couldn’t quite tell where we were, but it was obvious they sensed us somehow.
I struggled to enhance the sheath of energy. But it was as strong as I could make it. Somehow, they still sensed us.
Then I realized something. I was drawing on the Crimson Star, and so were they. That was what they were sensing. I needed something more, and I didn’t know what.
“Back up.”
But with everyone out in the cavern now, the withdrawal was immediately confused. Jackie ran around us, not sure what to do. The tunnel could only take us single file, and the rest of them weren’t sure how to manage it. The first rank of linyang opened fire, dropping six or eight of the basayangs, but more were coming. Many more.
I felt a tingling inside my head that I’d never felt before. Something connected to the energy field, but something unfamiliar. A thing that wanted me to use it.
It was the diynang blade.
I reached for it before I even understood what was happening. My male crystal was in there, but it felt enormously enhanced. The male energies of Taitala existed, but they were very weak compared to the female energies. Somehow the blade was enhancing them, matching them to the female energies my other crystal was collecting.
I drew it from its scabbard and refocused myself on the energy sheath around us. And all at once, the basayangs stopped. They remained where they stood, but they were now quiescent like the others behind them, now unaware of us again.
Merindra came up beside me. “What did you do?”
“I don’t really know.”
“Is it that sword?” she asked.
“I think so. I don’t know what it’s doing, but my energies are stronger.”
“It’s glowing.”
Focused as I was on the basayangs, I hadn’t looked at it, but she was right. It was shedding a dim violet luminescence.
Narilora came over to us. “What do we do now?”
I looked at the basayangs. They were motionless. There was no sign they sensed us at all.
“Let’s have a look around. Just a little bit.”
“I could fly around and look,” Mereceeree said.
“No,” I said instantly. “We stay together. I’m not risking it.”
She nodded, saying nothing.
The kaliman cavern was several miles long. The city was at the far end, but I didn’t want to go anywhere near that far. We kept passing clumps of basayangs. There were too many to count, but it was at least a thousand, maybe two or three. I knew the population of the city was about five or six thousand. I kept looking at them, looking for something I didn’t want to see but needed to know.
Then I saw it. A dwenda. Several of them.
As hard as I was trying to stay hidden, I let out a moan of anguish.
“What?” Merindra asked.
“Over there. Do you see them?”
The others gasped softly. I didn’t see any familiar faces. But there were about five dwenda among the nearest group. They were distinct enough from the kaliman to stand out. They were shorter, and their builds were different. Kaliman were long and thin, like a race of Russian ballerinas. Dwenda were fuller and more athletic. But we were too far away to see them clearly.
I stood there, breathing hard. I had to know.
“I want to go over there.”
Narilora grabbed my arm. “Will, no.”
“I have to know.”
She whimpered. “I don’t want to know. Will, I don’t. I can’t see something like that.”
Merindra came up to me. “I’ll go with you.”
With the diynang blade still in my hand, I felt no difficulty in stretching the sheath. Merindra and I walked slowly over to the clump of basayangs. When we got about thirty feet away, I saw it.
“Oh,” Merindra said.
It wasn’t Ayarala. It was Missok.
“Oh, shit.”
They had made it in here. Made it in here and died.
I stood there, stunned, for nearly a minute. The implications were rocketing around my head, but I refused to address them. I would not accept this until I saw the bodies.
Merindra took my hand. “Let’s go back.”
There were no other dwenda I could see beyond the group around Missok. No Ayarala or Yisaraq or Girasani. Certainly no Kaorin. She would have stood out like a sore thumb from all these kaliman.
That gave me a bit of confidence. They’d been together. If one survived, the others could have too.
We walked back to our group.
“We saw Missok,” I said. “No one else.”
Narilora pursed her lips. “No one else?”
“No.”
“That’s something.”
“Yeah. Let’s keep going.”
We went all the way to the outskirts of the city. We passed the fungus farms, which were empty. We passed the aquaculture enclosures, which were abandoned and unattended. My unease grew the further we went. This had been a city of thousands. The last time we’d been here, there were sounds of life. People working and living and laughing.
Now it was silent as a tomb. It was a city of the dead. Basayangs were everywhere, standing in the same motionless groups.
I looked across the city, seeing the empty room in the wall above the Triad chamber where their original male, aXiqian, once lived. I’d convinced my neighbor uQe’kiral to replace him so the force of kaliman attacking Yama-Kana would leave, believing it was the best way to resolve the situation. If the rest of the city had been turned into basayangs, it was hard to see how uQe’kiral could have survived.
My well-intentioned idea had led to his death.
“What did she do here?” Mereceeree asked.
I sighed.
“She killed them all and raised them,” I said. “I don’t know how, but she did.”
“If she made a few, they could have killed people for her to make new ones,” Merindra said. “The more she made, the more bodies she would have.”
“But how did it start?” Mereceeree said. “She was locked up.”
I shook my head. “We’re not going to find those answers here now. We need to get back. We’ve pushed our luck far enough.”
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We trudged back to the tunnel, glum and silent. The basayangs we passed continued to ignore us. We passed the little cave we stayed in last time, but I wasn’t about to risk it now, not with so many basayangs nearby. We climbed out of the tunnel, finally emerging into the open air. Once I felt like we were comfortably far away from the tunnel entrance, I told the rest of them to take a break and eat.
When I sat down, Merindra, Narilora, and Mereceeree came over to me. Katali and Kateelo came as well. I could tell they were deeply rattled by what they’d just seen.
Narilora put her hand on my back.
“They could have gotten out,” she said.
“They could have.”
“Let me fly around now and look,” Mereceeree said. “There may be something we missed. I came straight here the other night and did not search the area.”
I nodded. “Okay. But for fuck’s sake, be careful. Please.”
“I will.”
She spread her wings and took off. The rest of us sat quietly, trying to eat.
But Mereceeree returned within minutes. The look on her face was both hopeful and concerned.
“What?” I asked.
“There is a group of kaliman further up the canyon, where the river opens up into the meadow we found on the way down from the peak. Where that little pond is.”
“How many?”
“Thirty or forty. And I did not see the others. But surely these ones can tell us what happened.”
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We packed up quickly and resumed our hike up the mountain. We had a ways to go, and it took about half an hour to reach the cave where the river moved underground. I looked down carefully, seeing nothing. But this wasn’t an exit the kaliman used. We passed several of the tunnels going down, and I sensed some basayang inside, not far away. I wanted to avoid them for now.
The snow grew deeper and the air colder. The river here passed over a series of small, mostly frozen cascades. It was a fairly serious climb from this point. We were approaching 10,000 feet, and I felt it. I knew the others could as well. The flora shifted as well, transitioning from the familiar green-barked trees with oval blueish-green leaves to thin, scraggly things like oaks back on Earth.
Finally, the canyon opened in front. The summit was visible now, a tall snow-capped peak that rose another 5,000 feet above. The meadow where we’d camped on that trip spread out before us, but it was now an almost unbroken blanket of snow. The pond was frozen over. On the far side, about a mile away, a thin stream of water fell down a tall waterfall from higher up the mountain, most of it freezing on the way down and coating the area in frost. To the left of that was the ridgeline we climbed down to get around the falls.
As Mereceeree reported, the kaliman were there. About thirty-five of them were camped out along the pond, where they’d broken through the ice for water. There was a small fire, smoke rising in a thin streamer. They saw us, getting up in alarm. Several of them formed up in front of the others, bows and blades out.
I yelled out to them. “We’re not here to fight. We came to see what happened.”
Most of them didn’t move, but one came around the line of bows.
“Makalang,” she called out.
“Yes.”
As we got closer, I recognized her. I didn’t know her name, but she was one of Zaralyr’s lieutenants. We met her on the last trip up here. She motioned to the others to lower their weapons.
“I am Tierra. I imagine you came in search of the others, the dwenda who sought to meet with us?”
“I did. What happened here?”
“I will tell you first off that I do not know what happened to your wives and the others. We had to flee the cavern in a great rush.”
“Is this everyone?”
“There may be others below,” she said. I saw the question in her eyes.
I sighed. “We saw no one. I’m sorry.”
Tierra nodded. “Then this is everyone I know of who escaped.”
I looked at the rest of her group. Thirty-five out of thousands.
“What happened down there? It was Sheedlyn?”
She motioned for us to join their camp. Explaining Jackie’s presence took some doing, since the kaliman had plenty of experience with busangs, but I finally convinced them she was tame. We sat together around the fire. Many of them were wounded, and I reached out and healed them all. Small gasps of surprise murmured through the kaliman.
“Did you do that?” Tierra asked.
“Yes.”
“Thank you.” She sighed. “Let me start at the beginning. You know about Sheedlyn’s arrest.”
“Yes.”
“Yawihri and Zaralyr were determined to purge every bit of her influence from the cavern. It turned out that more people worked with her than we realized. We arrested them, but the more we arrested, the more were implicated. Yawihri began to worry that we were going too far, that not everyone who had ever been in contact with Sheedlyn needed to punished.”
“But Zaralyr wouldn’t stop?” 
I could see it. I’d been around enough people like her in my life to know. What Sheedlyn had done was monstrous, so anyone working with her was a monster who needed to be destroyed.
“No. What happened exactly, I am not sure. But a group of people attacked the Triad chambers, where Sheedlyn and the others were being detained. They overwhelmed the guards and freed everyone, Sheedlyn included. I don’t know if they even realized what they were doing, if they meant to turn her loose. But she got out.”
“And the basayangs came?”
She shook her head. “No. Not at first. When Zaralyr realized what happened, she went into a rage. There was a search, and many of the ones who had been freed were rearrested. But others fought to escape. Quite a few were killed. Zaralyr ordered us to leave the bodies where they were and continue the search.”
I groaned. “Oh, no.”
“All of this was happening when the dwenda arrived to meet with Yawihri and the others. Yawihri put them up in a house in the city. I think they may have met once. I do not know what happened.”
“Were they all together? I ask because we went down there. We saw some of the dwenda among the basayangs. We saw Missok, the clan leader.”
Tierra shook her head. “No. Yawihri told me the dwenda leader asked your wives to remain apart from the meetings. She did not want them involved. They were in a different house from the others.”
Okay. That was something.
Tierra went on. “Everything fell apart perhaps three days ago. The bodies we left disappeared. We thought the others dragged them off. That night, there were sounds of combat through the city. Screams and panic. The guards who went to investigate did not return. More of us went. We found a group of those things killing people. Sheedlyn was there. I saw her doing something to one of the bodies. Then it rose and joined the others. I saw her do it several times.”
“You were right, awasa-late,” Mereceeree said to Merindra.
Merindra said nothing, face pale.
“She was killing people and making them right then and there,” I said.
“Yes,” Tierra said. “And as her numbers grew, it rapidly became impossible to stop her. Every one that fell joined her. The city went into a panic, but Sheedlyn sent those things to block people from leaving. I gathered up these ones you see here and fled past them somehow. It seems no one else escaped.”
“From what we saw, almost everyone was turned,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”
Tierra nodded gravely. Around us, the other kaliman were crying or holding each other. She took a deep breath.
“May I ask something of you?” she said.
“What?”
“We have lost our home, and there seems to be nowhere for us to go. When you return to your city, may we come with you?”
I nodded. “We have to keep searching for the others, but yes. Of course.”
“Thank you.”
Then Narilora grabbed my shoulder in alarm. “Will. They’re here.”
I spun around.
It was the basayangs.


Chapter 20
There were at least sixty of them. What they were doing here or how they had tracked us, I had no idea.
Most of the kaliman began screaming in terror and fled across the meadow. Only four or five them stayed behind with Tierra, raising their weapons.
The guards all shot to their feet, forming up in ranks.
“Crossbows up!” I yelled.
I cocked mine as fast I could and aimed at the onrushing horde. We fired, dropping six or eight of them, but the others just ran right over the bodies. We got off another volley, but it barely made a difference. I realized in horror that we were outnumbered at least two to one, and they were spreading out as they came.
“Circle up! Don’t let them get behind us!”
I tossed down my crossbow and drew the crystal sword. Our line spread out, curling around as the basayangs crashed into us. The first rank held, cutting down a few, but the others kept coming, flowing around our group. I turned around, seeing the ring close just in time to protect our backs. Mereceeree took off, trying to fight them from above. Katali and Kateelo fell back into the center. They had no weapons to fight in close quarters.
We were now completely surrounded.
One of the basayangs came at me as the circle formed up. I struck hard, remembering the difficult fight we’d had against the first group down in the cavern. These things were fast and fought well, dodging and parrying quite unlike the original versions that simply attacked in a blind wave. The only real similarity was their eyes – dead, lifeless, and empty. They scarcely even seemed to see us. They were sensing us with something else entirely. Their connection to the Crimson Star.
The basayang brought up its sword to deflect my attack. And something very strange happened.
I felt it rather than saw it. The sword pulsed with some kind of extra energy, vibrating at some infinitesimally small frequency. When it struck the basayang’s sword, my blade passed through it like it wasn’t even there. The basayang’s sword simply parted in two, the top half falling away, spinning through the air. When the crystal blade hit the basayang, the same thing happened. It sliced right through the thing, from its shoulder through its chest and out the other side. The basayang collapsed before me, blood spurting everywhere as all its core arteries were opened at once.
I was so stunned, I almost wasn’t able to bring the blade up to defend myself when another one came in. I parried the strike, but I wasn’t fast enough, and the basayang’s blade scraped across my armor. I kicked out, shoving it backward, and struck again.
The same thing happened. I sliced the basayang in two like a melon.
Yet I had no time to celebrate this incredible discovery. I heard a cry of pain behind me, then another. The others weren’t doing anywhere near as well. I had to heal them, or we were going to die. Even with this blade, I couldn’t fight fifty-plus basayangs on my own.
I fell back into the center of the circle, yelling at the guards on either side to close the gap.
Mereceeree swooped around us, trying to attack them from behind, but they were too fast and too aware of us. Every time she came down, they swung their blades at her before she could get close enough.
I realized Jackie wasn’t with us. I looked out and saw her running around, pulling down a basayang from behind and tearing it apart. But they were trying to fight her, and she barely dodged several blows from their blades.
Two linyang had fallen back with me, clutching at wounds in their sides. They had no armor and normally depended on the sorai in situations like this.
I reached out and healed them, but I had to do more.
And again, the crystal blade responded.
Normally, I could handle only one serious wound at a time. I could heal collections of lacerations and bruises in a single wave, but life-threatening injuries required focus.
The blade began glowing with the same violet luminescence. As I reached out now, I felt all thirty-one of the females around me, even the kaliman, as intimately as if we were mating.
There were more wounds, if less serious than the two linyang. I healed them. There was fear and concern; I wiped it away as I’d wiped away their weariness and sleep deprivation.
The circle firmed up. We were holding. But more wounds came. I felt a sorai take a blade through her side; I healed it as fast as the blade withdrew. Another one sliced open Narilora’s thigh; I closed it.
We were standing firm. But we weren’t winning.
Katali and Kateelo finally came out of their inertia and shock at this fight, which had lasted all of thirty seconds at this point. Kateelo threw one of the racundar pellets at the basayang fighting Merindra. It burst in a sticky splat of black fluid. The basayang suddenly slowed, staggering. It wasn’t asleep, but the momentary pause was enough for Merindra to slice its throat open.
“Do that again!” I yelled at them.
They helped drop three more like that. But we were still heavily outnumbered and still surrounded. I had to do more than this.
I wondered: If I could restore their energies, could I increase them?
I was wary of doing it, remembering what I’d done to Narilora. Putting too much energy into someone, or the wrong energy, could be dangerous. It was how Sheedlyn was making basayangs, after all.
But that was so long ago. I knew so much more now. And holding the crystal blade, I realized I could see exactly what I needed to do. It was enhancing my focus as much as it added to my power.
I drew on the undercurrent and carefully fed streams of energy into all of them. Somehow I was able to see all thirty-one of them separately, was able to tune the individual flows to their own energies, giving them just enough without endangering them.
As one, they surged outward, invigorated. They moved faster and stronger. Faster and stronger than the basayangs now. Merindra’s swords were a blur, whirling around the defenses of the basayang she was facing to slash open its abdomen. Mereceeree became something like an avenging angel, swooping in so fast the basayangs had no time to respond. Narilora and Sherala were similarly enhanced. Even Katali and Kateelo were fighting better, throwing the racundar pellets with pinpoint accuracy.
The basayangs died. The line around us thinned. It was no longer two deep. More of them fell. Jackie closed in again, pulling down another one. Their line began to break up, and ours spread out. I rejoined the fight as we split the basayangs into two groups. I cut down two more with single strokes from the crystal blade, which now blazed with violet light.
It wasn’t a slaughter. We were still taking wounds, but the energy I was sending them healed their injuries as fast as they came.
There were maybe twenty basayangs now. Then ten. Then five. Then Narilora and Merindra killed the last one together.
When the final basayang fell, they all stood there panting for breath and looking at the utter carnage that surrounded us. A solid ring of sixty-plus bloody kaliman lay on the snow, several of them in pieces from my blade.
One by one, I saw them realizing that none of us had died. They’d all been so focused on defending themselves that they hadn’t appreciated what I’d done.
They got it now.
Mereceeree landed beside me as the violet luminescence slowly faded from the crystal blade.
“Was that you?” she asked. “What I felt?”
“I felt it too,” Merindra said.
The rest of my guards murmured in agreement. The kaliman were stunned into silence.
“What did you do?” Narilora asked.
“I’m not completely sure. But this thing let me heal and support all of you at once.”
“This is a thing of the makalang?” Tierra asked. “You can do this?”
“Yes,” Mereceeree responded.
I looked out across the meadow to where the other kaliman were starting to return. As the adrenaline subsided, it dawned on me that no matter what I’d just done here, we still had a serious problem. Several serious problems.
“We need to get out of here. If these could come, there could be more of them.”
“Will, we killed some of them down in the cavern,” Sherala said. “I’m sure they’ve figured that out by now. It was probably what drew them out here. Whoever is controlling them.”
I nodded. That made sense. “Which means more could be coming.”
“So how to do we get out?” Merindra asked. “I don’t like the idea of going back down that canyon.”
“Me neither,” I said.
I looked around the meadow. Above us was the summit. I’d been up there, and I knew there was no point in going that way. The main exit was the canyon where the river flowed down. But there was a snow-covered slope off to the right of us, leading up around the ridge above the kaliman cavern.
That would take us away from the cavern. Away from Ayarala and the others, if they were still down there.
But after having heard Tierra’s story and seen what it was like in the cavern, if they really were there, it was not likely in a state that would welcome rescue.
Girasani knew this area very well and knew all the exits from the cavern. She’d used them all the times she’d snuck out to see the outside world. They wouldn’t have stayed down there this long, hiding out. They couldn’t have. If the basayangs could sense us the moment we walked out of that tunnel – sense us despite my energy sheath – it was inconceivable that they could have survived this long hiding out somewhere down there. They would have been found by now.
They’d either gotten out like Tierra’s group, or they hadn’t.
If they’d gotten out, where were they? Why hadn’t we seen them? They would surely have run straight for the circle to get home. We should have met them coming up.
And if they hadn’t gotten out . . .
I sighed. The facts were what they were, and they didn’t care what I felt about them. It was entirely possible I would never know their fate.
I had fifty other people depending on me to lead them out of this. There was only so long I could pretend they were still alive. I shoved down my emotions once again and tried to focus to the problem at hand.
I looked at Mereceeree and pointed toward the slope. “Can you see what’s over there?”
She nodded and took off. She flew over the slope and circled above it a couple of times, going out beyond it, then gliding back. She landed in front of me.
“It should work. It will be a climb to get up there, but on the far side is the ravine where that other river comes down. I think you can make it.”
I looked around. “Any objections? Anyone really want to try the canyon?”
No one did.
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We hiked across the meadow until we reached the base of the slope. It was clearly another big pile of rocks, which was now covered in snow. This was about the last kind of thing I wanted to climb under these conditions, but we had little choice.
The sun had gone behind the ridge by now, and I wasn’t sure we could get to the top before it was dark. I didn’t relish being up there at night. Even if I continued restoring everyone’s energy, this was going to be a risky climb even in daylight. The snow was surely concealing all sorts of gaps and crevices in the rocks. It was cold and would be getting colder soon.
On the other hand, the longer we stayed here, the greater the chance another horde of basayangs would come out looking for us. We’d beaten fifty, but could we beat a hundred or more?
I shared my concerns with Tierra and my wives.
“I vote we go,” Narilora said. “All of us can see in the dark except you, and you have those goggles.
“I agree,” Merindra said. “We can’t stay here.”
I looked at Tierra.
“It is up to you,” she said. "We will follow.”
So we went.
I took point with Narilora, trying to scout out a safe route. I used a long stick I found in the meadow to poke at the snow, looking for any dangerous holes. It was slow going, and people repeatedly slipped and fell on the icy rocks. More than once we had to stop so I could heal injuries. Most of Tierra’s people weren’t conditioned for something like this, and I had to continually feed everyone energy from the undercurrent to keep us going.
Mereceeree flew around us, trying to help scout for me. She spread encouragement as best she could, letting us know how close we were to the top. It got darker and darker, but we could still see well enough. We reached the top of the ridge just as the sun went below the horizon.
I looked down and around. This side was more level for a while, but I couldn’t see a good way to get down to the ravine where the river flowed. Mereceeree landed beside me.
“If you follow this slope for a ways, there is a place you can double back. There is a ledge going down toward the ravine, though it is narrow. There is a spot we may need to climb down, though it is not high.”
We’d brought the climbing gear, but not enough for this many people to do anything serious.
“Can these people get down it?” I asked.
“It is nothing like what we did here before, those huge cliffs. I think we could easily lower everyone.”
“Okay, let’s get going. I want to use all the light we have left.”
We proceeded down the slope. It wasn’t steep and followed the ridge above the cavern for half a mile or so. The sky was turning its usual rose-gold and purple.
Then I heard something. A voice. A high-pitched voice calling out.
As one, Narilora and Merindra grabbed at my arms.
“Will,” Merindra gasped.
I looked up the ridge. There was someone coming toward us. Running down the slope and calling out. I saw a flash of golden hair.
I broke into a run. The others came after me.
It was Ayarala, running toward me. I closed the gap in seconds.
We crashed together. She flew into my arms, legs going around my waist. I crushed her against me. I felt her sobbing against my chest. It was all I could do to hold her.
Merindra, Narilora, and Mereceeree were there, hugging us.
I couldn’t speak. Then Ayarala pushed back and kissed me hard. I kissed her back, then we were pressing foreheads together.
I saw someone else behind her, coming down from a hole in the cliffside. Yisaraq. Behind her was Kaorin.
I didn’t see Girasani.
The voices and cries of relief around me battered my ears. Yisaraq and Kaorin reached us, I tried to hug them as well, though Ayarala was still clinging tightly to me, not coming down from my grasp.
“What happened?” I managed.
“The basayangs,” she gasped.
“We saw them. We were down there looking for you. How did you get out? Where have you been?”
“The city went crazy,” she said. “They were everywhere. Girasani led us out a tunnel. But she’s hurt bad, Will. She and Kaorin fought them.”
As my equilibrium returned, I realized that all three of them were injured. Ayarala had done her best to stitch them up, but she couldn’t heal them like I could. Kaorin’s arm and leg were bandaged. Yisaraq looked battered and bruised. Ayarala’s right forearm had another bandage. They were all weak, hungry, and suffering badly from the cold and exposure.
So I healed them.
“Where is she?”
Ayarala finally let go of me, and I set her down. She led us back up the mountainside to the cave she’d emerged from. Inside, Girasani lay motionless under a blanket. She looked weak and even paler than she usually did, which was saying something.
I knelt down beside her. She was barely conscious but managed to meet my gaze.
“You came,” she said weakly.
She had a deep wound in her gut. How she had survived all this time, I had no idea. She’d lost so much blood. If we had spent the night in the meadow, I doubted she would have lasted the night.
I healed her. She let out a long sigh. I pulled her to me and held her in my arms for a while.
The rest of them sat around us. Ayarala knelt down next to me.
“We’ve been up here since we got out,” she said. “I wanted to get down to the circle, but Girasani was too weak to move. We were making plans to carry her down, but I couldn’t find a safe way to the bottom.”
“I was making a way to carry her,” Yisaraq said.
I noticed there was a makeshift stretcher under construction near the back of the cave.
“That you made it out and lasted this long is a miracle,” I said. I pulled Ayarala to me and kissed her again. “You did good, babe.”
“When did you come?” she asked.
“Maybe two days ago. We haven’t stopped once. I’ve been sustaining everyone with my crystals.”
“You knew something was wrong.”
I nodded. “It was when you stopped answering my calls. But I didn’t want to overreact at first. I figured you had to be busy with the reunion.”
She leaned against me. “I saw a message from you, but we were about to meet with the Triad. I meant to call you later. Then everything just happened at once, and we had to flee. I left the tablet in the house we were staying in. We barely got out with what you see here. Kaorin has been hunting for us.”
“There hasn’t been much,” Kaorin said, “because of the snow.”
I just held the four of them for a minute or two. Merindra, Narilora, and the others leaned against us.
But Tierra finally stuck her head into the cave. “Makalang, I am very happy you found your people, but we should continue before it gets any darker and colder.”
Ayarala and Girasani stood up.
“I am ready to go home,” Girasani said.
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Our reunited group continued down to the ravine. The going was easier than I had feared, and we soon reached the spot Mereceeree had told me about. It turned to be about a fifteen-foot drop – more than manageable with the gear we had, even in the dark. It took a while to lower everyone down, but eventually we got to the river and proceeded down to the cliff face where we’d camped the last time.
Once again, I queried the group on staying the night or going. No one wanted to stay.
Before we started out again, I went over to Yisaraq and took her in my arms.
“I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, babe, but your sister didn’t make it out. We saw her down there.”
“I assumed as much,” she said quietly.
But then she began to cry against my chest. I held her for about five minutes as she sobbed in grief and my other wives tried to comfort her.
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We powered on through the night. Only once we got moving along the river did Ayarala and the others finally notice Katali and Kateelo, who had been hanging back from the rest of us. I introduced them, and Ayarala, despite her recent experiences, was as welcoming to my new wives as she always was.
“They are lovely, Will,” she said as we hiked alongside each other. “I can see why you claimed them, though never in my life did I expect a diynang as awasa-late, let alone two.”
She laughed softly.
Girasani was on the other side of me. “Thank you for rescuing my people, Will. I only wish more of them had escaped.”
I put an arm around her. “I’m so sorry. This is going to take some time to process. For everyone.”
“Sheedlyn really turned the entire city into basayangs?” Ayarala asked.
“Nearly all of it, from what we saw. I suspect there might be a few left who are working with her. Or not. Hard to see what she would need from them now.”
Neither of them said anything more.
Sheedlyn’s crime was so monstrous that it defied easy discussion. There would be time to decide what to do, but for now we needed to get to safety.
With me periodically refreshing the group, we reached the circle the following afternoon. In a few groups, we took everyone back to Yama-Kana. I checked in briefly with Kisarat and Jaleena. Everyone was happy to see the core group back safely but horrified at the news about Sheedlyn and the kaliman.
There being nothing more requiring my immediate attention, I went to bed and slept for an entire day.


Chapter 21
As terrible as what happened to the kaliman was – basically genocide – Sheedlyn’s massive horde of basayangs was a long way away from Yama-Kana. That might change – I suspected it would – but I had other issues demanding my attention.
I spent a couple of hours with Cassie and Hunter telling them about my adventures, though obviously not about the basayangs. They were fascinated with Katali and Kateelo and wanted to see Klee-Quant. I promised to take them there when it was safe.
Then I got down to business.
The first and most important item was letting the dwenda know what happened to Missok’s expedition. Yisaraq reached out to the group of twenty or so elders who dwelled in Yama-Kana. They all came over to my house, where we assembled in the large first-floor meeting room. As they filed in, it was clear from the looks on their faces that they expected bad news.
“Thank you for coming,” I said. “What we have to tell you is going to be difficult to take. I will just ask you to listen.”
“Were this good news,” one of them said, “Missok would be delivering it. So tell us what you must.”
Yisaraq and Ayarala began by describing their visit. They handed it over to me once they described their flight from the basayangs. I did my best not to react to the gasps of horror as I told them what we saw in the cavern.
Finally one of them spoke up. “So . . . Missok still lives, in a sense?”
“Her body is still animated,” I said. “The thing that was Missok is gone. Along with the rest of her group. I’m sorry.”
“I know how much this mission meant to her,” another one said. “To have it end in such tragedy is extraordinarily distressing.”
“And what of the kaliman?” the first one asked.
“As far as we were able to tell, they’ve been turned into basayangs,” I said, “other than ones I brought back with me. You’re welcome to speak to them if you like.”
“Where are they?”
“I have provided them with housing. They’re staying in Serunai’s house for now.”
I figured the tomb-like ambiance would be comforting to a people who lived in a cave. The panikang had already started moving in there, but for now, there was enough room for both, and Mereceeree assured me they were all getting along.
“I don’t think that will be necessary for now,” the second elder said.
“Yisaraq, how is your mood?” another one asked.
“I grieve for my sister,” she replied. “We had our differences, but we loved one another. I did not expect to lose her over this.”
The elders nodded.
“You have two clan leaders as wives now, do you not, Makalang?” the first elder asked.
“I do. Narilora of the linyang and Mereceeree of the panikang.”
The other elders nodded to each other, but there were no more questions.
“We must consider this and discuss with the other elders,” the first said.
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As soon as we were done, I asked Kisarat to call a meeting of the council, making it clear to the rest of them that this was something of grave importance.
“Do you know if the council ever has closed meetings?” I asked her.
“Yes. Should I request it?”
“Definitely.”
We went over to the building about an hour later. Ayarala, Yisaraq, and Jaleena came with us. I waited in my office for the rest of the council to arrive. There wasn’t much prep to do for this one. As I sat with Yisaraq, Ayarala and Jaleena drifted off to a corner of the outer office talking.
“I can’t tell you how strange it is to see the two of them together like that,” I said to her.
Yisaraq smiled. “They are your first two wives.”
“In a sense, yeah. But Jaleena isn’t Jacqueline. And if I hadn’t come here and found Ayarala, she would probably never have become Jaleena.”
“It has struck me how similar they are in appearance.”
I’d never really admitted that fact to myself, but she was right. Jaleena’s breasts were bigger, but they had similar builds beyond that and similar looks to their faces. Ayarala’s eyes were purple while Jaleena’s were blue, but their hair was about the same now.
But they were different people, for sure. Their personalities were not the same. I hadn’t fallen for Ayarala because she represented some “corrected” Jacqueline. I’d been trying to get away from Jacqueline at the time.
“You told me you had a ‘taste for feisty dwenda’ when you arrived at aJia’jara’s,” Yisaraq said. “Now I understand why.”
I laughed.
“I hope that I have remained feisty enough for your taste,” she said, smiling.
I pulled her over and kissed her forehead. “Yeah, you have, babe.”
Kisarat appeared in the doorway. “Will, it’s time. The other members are arriving.”
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We went downstairs to the chambers.
About half the council was there already, and the others filed in after me. I took my seat. Kisarat had found a much larger desk somewhere, and I no longer had to squat under it.
The guards shut the doors, and we were alone except for our staff. Joon called the meeting to order.
“Makalang, this was your request, so you may proceed.”
I took a deep breath and stood up.
“This will not be easy to hear, so I suggest you brace yourselves. Most of you are no doubt aware of clan leader Missok’s expedition to meet with the kaliman. For those of you who are not, their intent was to attempt a reconciliation between the kaliman and the dwenda. I have been assisting Missok in the planning for this, and assisted in getting them all there. My awasa-lina Ayarala and my wife, and Missok’s sister, Yisaraq accompanied her. I learned several days ago that the mission was a complete failure, and Missok is now dead.”
I let that hang in the air for a moment as the gasps exploded around me.
“The kaliman have been holding Sheedlyn, the leader of the Gates of the Golden Staff, under arrest for all the things she’s done. She went there after leaving Yama-Kana, and has been there ever since. In the beginning, she was a guest, but some time ago there was a falling out between her and the kaliman leadership, and Sheedlyn was arrested.”
“What was she doing?” eWi’hulon asked.
“Killing kaliman to make more basayangs. There were kaliman helping her for reasons I am not clear on, but eventually the rest of the kaliman found out and turned on her and the others. She and they were imprisoned. The last I heard, just before the expedition left, was that they were awaiting trial. Unfortunately, Sheedlyn escaped the same time as this expedition arrived. I am not clear on the exact details, but there was some kind of riot, and people were killed. Sheedlyn turned those bodies into basayangs. These basayangs attacked the kaliman and killed nearly all of them, as well as Missok and her team. They are a new type that is much more dangerous than the ones that attacked this city.”
“What of your wives?” Froidani asked, face pale.
“They and a few of the kaliman managed to escape. I brought the kaliman back to Yama-Kana. They can come here to explain exactly what happened in more detail. I wasn’t there. I have them staying in Serunai’s old house at the moment.”
Hoolaka exploded, standing up and pointing at me. “You are the greatest enemy the dwenda have ever known!” she shrieked. “You have caused us nothing but grief!”
“You are blinded by your own hatred and greed!” Ayarala shouted back at her. “He has been nothing but good to us!”
“You are blinded by your swollen belly! And you as well!” she shouted at Yisaraq.
“He did not cause Missok’s death, you miserable wretch!” Yisaraq screamed. “It was Sheedlyn!”
“He sent Missok there!”
Joon shouted at them to be quiet. “Enough! Hoolaka, control yourself! You know as well as I how fervently Missok wanted to do this.”
“Because he filled her head with lies!”
“I tried to talk her out of it, repeatedly,” I said.
“This is true!” Yisaraq yelled.
Joon yelled at them again to be quiet. “Makalang, is there more to this?”
“Yes, unfortunately,” I said. “Sheedlyn now has an army of basayangs. If she turned the entire kaliman city, as I believe she did, there are probably about five thousand of them.”
The other members gasped in horror.
“How could she make so many so quickly?” eWi’hulon asked.
“She developed a new method, one that uses small pieces of the Crimson Star I’ve told you about. I don’t know exactly how she’s doing it.”
“This city of theirs is a very long way from Yama-Kana,” Meeroy said.
“Yes, but I see where he is going with this,” Joon said, face pale. “She came here once and set loose a horde upon us. She could do it again.”
“A smaller and much less dangerous horde,” I said. “Those basayangs were half-dead by the time she released them. I’ve faced these new ones, and they are not easy to kill.”
“What would you have us do?” Ysuloc asked.
“The council must begin preparations for the city’s defense, should it become necessary. I can commit my forces and the Long Claw, but all together they number maybe five hundred. Narilora can muster more of the linyang. My wife Merindra can talk to Varycibe, who is her grandmother for those of you who aren’t aware, about the sorai. But the city will need to prepare.”
“There are only forty in the entire council guard!” Meeroy exclaimed. “What are we to do?”
“We can discuss details later,” I said. “But the work needs to begin soon.”
“I agree,” Joon said.
The others murmured agreement. Joon called for a vote to begin exploring what would need to be done. It passed 9-1, with only Hoolaka dissenting.
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Then I went over to Feylani’s house. The first group from the Long Claw was about halfway through the two sampars of training Meridrian and Jissalyn had designed. I spent some time watching them, and I was impressed.
“How long do you think it will take to train the rest of them?” I asked her.
“Assuming this works, as it seems to be, I would expect maybe ten sampars. We can train larger groups once the first group is done.”
“I need it done in four. Less if possible. Let’s start those larger groups now.”
She recoiled. “My tsulygoi . . .”
“This is the only force that’s strong enough to face that horde, in the event Sheedlyn brings it here. I don’t expect Sheedlyn to dawdle. If she left right now, they could be here in four sampars, maybe less.”
She pursed her lips tightly. It was a few moments before she could answer me. “I will do what I can.”
“Thank you.”
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The work crew building the wall around my compound had finished digging the footings for it and were now starting the actual construction. I talked to their manager about some kind of artificial pond for Katali and Kateelo in the back yard. I wanted a pool with a fountain and a little channel flowing back into the river. She thought it was feasible.
Then I went to Phan-garad to meet with Tilyri and close the deal for our joint venture with Cerulean Sword. I brought Breanne, and I also brought the diynang crystal blade.
The Cerulean Sword factory was just outside the city center, a few blocks from the crystal circle. It was a long, low building set back from the others around it. A wall surrounded the entire property, and armed guards – Long Claw, as it happened – guarded the exterior.
Tilyri, Thorai, and Tracera met me in the lobby. Tracera was dressed much more professionally than the last few times I’d seen her, in a simple pants and a short top. But there was little that could conceal her lithe, nubile form. She gave me a sly smile but said nothing.
“Makalang, welcome,” Tilyri said. “You have been quite busy, from what I have heard. First Ceriniat, and now Missok.”
“Interesting days,” I said.
“Quite.”
Thorai gave me a tour of their plant. Breanne had been here several times, but I had not. They had production lines for different sorts of blades, but the process was more or less the same. The crafters began by shaping and sharpening the blanks inside a large, protected enclosure. It had to be protected because of the lasers they were using. The lasers cut the blanks into the appropriate shape, then cut away portions to create the edge. One of their technicians explained how it worked.
“We can only do this at a specific angle,” she said, “because of how the crystal structure of the diamond is composed. At certain angles, the diamond crystal will flake off in sheets rather than take an edge. But if the angle is too large, the blade will not be sharp enough. Too small, and it will be too brittle. So we do it somewhere in the middle.”
“It took quite a bit of trial and error to find the best angle,” Thorai said. “This is a process unlike any other sword manufacturing.”
Once the blades were sharpened, they were placed in protective enclosures for safety while the hilts were applied to the tang, the portion remaining below the sharpened edge.
“Why not do the hilt first?” I asked.
“That is a frequent question,” Thorai said. “The reason is that the sharpening process requires so much precision, as that technician explained. It is much easier to achieve this precision when the tang is exposed. With a hilt, the blank would be less stable during the process.”
After the tour, we assembled in a meeting room beside Tilyri’s office to finalize things. Taitala didn’t have contracts quite as we envisioned them on Earth. Instead, the parties to a deal like this worked out the details between themselves and then filed a notice of ownership change with the city.
Corporations in the sense of creating liability protection didn’t exist here, in large part because the lawsuit culture we had back home didn’t exist either. Parties with disputes would settle things within the clans, or via a duel. All property on Taitala, businesses and otherwise, was personal to the owner. So the documents were between just me and Tilyri.
We went over the agreement her people and Breanne had worked out. Everything was in order.
Thorai brought out a bottle of malvina to celebrate. After she’d poured it out for everyone, I threw mine back and set it down.
“There’s something I’d like you to look at,” I said.
I pulled out the diynang blade and set it on the table in front of them.
Tilyri looked at it closely. “May I see it?”
I nodded. She picked it up and turned it over in her hands, examining the edge.
“Where did you get this?” she asked.
“From the diynang.”
They all gasped.
“The diynang?” Thorai exclaimed.
“Not only that, it’s about three kumala-talons old.”
“That is impossible,” Tilyri scoffed. “This is close enough to our process that I would have thought it stolen from us. But the technology for making these did not exist so long ago.”
“All true, and yet, there it is. They had no idea what it was or what it did, and believe me, it can do a lot. They’ve been preserving it all this time. One of their ancestors made it by channeling energies through her crystal. I think I understand how, but I need to know more.”
Tilyri stared down at it in shock. “I will admit it the style is unfamiliar to me. We have never made so large a blade. And the detailing and wear around the hilt appears quite old. But I am afraid that is all I can tell you about the manufacturing. If you have questions about the physics of it, there is a researcher at the university I can refer you to. I think she would be happy to help. She has consulted with us in the past, and she is a fan of yours, as it happens.”
“What’s her name?”
“Puran. She works in the crystal engineering school.”
I smiled. “Ah, yeah.”
“You know her?”
“I do. She helped me with something.” She was the talalong who had helped me figure out how to keep the wormhole open with the glow-sphere.
“Well, if anyone could help with this, it would be her.”
“I’ll give her a call, then.”
I poured myself another glass of malvina.
“All right,” I went on. “There are two important things I need to tell you now that we’re partners. The first is that the Long Claw needs every blade you can produce. I’m going ramp up production on our end to support it.”
Tilyri clapped her hands. “Wonderful news!”
“The bad news is why.”
Their ebullient mood deflated as I explained about Sheedlyn and the basayang army. Tilyri asked me a few questions, but the others were silent.
I saw Thorai glance at Tracera in concern.
Tracera saw her look too. “I’m still going to be his wife, Mom. He needs every blade he can get for this. I’ve already fought for him.”
Thorai’s face tightened up. “You know her tenth talon-day is tomorrow,” she said to me.
“No, but I knew it was soon.”
Thorai sighed. She put her hand over Tracera’s. “You may as well go back with him now. But nothing tonight, you know that.”
Tracera glowed. “Okay. I know.”
“I’ll do my best to keep her safe,” I said, “as I do with all my wives.”
Tilyri exhaled slowly.
“Interesting days, indeed,” she said.
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We took Tracera back to Yama-Kana. She had already packed up her stuff and arrived at the circle fully geared up in the green uniform tights and top she’d gotten from our supplier without asking me. When we arrived at the house, Ayarala came down to welcome her.
“It may be a day early, but I am glad to call you awasa-late, Tracera.”
“Thank you, awasa-lina. I’m really excited to be here finally.” 
“Let me show to your room. Will won’t be visiting until tomorrow, of course.” She gave me a sly look.
Tracera laughed. “Right. I know.”
When Ayarala led her upstairs, I went out back, where Katali and Kateelo were floating in the pool despite the cold. Submerged up to their heads, they looked an awful lot like a pair of bullfrogs.
“How are you guys settling in?”
“This is a nice house,” Katali said.
“Our room is comfortable,” Kateelo said. “I am surprised you had something like that.”
I hadn’t expected them to be that impressed after living Klee-Quant, and they weren’t. Still, they seemed happy to be here. Ayarala naturally offered them the bizarre pond-room as a bedroom, and they were delighted with it.
“I talked to the building crew out there. We’re going to build that pond along the river I told you about. So you guys can come and go and swim out there however much you want.”
“Thank you!” Katali exclaimed. She leapt out of the pool and hugged me, naked and dripping wet.
I hugged her back, ignoring the dampness.
“It is very nice of you to do that,” Kateelo said.
“I think it will look good, and the others will enjoy it too when it’s warmer.”
Katali rose up on her toes and kissed me. “I wish to mate again soon, my sooly—” Her tongue tripped over the unfamiliar word.
“Tsulygoi.”
“My tsulygoi.”
“Okay, don’t worry.”
“You have so many wives,” Kateelo said.
I laughed. “Yeah.” I kissed Katali back. “Look, one thing. I’m going back to Klee-Quant tonight, just for a little while. There’s something I need to talk to Yeshilla and the others about. It doesn’t concern you two, but I wanted to let you know. In case, maybe, you wanted to come with me.”
They looked at each other. Something passed between them, that sort of weird twin-to-twin understanding.
“This is our home now,” Kateelo said. “My tsulygoi. We will wait here for you.”
“Okay. I’ll see you in a little while.”
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When I emerged into the tower, my breath fogged the air. I’d already forgotten how much colder it was here. For Katali and Kateelo, my pool probably felt like a spa.
“It is so cold,” Kisarat said. She pulled her jacket tighter around her.
“I warned you.”
No one was in the circle room. She went over to one of the windows and gasped.
“This is incredible. I had no idea. Merindra and Eladra were not exaggerating.”
“Two hundred diynang live here, give or take.”
“This is so sad.”
The door was locked, but I opened it easily. We were on the top floor, so I descended a few levels, looking for the library Yeshilla mentioned. We found it a level below the bridge from the shore.
There was a diynang there, sitting in a chair. She let out a cry of alarm when she saw us.
“I’m back. I need to speak to Yeshilla.”
She struggled with herself for a moment, then ran out. I looked around briefly. The room took up the entire level outside the stairs. Orderly shelves stacked with scrolls and books filled most of the space. They were made from a different sort of paper than I’d seen before on Taitala, darker and less uniform. No doubt diynang paper was crafted from something taken from the lake.
Yeshilla and two of the elders appeared several minutes later.
“Makalang. This is a surprise,” she said.
“I told you I was coming back.”
“We did not expect you this soon.”
“I know. Things have happened.” I put my hand on the crystal blade at my hip. “I need to know more about this. About the diynang who created it. It has powers well in excess of what I expected, and I think far in excess of anything you imagined. Is there anything here that might help?”
They glanced at Kisarat, then back at me.
“Yes,” Yeshilla said, “though I suspect less than you are hoping for.”
“This is my wife Kisarat. She’s a historian who has helped me with things like this in the past. May we read through your records? I promise we’ll share anything we learn from this, but it’s important. Things are happening, things that will implicate the diynang.”
“Implicate how?” one of the elders asked.
“When I met Katali and Kateelo, they mentioned that you know of evils that have been perpetrated by people who are proficient with crystals.”
Almost as one, their faces filled with dismay.
“What evils?” Yeshilla asked.
“‘Causing the dead to imitate the living’ is what Katali said.”
Yeshilla’s eyes widened. “Yes. We have heard of this.”
“It’s happening again. And I need to stop it.”
She glanced at the elders, then back at me. “You may do what you wish here, Makalang. May it assist you in this.”
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We returned to the house very late. Kisarat had taken a lot of notes, things that we needed to go through and think about. Some of it was encouraging, some of it less so.
When we walked into the entryway, I saw Yisaraq waiting for us with Ayarala, Merindra, and Narilora. Concern filled all their faces.
“What’s up?”
Yisaraq came over to me. She pulled her hands up to her chest and leaned against me. Not sure what was going on, I put my arms around her.
“I am grateful for my presence in your life, Will. But it has taken me many places I did not expect to go.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“I do not speak of my sister, though I will grieve for her for many sampars.”
“What, then?”
She looked up. “The elders came to the house not long ago. I have been made clan leader of the dwenda.”
I lost my breath for a moment or two.
I knew this was a possibility, but things were happening way too fast. All I could do was pull her closer and hug her tightly.
“They said my connection with you was the deciding factor. They do not wish the linyang and panikang to have unfair influence on you.”
“Did you tell them—”
“Yes. I explained how our family works, that it is not like that. But it is done.”
I held her until she withdrew from my arms.
She rose up on her toes and kissed me. “I love you, Will. But I need to rest now.”
I kissed her again. She’d been with me from nearly the beginning, longer than many others, staying when so many had left, even if she was sometimes on the periphery of things. I knew she preferred it that way. But all that was about to change.
“I love you too, babe. Go to bed.”
“Good night, my tsulygoi.”


Chapter 22
I woke to the feel of soft lips against mine. Someone was kissing me. She kissed me again. I reached up, recognizing the body above me.
I pried my eyes open, seeing Merindra smiling down.
“Guess who is ten talons today?” she asked.
I groaned. “Now?”
“She woke me up at dawn.”
I felt a mug of massit being pressed into my hand. I sat up and took a long draft.
“I told her she needed to be patient, that you needed your rest.”
I looked out of the window, seeing that it was mid-morning. “I need to bathe first. And eat. And get my bearings.”
“I explained all that to her.”
“Where is she?” I asked.
“Waiting in her room.”
I laughed weakly. “Tell her to come in here. I still need to bathe and eat, but no harm in getting things started.”
Merindra smiled. “I will.”
I got up and went to the bathing area adjacent to our bedroom, a huge marble, stone, and crystal grandiosity that would have embarrassed Nero. Broakware must have enjoyed her baths. I settled into the main pool, soaking up the heat from the water.
Merindra and Tracera appeared a minute or two later. Both dropped their robes and joined me.
I took a moment to marvel at their bodies. Merindra was . . . just perfect, as I felt every time I saw her. Tracera was close – shorter, a bit leaner, smaller breasts, but just as firm, tight, and defined. She saw me admiring her and smiled. She knew she looked good, and she knew I saw it.
They waded in up to their breasts, floating with me.
“I already took a bath this morning,” Tracera said.
“No harm in another,” I said.
“There’s something you need to do first, Will,” Merindra said.
Oh, yeah. No sense in putting the cart before the horse.
“Normally, I would need to defeat you in combat,” I said to Tracera. “But I think you got the gist of things that night.”
She nodded. “Yeah. I kind of froze up, just like you said. So I guess that counts.” 
“I claim you, Tracera.”
She bit her lip quickly. “I will be your wife, Will. My body is yours.”
“And it’s quite a body, pussy-cat,” Merindra said.
Confusion shot through Tracera’s pretty blue eyes.
“Pussikat?”
Merindra explained, and Tracera laughed.
“Oh. That’s funny.”
They helped me bathe, running their hands all over me as I played with their bodies. Tracera’s breasts felt just as delicious as they looked, firm and upturned with big, protuberant nipples. I felt all over her, feeling her purring against me as I cuddled with her in the warm, soapy water, but I wasn’t ready to go further just yet. She felt for my erection, and I rose out of the water to let her see it. Her eyes bulged.
“Oh, wow.”
Merindra laughed. “You knew he was bigger than everything. It won’t hurt, except maybe a little bit at the beginning.”
“I know. I’ve talked to a lot of girls who’ve mated with him. I know what to do.”
Merindra laughed again. “Do you?”
“I think so. The thing with my mouth.”
Merindra looked up at me. “Can she try now, Will?”
I could see where this was going. So much for breakfast first.
“Go ahead.”
Tracera moved forward, taking my cock in her hand and lowering her mouth over it as she looked up at me. But she didn’t really seem to know what to do.
Merindra moved up beside her. “Watch me.”
Just as she’d done with Katali and Kateelo, she spent a minute or two demonstrating her technique. Then she pulled back.
“You try.”
Tracera took me in her mouth again, sucking more confidently now and working her tongue. She and Merindra went back and forth a few times as I sat on the edge of the pool. Tracera was purring deeply now, something I always enjoyed about oral sex with linyang.
I finally eased her off and slid back into the water, taking them both in my arms. I kissed her, then Merindra.
“Was that right?” she asked.
“Pretty good for your first time.”
I played with their slick bodies for a little bit as we kissed and caressed each other. I sensed the intense excitement and arousal inside Tracera. She’d clearly been waiting and fantasizing about this for a long time, well before she actually met me.
I moved her between me and Merindra and reached down to feel her smooth sex. Merindra pressed against her from behind, kissing her neck, I felt her fingers slide over mine. She laughed softly.
“Let’s show her how it works here, Will.”
As Tracera moaned and purred against me, arms tight around my neck, Merindra and I stroked and teased her together. I slowed down as she got close, wanting to draw it out. I sensed as well that she wasn’t inexperienced here, unlike Katali and Kateelo. This wasn’t her first orgasm, which didn’t exactly surprise me. All those fantasies were probably good motivation.
When she started to shiver in frustration, I stopped the teasing and rubbed her briskly as Merindra worked her from behind. She let out a soft cry and bit at my neck as she came. I felt the climax flowing through her, and I could see the energy boiling over inside her. I kept going until she came again, whimpering and shaking between us.
I let her coast down and then lifted her out of the pool. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”
She held me tightly as I carried her out. Merindra followed. We dried off quickly and returned to the bed. Merindra lay beside her, cuddling with her and nibbling at her ear. She reached down to open Tracera for me as I moved between her thighs.
“Just relax yourself as much as you can. It will feel really tight at first.”
“Okay,” Tracera said.
I sensed nervousness, but it was drowned out by excitement at finally getting here.
As warmed up as she was, I still had to take her gently. She was too tight at first, and I could only get a little bit into her. She moaned and dug her claws into my back. Little by little, she began to relax and open to me. Her membrane broke, and she let out a little gasp. Then I was sliding into her slowly.
She was so, so tight. I gasped with her as I filled her up, moving a little bit at a time. Finally, after a minute or so, I was entirely in. Tracera looked up at me, blue eyes open wide.
“We’re mating,” she said.
“Yeah, pussy-cat, we are.”
I lowered myself to kiss her. She kissed me back eagerly. I began to move inside her. Merindra lay there watching us and stroking my back. I focused on Tracera. She was still wound up, and the friction inside her was intense. Only another minute of gentle thrusts had her at the brink again. She cried out softly as she went over, holding me tightly. Her sex pinched down on me so hard it almost hurt.
I rolled over, putting her on top.
Merindra sat up and climbed behind her. “Let me show you.”
With Merindra guiding her, Tracera rode me eagerly but slowly. She was still too tight for anything rough. Merindra kissed her neck and gently played with her breasts, then slid a hand down to finger her. I just lay there watching them.
Tracera came yet again, sex quivering around me. When she’d caught her breath, she fell forward onto me, kissing me.
“How are you doing?” I asked.
“This is awesome. It’s everything I imagined.”
I rolled her over again. I sensed her starting to make herself fertile. She looked up at me, eyes wide.
“Give me a child, Will. Give me your child.”
“Okay, baby.”
I couldn’t do anything too hard, but she was so tight it didn’t matter. A few more long, slow thrusts were enough to get me there, and I came deep inside her. She hugged me as tightly as she could, as she felt my seed going into her.
I kissed her gently as I caught my breath.
“Is it working?” she asked softly. “Can you tell yet?”
I looked into her. It was. And—oh, boy.
Literally.
“It is, baby girl. And you’re going to have a male.”
Both of them gasped. Her eyes got as big as dinner plates.
“Really?” Tracera asked.
“Males are going to be a lot more common. Narilora will be happy. She doesn’t like being the only one.”
There were actually a few others out there by now, but not among my wives. They’d all been random girls from the Makalang Festival or the clubs.
“I’m going to have a male linyang? Like Narilora?”
“Yeah. You are.”
She laughed in shock. “My mom is going to go crazy when she hears this.”
I kissed her. “I’m glad you’re happy.”
The business end taken care of, we played around for a while longer. Merindra took a turn with her, and I mated with both of them again as they made love to each other.
 But eventually it was time to get on with the day.
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I was in the office afterward going over a couple of briefings from Jaleena on the council meetings over the next few days. It was strange reading things in English here, things that sounded just like the ex-wife I left behind on Earth. Even if she was here now, the good parts of her, at least.
There was a crystal-electronic thing in the office I could use to call up one of the servants, and I hit it now. When a cunelo appeared in the doorway, I asked her to get Jaleena. She appeared a minute later.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey, babe.”
“So Tracera is one of us now? My awasa-late, as they say.”
“More stress on the fourth syllable.”
She laughed softly. “Awasa-late.”
“There you go.”
She sat in my lap. I put my arms around her, and she leaned against me, nuzzling my neck. I just held her for a minute. There were still some emotions to sort out here, but it felt good.
“Strange how we had to come to a whole different planet to fix our marriage,” she said.
“I’m glad you’re here, baby. Really.”
She kissed me. “I’m sorry, Will.”
“We both made mistakes.”
She shook her head. “Don’t minimize it. What I did to you, and what you did for me here.”
“It’s in the past.”
“Have you noticed the change in Cassie?”
“I have.”
“She’s . . . happy. Just happy.”
“Yeah.”
She kissed me again. I eased her back before this turned into something else. Not that I objected necessarily, but I had things to do.
“Tell me about this thing from Hoolaka,” I said. “She’s trying to stop the preparations?”
Jaleena groaned. “You should really talk to Yisaraq about that. Most of what’s in there, I got from her. My take is that she’s just being a bitch. You remember I spent the night over there, talking to her. She really doesn’t have any influence anymore. You got her best friend executed. You took two of her key employees. Now her clan leader is your wife, and Yisaraq despises her. She used to be the shit here, and now she has almost nothing left. And to add insult to injury, you have the panikang and kaliman moving in next to her, and trust me, she hates the panikang.”
“Okay. I’ll talk to Yisaraq.”
I saw a dark form in the doorway. Mereceeree was there.
“Hey, you’re up late,” I said.
“Who hates the panikang?” she asked.
Jaleena smiled. “Sorry. It’s Hoolaka.”
Mereceeree laughed in that high-pitched, tinkling way she had. “Well, everyone hates her as well, so that is fine.”
Jaleena laughed. Mereceeree came up beside us.
“I am sorry to disturb what appears to be a tender moment, my awasa-late, but I must speak with our tsulygoi.”
Jaleena got up. “It’s fine. We were about done.”
“I must say, I like you much better as kaliman,” Mereceeree said impishly. “You know Girasani and I are close. Perhaps you and I . . .”
Jaleena blushed, glancing at me. “Um, sure. Girasani and I are too . . . yeah.” She laughed nervously. “Sorry, I’m still getting used to things here.”
She kissed me quickly and left.
“You enjoyed that,” I said.
“She needs to get used to things here, as she said.” But Mereceeree’s flirtatious mood faded. “I received distressing news, Will. Because Vareeka and Shareechi died with Missok, I sent more of my sisters to the canyon to keep watch. They came back last night.”
“And?”
“I am not sure I believe what they told me, at least, I want to confirm it for myself. I would like you to come with me to the circle.”
“What was the news?”
She shook her head. “Let us go look. If they were wrong, I do not want to cause trouble.”
“Okay. Let me get geared up.”
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I met her over at the barracks in my armor, with the crystal blade at my hip. We stepped into the circle and emerged in the forest. I instantly sensed something different.
Up until now, this had been almost virgin wilderness. Other than the few camps we’d set here, and the brief lab the cult set up outside the Crimson Star, there were no signs of habitation.
That had changed.
When we walked over to the river, the difference was immediately apparent. The snow on the riverbanks and all the vegetation under it had been trampled flat. There were footsteps everywhere, so many it was impossible to tell how many people had really passed. The snow was packed smooth like the base area of a ski resort in April.
The damage extended downriver as far as I could see, eventually turning right with the river – toward the lake far, far out of sight in the distance.
Neither of us said anything.
There was a spot not far away where the last element of the ridge above the Crimson Star extended downhill and over the river. The highest point of it was just above the trees on the riverbank. Mereceeree and I climbed up, finally reaching the ledge at the top, where we had a view of the river valley below.
Miles away, but still visible, was a mass of people, moving slowly. Thousands of them. Moving downriver. Toward the lake.
Toward Yama-Kana.
There was only one place here where so many people could have come from.
“This isn’t good,” I said finally.
“No, Will. It is not,” Mereceeree replied.
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The story concludes in The Silver Crown: The Makalang Book 8
 



A Glossary of Taitalan Terms
aJia’jara – (AH-gia-jara) A Taitalan male in Phan-garad.
Alag – (AH-lag) a beverage distilled from fruit; similar to wine.
Awasa-late – (ah-wa-suh-LAH-tay) sister-wife; used as a form of address and sometimes term of endearment between wives.
Awasa-lina – (ah-wa-suh-LEE-nah) mother-wife; the senior female among a tsulygoi’s wives and typically the one responsible for overall management of his household. May or may not be the first wife claimed.
Busang – (BOO-sang) a predator similar to a black, six-legged mountain lion.
Ceriniat – (sair-EEN-e-aht) the former clan leader of the linyang. Killed in a bombing.
Cunelo – (coo-NAY-lo) one of the Taitalan races. They have rabbit-like ears and tails.
Diynang – (dee-NANG) one of the Taitalan races. They have green skin and webbed feet and hands.
Dubigar – (DO-big-are) a fruit; its juice can be used in healing.
Dwenda – (DWEN-duh) one of the Taitalan races. They have pale skin and pointed ears.
Froidani – (froy-DAH-nee) a member of the Yama-Kana city council.
iXa’aliq – (ih-SHE-a-leek) a Taitalan male; Kisarat and Narilora’s first tsulygoi.
Jalank – (JAH-langk) a fish resembling a large trout.
Kabayang – (KA-buh-yang) a domestic animal resembling a six-legged orange llama.
Kaliman – (KAH-li-mun) one of the Taitalan races, an offshoot of the dwenda.
Kelanga – (keh-LANG-ah) the state of a mother who has been deemed unfit by her clan elders and had her child removed from her custody. Perhaps the lowest social state on Taitala.
Kerasak – (care-AH-sack) a liqueur made from a fruit found in the Taitalan forests.
Kiralabar – (cur-AH-la-bar) a flower. It can be distilled into a narcotic-like drug.
 
Kumala – (COO-mala) the second star in the Taitalan system.
Kumala-talon – (COO-mala-ta-lun) a unit of time equal to one circuit of Kumala across the Taitalan sky, which takes about 40 talons.
Langoy – (LAN-goy) meteorite iron.
Linyang – (LIN-yang) one of the Taitalan races. They have cat-like ears and tails.
Loreloo – (lore-eh-LOO) the former clan leader of the cunelo, now one of Will’s wives.
Makalang – (MAH-kuh-lang) a legendary creature roughly analogous to Bigfoot.
Malvina – (mal-VEE-nuh) a spirit distilled from alag.
Massit – (MAH-sit) a beverage brewed from ground nuts and seeds. Similar to coffee.
Matsak – (MAT-sack) a small animal resembling a six-legged black koala.
Missok – (MEE-sock) the clan leader of the dwenda.
Nalasin – (nuh-LA-sin) the state of a wife who has mated and whose tsulygoi has died, or a wife who left her tsulygoi after mating. She is expected to live alone and not mate again.
Panikang – (PA-nih-kang) one of the Taitalan races. They have black skin and bat-like wings.
Phareewee – (far-EE-we) the clan leader of the panikgang.
Pikala – (pi-KA-lah) a unit of money.
Racerak – (rah-SAIR-ack) the clan leader of the cunelo.
Sampar – (SAM-par) a period of time equal to ten days.
Sepabo – (SEH-pah-bow) a Taitalan sport combining elements of soccer and rugby.
Serunai – (seh-ROO-nye) a former member of the Yama-Kana city council.
Sorai – (SO-rye) one of the Taitalan races. They have fox-like ears and tails.
Tahablar – (TA-ha-blahr) the scientific term for the process by which Taitalan crystal technology uses the planet’s energy fields.
Talalong – (TA-luh-long) one of the Taitalan races. They have snake-like tails, scales, and venomous fangs.
Talon – (TA-lun) the Taitalan year, equal to 72 sampars.
Tatanga – (tuh-TANG-ga) the third star in the Taitalan system.
Tsulygoi – (SOO-li-goy) a Taitalan male who has claimed at least one wife. The term is generally used as an honorific form of address by his wives.
Uhagian – (ooo-HOG-e-uhn) the clan leader of the talalong.
uQe’kiral – (ooo-KEE-cur-all) a Taitalan male who once lived Yama-Kana.
Varycibe – (vary-SEE-bee) the clan leader of the sorai.
 




Thanks for buying one of my books!
Look, nobody likes “reviews equal sequels,” right? But sales certainly mean sequels and reviews definitely help with sales. So if you liked this book and want to see the next one, please take a moment to leave a review. Even a single line will make a difference.
To make sure you get notified when the next book is released, be sure to join my Patreon and follow my Author Page on Amazon. 
I also post regular updates about my books on my blog at michaeldaltonbooks.com and on Twitter at @MikeDaltonBooks.
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