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Chapter 1

I lay back in the chair in our bedroom, just letting Jacqueline work. She was between my knees doing what she liked to call her “thank-you note.” If the sex had been especially good, she liked to give me a final blowjob to end the night. So she was now down there using hands, mouth, and breasts to get me off for a third time.
Sex with Jacqueline tended to alternate between two extremes: basically letting me do whatever I wanted to her voluptuous little body, and withholding even basic missionary-position sex because she was mad at me or trying to get something out of me. Tonight had been a “whatever I wanted” night, and I sat there trying to fix the day’s events in my mind so I could do my best to keep things that way.
Jacqueline and I been dating for five years and living together for one. When we met in college at USC after I got out of the Marines, she was the nineteen-year-old daughter of wealthy parents from Newport Beach; I was a twenty-three-year-old kid from San Diego attending on the GI Bill. I spotted this hot little blonde with a killer rack at a party one night, and I was just looking for a hookup. I found, in late 2007 at the height of the war in Iraq, that stories from my Marine days were an effective panty-dropper with these mostly sheltered college girls. They certainly worked on Jacqueline.
But in the days afterward, she was unwilling to let me just move on to the next hookup. I was different, exciting, just a little scary, and her parents took an instant dislike to me because of my background. So of course that made me the ideal boyfriend for a rebellious rich girl, and she threw her “whatever I wanted” act at me until she’d locked up my attention.
Yet even with the incandescent sex we had, I found that keeping Jacqueline happy was a full-time job. “High-maintenance” was her daily baseline, and she often went well beyond that. But she was a job I was willing to shoulder because Happy Jacqueline was also Whatever I Wanted Jacqueline, and in bed she was about as uninhibited a girl as I had ever met. Five years in with her, I’d done just about everything I’d ever envisioned doing with a girl. Public sex, threesomes, even lesbian sex – when she was in the right mood, there was nothing I asked her to do that she refused me.
So that night, early in our relationship, I was still deep in denial about what I’d gotten myself into. I only cared about the feel of Jacqueline’s hot little mouth sucking eagerly on my cock.
She lifted off, stroking me rapidly. “Almost there?”
I nodded.
She wrapped her plump breasts around me and rocked back and forth. “Does that feel good?”
I could only grunt. She went down again. She had this thing she did with her tongue, fluttering it against me as she sucked, and after a few more moments, it finally pushed me over the edge. With a groan, I pulled her head down, just pushing past her palate, and squirted uncontrollably into her throat with what little I had left. I felt her swallowing and sucking until I was finished. Then she stayed there, sucking softly, until I was completely limp. She gave my dick a final few kisses and climbed into my lap.
I loved Happy Jacqueline because she did things like that. And it had taken only a year of dating for me to convince myself that Happy Jacqueline was Normal Jacqueline, and Unhappy Jacqueline was the result of one thing or another that I’d done wrong. Naturally, she did everything she could to make me think that way.
She bit at my ear gently. “Please don’t go on this thing.”
The pleasant feeling she’d given me began to recede. “What thing?” Except, I knew damn well what she meant.
“The climbing. You know how much I hate it when you do that kind of stuff.”
I’d been planning for a long time to go climbing with some friends of mine in the southern Sierras. I had gone through the Marine Assault Climbers Course about a year before getting out, and since then I’d gotten seriously into sport climbing. This was going to be my first real wilderness climb, and I had spent months training for it. We were supposed to leave that Friday.
I groaned. “I can’t bail on them now. We’re leaving in two days.”
“Please. I’m so worried.”
I recognized the edge to her voice. It was Unhappy Jacqueline waking up. By then, I’d learned the hard way that she could switch gears on me in the blink of eye.
I desperately wanted to argue with her. I’d been looking forward to this trek for a long time, and my friends had planned it with the expectation that I was going to be there. If I backed out now, I wouldn’t just be depriving myself of the experience. There was a very real chance they would have to cancel as well, or at the very least postpone things.
Her teeth were still on my earlobe, but it no longer felt so affectionate.
After five years, I knew very well what Jacqueline would do if I ignored her wishes, and I knew it was vastly worse than what I would face from my friends. Unhappy Jacqueline could be an absolute nightmare, so I had quickly learned to do whatever it took to keep her away.
My friends would be pissed but forgive me. She would make my life a living hell for weeks, and it would be a long time before I saw another “whatever I wanted” night. Hating myself for it, I relented.
“Okay. I won’t go.”
She relaxed, cuddling against me. “Thanks. I love you.”
Nights like that would set the precedent for later – her using sex to manipulate me, me giving up things I enjoyed to keep her happy. Had I been wiser, I would have seen the red flags. But I still loved her despite all this, and within six months, I would propose.
◆◆◆
 
I hadn’t thought about that night in years. But as I watched my terrified fox-girl wife Merindra struggling to rappel down a two-hundred-foot cliff, I remembered why my climbing skills were so rusty. I cursed Jacqueline, wherever she was, but mostly I cursed my younger self for letting her do what she did to me.
Merindra was not Jacqueline, and she had none of Jacqueline’s infuriating qualities. But she had one thing about her that was causing some issues, and that was her intense desire to continually prove herself to me.
So it was par for that course that she didn’t tell me she was afraid of heights until it was much too late for me to do anything about it.
◆◆◆
 
The first couple of hours down from the summit, where we’d arrived through the crystal circle, were grueling but not terribly challenging. The mountain reminded me a lot of the Sierras. It was a giant heap of shattered granite, and we had to slowly and carefully navigate about a mile of loose stones and broken boulders spotted with patches of snow. Had this been a peak back on Earth where the trail was clear and established, the trek down to the foothills might have taken us just a few hours.
But we had no trail to follow – no idea which direction was safe and which was not. We had to make our own way down without knowing exactly what was below us. Even with Mereceeree occasionally taking off and flying around, it was hard to know what we were facing until we got there. So we had no choice except to take it very slowly.
That first mile made me realize just how much I’d taken for granted when it came to hiking and climbing back home. Having a cleared trail to follow was an enormously different proposition from climbing over random boulders. I had to warn the girls to stay off the snow because of the risk of falling through into a gap between the rocks. I didn’t want any broken ankles.
Between the altitude and not wanting anyone to get hurt, our progress was excruciatingly slow. After two hours, I called a halt, feeling like my thighs were going to explode.
I could tell the girls were struggling as well, though none of them said anything.
“This should get easier the further down we go,” I said. “When the air isn’t so thin.”
“I feel like there’s a rope around my chest,” Narilora said.
“We’re going to take it easy. Don’t force yourself.”
The field of rocks gave way to more solid ground after another hour. We’d come down about a thousand feet, and I felt every one of them. Before us, a ridge went straight out in a near knife-edge the way I wanted to go, but it looked too risky. Looking down, I could see a way to switchback along the slope. But we would need to slide down about forty feet.
Staying roped together, we worked our way down on hands and feet until we reached a ledge that went for quite a ways back in the other direction. This stretch wasn’t too hard, but we weren’t descending very far. After half a mile, the ledge opened up into a broad ridge. Below us, the slope seemed manageable, so I turned us again and we climbed down another field of rocks, though this wasn’t as steep as the other one.
It was now midday. We’d come down maybe 1,500 feet. We stopped again to eat and refilled our water packs from a nearby snowdrift.
“Can you scout us again?” I asked Mereceeree. “I’ve lost track of what’s below us now.”
When she’d regained enough energy, she spread her wings and took off into the wind. For a few minutes, she circled above us, looking out over the areas below. Then she glided back in, landing carefully on a large rock.
“There is a sheer cliff right below us here. We will have to circle around that way.”
She pointed off to our right, where I could see a canyon opening up. Beyond it, the ridgeline went for quite a ways without dropping meaningfully. Maybe five miles off, I could see a spot where we might be able to slide down another field of talus. But doing so would put us even further away from the direction I wanted to go.
“How high is the cliff?” I asked.
“I think not very high.”
But when we got down closer to the edge, I had to remind myself I was talking to someone who could fly. Of course two hundred feet was not that high for her.
Fortunately, there was a stable ledge to assess the situation from above. Down below, the canyon opened into a fairly straightforward route down the mountain. And it appeared to lead in a much better direction than the ridgeline. There was a small river flowing through it and areas of flat gravel. All we had to do was get down there.
But the only way I could see to get there was down the cliff. I wouldn’t have wanted to climb up this cliff given the current state of my climbing skills, but rappelling down didn’t look like it would be too hard. I had gone down taller cliffs in my climbing days, and we had practiced belaying and rappelling back in Phan-garad for a few days before leaving.
“What would you guys say to going down here? From what I can see, that will save us a day at least. And I can see some good spots to camp for the night down there.”
Narilora looked over the edge and took a deep breath. “I can do it.”
Merindra didn’t say anything, but didn’t object either. She just stared down, face pale.
I assessed the situation for a few minutes to decide on the best approach. The cliff was high enough that I would have preferred to do it in two or three pitches. Had I been up here with another seasoned climber, we would simply have rappelled down together. But the girls were not experienced enough for that.
Another option was having me go first, then belaying them down from the bottom. I rejected that immediately, because it would mean leaving Narilora and Merindra up at the top to start their rappel on their own. I was nowhere near confident enough in their skills to do that.
Mereceeree could have flown down and belayed us from the bottom, except for the fact that at ninety pounds she was too small to do it safely.
The only real option I could see was for me to belay them from the top. So I explained what we were going to do. Narilora nodded. Merindra just stared at me silently. Everyone took their packs off.
Taitalan climbing gear wasn’t quite what I was used to. Recreational climbing wasn’t a thing on Taitala, but there was a certain amount of climbing involved in prospecting for crystals. Lacking the metal for hammers and pitons, they’d instead developed a variety of things similar to cams and nuts for anchors. They also had analogs to carabiners and belay devices made from reinforced crystal. Part of my challenge here was adapting what I knew to this unfamiliar equipment, but the basic principles were about the same.
There were more than enough safe places to anchor us on the top of the cliff, so I used three of the cam-things to set a triple anchor in a large boulder. Once I was satisfied everything was solid, redundant, and equalized, I set up the belaying device. I decided to keep it simple and just use a direct belay, with the belay device attached directly to the anchor. I would let out the rope to lower them to the bottom.
The problem here was the height. Two hundred feet was a long way for a novice climber to rappel down in one go, even in the best of circumstances. The other problem was that our ropes were only about a hundred feet long, which meant I would need to tie two of them together. And that meant I would have to “pass the knot” midway down, meaning I would have to stop belaying them to safely work the knot around the belaying device. This is a fairly basic skill you learn early, but I hadn’t done it in fifteen years, and I would need to do it while Narilora and Merindra were hanging a hundred feet in the air.
I figured there was probably an easier way to do this that I wasn’t thinking of because my skills were so rusty. But having Mereceeree able to fly down the cliff made this a lot easier. I’d trained her in setting anchors when we’d practiced, and I was confident she would be able to handle it. I created a double anchor with two nuts for her to place on the cliff. Though this was working backward – normally, you set the nuts, then tied off the rope – this wouldn’t be a primary means of protection, just a backup to clip to while I was passing the knot.
First, I rigged up the belay. I tied off two butterfly loops near the end of the first rope. I would use these to secure the rope to the belay anchor while I passed the belay device around the knot. And while I did it, they would clip onto the anchor below just in case I screwed something up. That seemed redundant enough.
Then I fed the rope down the cliff to the spot where we would hit the knot. Mereceeree flew down to set the anchor, then flew back up a couple of minutes later.
I had her explain exactly what she’d done. She did.
“You tested it? Hung from it, pulled on it hard?”
“Yes. It is secure.”
“Okay. Let’s do this.”
Mereceeree flew back down to the midpoint anchor just in case they needed help. I rigged up Narilora and Merindra for the rappel. Narilora was focused and attentive while I did it, but Merindra just stood there, almost frozen.
“Hey,” I said. “Okay there?”
She nodded quickly.
After I double-checked everything, Narilora went first. I lowered her down a few feet at a time. She called out just as I reached the butterfly loops. I felt the line go slightly slack.
“Clipped in! Off belay!” she called up.
I clipped the two butterfly loops to the anchor using separate links. Then I unclipped the belay device and moved it above the knot. Once I was certain everything was secure, I unclipped the butterfly loops and resumed lowering her. She reached the ledge below in about another minute. She unclipped herself and called up that everything was good.
I pulled everything back up and reset the belay device. Then I turned to Merindra. As I clipped her in, her hands came up and gripped my wrists tightly. I realized she was shaking.
“What’s wrong?”
"I can’t do this,” she whispered.
“Hey. It’s all good. Narilora made it fine. There’s nothing to worry about.”
She shook her head rapidly. “I can’t,” she sobbed.
I took her in my arms. “Is it the height?”
She nodded against my chest.
“You’re afraid of heights?”
She nodded again.
I just held her for a few moments.
“You asked to come along on this.”
“I know,” she sobbed, “because you need me.”
I pushed her back a little and brushed the tears from her cheeks.
“Hey. Where’s my brave fox-girl who slaughtered all those basayangs? I’ve never seen you afraid of anything. I’ve seen you look death in the face and spit on it. You killed Silas. You sliced his fucking head off.”
She nodded rapidly.
“It’s just this,” she said.
I kissed her forehead and held her for a few moments longer. “You know we need to do this. Narilora is down there. I don’t know if I could haul her back up. Not that far.”
She nodded again.
“You can do it.”
Now she shook her head.
“Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to keep your eyes on me. Only me. Can you do that? Not down or around, only me. Can you?”
She looked up, locking her eyes on mine. I double- and triple-checked her gear and all her ropes. Then I took hold of the brake line.
“Just put your hands on the rope.”
She didn’t move, and I had to shift her hands down.
“Eyes on me.”
I gently backed her up to the edge. She shook her head.
“Just hold on. Lean back. I’ve got you.”
I had to peel her fingers off of mine, but eventually I had her leaning back on the rope.
“Just look at me, baby. Look at me.”
She did, eyes locked on mine. I had to lean forward to keep eye contact with her. Very slowly, I began lowering her down.
“Just look up at me, until you get to Mereceeree.”
Little by little, I payed out the rope. As she dropped, she kept her eyes upward.
“You’re doing fine, baby. Just keep going.”
She seemed to get more comfortable with walking down the cliff, but she kept her eyes up. In about a minute, she reached Mereceeree, who had to clip her in, and called up to me. I passed the knot as carefully as I could. Then Mereceeree unclipped her, and I lowered her the rest of the way. When she got to the bottom, Narilora caught her and helped her unclip. I saw her drop to her knees, then Narilora hugged her. They held each other in a tight embrace for a while.
Seeing that she’d made it safely, I said a silent “fuck you” to Jacqueline and drew the rope back. When I had it all at the top, I clipped the packs together and lowered them down.
Now it was my turn. I had to re-rig things since I was rappelling now, not being belayed, but that took only a few minutes. I checked everything one last time and began my descent.
Mereceeree was waiting for me halfway down, clipped into the anchor, smirking. The dark goggles we’d gotten her to wear during the day made her look like she had insect eyes.
“This is why you should have taken only panikang as wives,” she said as I clipped in to pass the knot around the rappel device.
“This is why I’m thankful I have at least one.”
She laughed. “You should be, land-bound.”
“Come here.” I leaned over and kissed her. Then I kept going.
When I got to the bottom, Narilora and Merindra were waiting for me. I pulled Merindra into a hug.
“Please don’t make me do that again,” she whispered.
“You made it once, babe. You can do it again. If we have to. It will be a lot easier next time.”
She just held me for a moment or two.
Mereceeree retrieved all the climbing equipment and flew back down. I checked to be sure it was all in order and then packed it up.
“Okay. Good work, guys. Let’s get moving.”
◆◆◆
 
We descended for about another hour. I knew from experience how fast night could fall in the mountains, so when it looked like we had one more hour of daylight, I called a halt and started setting up camp on a level patch of gravel above the river. I could see tomorrow would be a bit grueling, but we were now around 2,000 feet below the summit, and the air felt thicker already. The route was clear for at least a mile ahead, and we would be able to descend quickly.
We were still above the tree line, which meant there was no wood for a fire. I’d brought my Jetboil for that exact reason, and we used it to cook dinner. All of us were exhausted and it was rapidly getting cold, so we went to sleep soon after it got dark.
As I lay together with Narilora, Merindra, and Mereceeree – cuddling between the three of them to share our body heat – it occurred to me that in fifteen years together, Jacqueline had never once trusted me to the degree the girls had on that climb down the cliff.




Chapter 2

It was both ironic and entirely fitting that I didn’t truly understand who I’d married until after she filed for divorce.
It had been a long time in coming, though. I recognized far too late that Unhappy Jacqueline was really her normal state of affairs. Happy Jacqueline only came out when she’d made everyone else as miserable as she was – whether it was me, her parents, her younger sister, her friends, all the way down to random checkers in the supermarket. By that point, her affair with Richard had been going on for years and our marriage was an environment so hostile that I’d almost have traded it for a return to Iraq.
Her parents still hated me, but I was no longer exciting and a little scary. I was just a boring financial analyst trying to give her back the lifestyle she’d given up by marrying me. Sneaking around with Richard and having unprotected sex with him when we were trying to start a family – that was exciting and scary. So that was where her attentions were directed.
Jacqueline and Richard got married a week after his divorce was final; ours had been finalized a month earlier.
About two weeks after their wedding, I was alone in my apartment on a Friday night glumly looking through online dating profiles. I’d just messaged this girl who fell into what I’d come to think of as my “lottery tickets” – girls I would have loved to date but who almost never responded to me. She was twenty-three, a hot, athletic brunette who had profile pictures of her hiking and climbing. Maybe she could get me back into that stuff, I thought to myself and sent her a message asking about one of her climbing photos, knowing I’d never get an answer.
Just as I did it, there was a knock on my door. Almost no one ever came to my door, certainly not at 9:15 on a Friday, so I went on alert. When I looked through the viewer, my head swam in confusion.
It was Jacqueline.
I opened the door.
“Hi,” she said.
“What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to see how you were.” She wasn’t quite drunk, but I could tell she’d been drinking. She was dressed up as if she’d been out with her girlfriends. “Can I come in?”
I looked down at the big rock Richard had given her. Though I knew better, my mouth said, “Okay.”
She stepped inside. She’d never been in here before; she’d only dropped the kids at the door.
“Where’s Richard?” I asked.
“He had to work.” She looked around at my fairly pathetic apartment. “So, how have you been doing?”
I could see Unhappy Jacqueline in her eyes, but fifteen years of finely honed instincts when it came to her moods told me her unhappiness wasn’t about me.
“How does it look like I’ve been doing?”
She smiled sympathetically and rubbed my arm. “Poor Will. You need to find someone.”
I was in the middle of that, I wanted to say, but I didn’t.
She went over and sat at the bar along the kitchen.
Not knowing what else to say, I asked, “Can I get you anything?”
“Do you have any white wine?”
I had a bottle in the fridge on the off chance I ever got a woman in here. So far I hadn’t needed it. I opened it up and poured her a glass.
“Not having any?” she asked.
I reflexively poured myself one, even though I didn’t want it. She held hers out and tapped it against mine.
“Here’s to new lives.”
This was such a change from how she’d behaved with me the last few years of our marriage, and during the divorce, that I really didn’t know what to do here. But the silence was getting creepy.
“How have things been with you?” I finally asked.
She went over and sat down on my couch. I joined her, sitting at the other end.
She sighed in a way I’d heard many times. “It’s so different when it’s all out in the open. Not sneaking around anymore.”
I thought, Have you already forgotten who you’re talking to? but clearly she had. She spent about ten minutes just rambling and venting about her and Richard. He worked too much, they couldn’t agree on what to do with their new house, he wanted her to keep working and she had expected to quit, he didn’t know how to deal with the kids. And so on.
Finally she ran out of gas.
“Not like it was when we got married,” she said. “Remember our first place?”
We’d done pretty well coming out of college, all things considered. I got a job as an analyst downtown, she – with some help from her parents – managed to land a job on the communications staff of one of the county supervisors. But because of that, she wanted to live somewhere “nice.” So we got a little apartment in Pacific Beach. It cost too much, but she wanted to be near the water. The result of that was that we had little money for anything besides going to the beach and having a lot of sex. Fortunately, those were two things we both enjoyed.
And looking into her eyes, I could see that was exactly what she wanted me to remember.
I allowed myself a friendly answer. “Simpler times, I guess.”
Her hand came out and began playing with my hair. “I miss those days,” she said softly.
But if she wanted me to remember all the thank-you notes and “whatever I wanted” nights, I also remembered all the fights with Unhappy Jacqueline, the violent arguments that blew up out of nothing, the silent treatment she liked to throw at me for days, how she would sometimes storm out of the apartment and not return until late at night, out doing God knows what. (I would later conclude she had cheated on me a few times doing that.) And there was plenty of bad sex too, the times she would just check out emotionally and lie there like a lifeless sex doll to get back at me for one trivial thing or another.
She kept playing with my hair and laid her head on her arm. “Look at you. I really hurt you, didn’t I? I feel awful about it sometimes.”
I struggled with a response. I could feel all the old bad habits she’d beaten into me surging back, wanting to forgive her the moment she showed me any warmth. There were too many scars over them now, but even so, I had to fight with myself to stop this from going where it was clearly going.
But why was it going there? Why was she even here?
For a moment or two I thought, Richard fucked my wife, maybe I should fuck his.
And then something occurred to me. I’d gotten myself back in shape. My head was still a mess, but I knew I looked good. She was likely seeing some of that hard, slightly scary ex-Marine she’d met back at USC. He was exciting. Life with a workaholic corporate attorney clearly wasn’t, not anymore. Even worse – from her perspective at least – her parents loved Richard, because as a successful Ivy League–educated lawyer, he was exactly the husband they’d always envisioned for her. And her parents liking anything was usually the kiss of death for Jacqueline.
So I would have done it. Except right at that moment, my watch vibrated as a notification came in. I looked down and saw that it was one of the dating apps I’d been using: Rockgirl899 messaged you.
It was the girl I’d messaged, thinking I’d never get a response.
Jacqueline moved over, straddling my waist, and leaned in to kiss me. I could see the unmistakable “whatever you want” look in her eyes, and I knew what was coming. When she got in these moods, she would literally do almost anything I asked her to. I’d come to believe she indulged this side of herself as a giant “fuck you” to her exceedingly uptight and ultraconservative parents. So if I asked to talk shit about Richard while I took her from behind, she would probably do it.
But I stopped her. I put my hands on her shoulders and pushed her backward.
And now I saw Unhappy Jacqueline fixing me in her crosshairs.
I was only just able to do it. Jacqueline was the past. I needed to find a future. And I knew if I let this happen, it would keep happening, and she would just keep jerking me around forever to make herself feel good. To deal with the issues in her marriage to Richard by fucking me, just as she’d done with him when we were married.
It didn’t go well from there. There was screaming, hitting, insults about my dick and my sexual abilities. Finally she stormed out just like she’d done so many times in our marriage, slamming the door so hard a picture fell off the wall. That had happened before too.
When I got my composure back, I pulled out my phone to see what the girl had sent back.
Hey, I like your profile too. Wow, assault climbing school??? That shot is from Mt Whitney. Have you been there? What are you up to tonight? I’m bored lol

 
It took me a few moments to recover from the thrill that coursed through me. Thinking it was funny, I messaged back, Just almost had sex with my ex-wife.
A minute or two later, I realized she’d blocked me.
◆◆◆
 
Once we broke camp, we continued down along the river. It was slow going and a lot of climbing over and around piles of boulders, but we made decent progress and by noon we’d gotten a couple of miles down the river to a point where it went into a bend.
The canyon had gotten narrower, and I began to hear a roaring noise up ahead that I didn’t like. I had Mereceeree take off and scout around, and she came back with the news I was fearing.
“There is a waterfall up ahead. It’s pretty big. No way you could climb down it. But I think if we could get up on that ridge, you can keep going.” She pointed to her right. “It goes around that way and it’s not too steep.”
I thought I could see what she meant. But to get there, we were going to have to climb.
Fortunately, the sides of the canyon were nothing like the sheer cliff we’d come down yesterday. I found a spot that looked feasible. There would be about forty feet of technical climbing in the middle, but there were plenty of handholds and ledges. The rest of it was just scrambling up a lot of rocks.
I went to Merindra. “Do you think you can manage that? If I go first and set the route? You’d be roped in the entire time, and I’ll be down here holding you up.”
She fought with herself for a few moments before nodding.
I created another anchor and had Mereceeree fly up to the top to set it in place. Once she explained what she’d done, I played with it for a minute before I was satisfied that it seemed secure. Then I had her fly up to clip in the belaying line, though I didn’t intend to rely on it until I’d gotten up there and checked it.
I clipped into the belay and started climbing. I set anchors in the rock about every ten feet, using the nut-things. When I got to the center section, I slowed down, trying to remember my techniques. I was out of practice and not in the kind of shape rock climbing really called for, but this cliff wasn’t challenging enough for that to matter. Even so, I hadn’t done this in a long time, so I took it slowly and methodically to make sure I didn’t make any stupid mistakes with the anchors. I got to the top in about ten minutes.
I checked the anchor Mereceeree had set and satisfied myself that it would hold. Then I rappelled back down. I could have belayed them from above again, but I wanted to be sure they were clipped in properly when they started climbing, and that meant being down there. This wasn’t quite the way it was usually done, but I wanted an extra layer of redundancy because I didn’t fully trust my anchor-setting skills.
I explained to Narilora what she was going to do. I would belay her, and she would clip into the rope I’d set on the way up. I showed her how to do it with two clips as she went around the anchors so she’d never be unclipped from the safety line.
“This way, if anything happens to the belay, you won’t fall very far.”
She smiled. She was clearly enjoying all this. “I won’t fall.”
With her claws and cat-like agility, she was a natural climber and had little trouble getting to the top. Then I turned to Merindra. I double-checked all her gear.
“Just take it slow. You can do it. You don’t need to look down. Just keep your eyes on the rock. Follow the route I set. You saw how Narilora did it?”
She nodded nervously. I kissed her.
“Okay, foxy girl. You’ve got this. Even if you slip, I’ve got you. You’ll just hit the rope.”
She climbed the first portion easily. I talked her through each time she moved past an anchor. When she got to the rock face in the center, she was moving more confidently, maybe a bit more than I was comfortable with. Just as she moved onto a narrow ledge in the center, her foot suddenly slipped, and she lost her grip with a terrified yelp. But I had her on the belay, and she only fell about a foot.
“It’s okay. Just get your grip back.”
She struggled to regain her purchase. But when she did, she froze. She couldn’t go any further no matter how much I coached her from below and Narilora tried to encourage her from above. Finally, I saw what I had to do.
I had Mereceeree come back down and fly up another belaying line. Once she’d clipped into the anchor, Narilora got ready to belay me from up top. Then Mereceeree flew back down to take over belaying Merindra. It wasn’t ideal, but we had no choice.
I climbed back up the route to where Merindra was stuck on the rock face.
“I’m sorry,” she whimpered.
“We’re going to do this one step at a time. There’s not that much further to go. Look up.”
She did.
“That’s about fifteen feet. Maybe four or five more steps. Think about how you’ll feel when you’re off this rock.” I pointed to a handhold just above her. “Just reach out and grab that. I’m right here.”
She shook her head. “I can’t. I can’t move.”
“Yes, you can. Come on.”
Very slowly, she unclenched and reached for it.
“Get a good grip. Now look over there.” I pointed to a crack in the rock at about her waist. “Get your foot into there.”
She did.
“Now pull yourself up there.”
Shaking briefly, she finally unfroze and lifted herself up. I walked her through the next step, then the next, climbing beside her as best I could. When we got to the next anchor, I moved her carabiner around it myself. From there, it was only another step up to where the slope began again. She got there at last and scrambled the rest of the way to the top. She and Narilora celebrated briefly, and she waved back down, face beaming with pride.
I went back down to get the packs. They hoisted them up. Then I climbed back up the canyon wall, taking the anchors out as I went. When I finally got to the top, I found a different Merindra waiting for me.
I hugged her. She pulled me down and kissed me deeply for a few seconds, then pressed her forehead against my chin.
“Thanks.”
“You did it, babe. Not me.”




Chapter 3

When we regrouped at the top of the canyon and started moving, I could see what Mereceeree described in what was ahead of us. The waterfall began about half a mile further down, and it was a big one – maybe five hundred feet. There was no way we were going to make it down that cliff. Leaving aside everything else, I doubted we even had enough rope.
But she’d been right about the way around. The ridgeline went off to the right, sloping down for a mile or two. Toward the end, it ran into a massive slope of loose rock coming from further up the mountain. The slope looked negotiable, and it would take us down to the river.
And even better, I saw green below, around the river as it descended through the valley beneath us. We were nearing the tree line.
The trip down the ridge took about half an hour. As we were approaching slope, Narilora suddenly grabbed my arm.
“Will, look.”
Uphill and about a hundred yards away, the unmistakably dark, six-legged shape of a busang was springing across the rocks. I couldn’t immediately tell if it saw us, but I still reached for my crossbow.
“I didn’t realize they came up this far,” I said.
“They live in the mountains,” she said. “They hunt as far up as they have to.”
Merindra came up beside me. “I’ve never seen one before.”
“Really?”
“I grew up around Phan-garad, Will. You know that. There are no busang there.”
Mereceeree circled above us, not wanting to land and draw its attention.
“I’ve taken one of them before,” I said. “It wasn’t fun, but they’re not unstoppable. Also, they’re kind of good eating.”
Merindra laughed. “Ayarala told me that story.”
But Narilora didn’t laugh. “I don’t want to hurt it if we don’t have to,” she said.
I glanced at her. With her cat ears and black hair, she bore more than a passing resemblance to a busang herself.
She returned my gaze. “Hunting a busang is a big thing for my people. We don’t do it casually. Only females who have been chosen to mate are allowed to do it.”
I nodded. “You told me that.”
The busang reached the ridge we were coming down. It turned and looked in our direction, freezing.
“Nobody run,” I said.
Narilora laughed. “Even you could never outrun a busang, Will.”
“Kind of my point.”
The busang came loping easily toward us, appearing neither aggressive nor threatened. I slowly cocked my crossbow, and Narilora did likewise.
It stopped about thirty yards away, gazing at us with dark eyes. I did my best to stare back at it.
When I’d killed the busang that was hunting Ayarala, just after arriving on Taitala, I didn’t have a chance to really appreciate it. I’d been too busy fighting for my life. But it moved with an easy, elegant grace across the rocks, owning the landscape with every step, exactly like the apex predator it clearly was. The busang most closely resembled an overly long black mountain lion. Its ebony coat gleamed in the sun. Even as it stood there considering whether or not my wives and I constituted lunch, it was undeniably beautiful.
Finally, after about a minute, the busang decided we were either not worth the trouble or not sufficiently delicious. It turned and continued down the slope, disappearing out of sight soon afterward.
◆◆◆
 
When we hit the field of rocks, we had to slow down to be careful, but it was considerably less grueling than the one at the summit, since we were now about 4,000 feet lower. We reached the valley at the bottom close to sunset, and I called a halt again. The river was backed up against a huge pile of rocks, forming a small pond. There was another ridge here, rising about a thousand feet up in front of us and going further down the mountain. When it left the pond, the river descended into another canyon to the left about a mile away. Off the right was another big slope of rocks against the other side of the ridge. I couldn’t tell what was on the other side.
We made camp in the shade of some scraggly trees near the water. We’d been hiking in the afternoon sun since coming out of the canyon, and I was hot enough to want to cool off in the water. I stripped down to my shorts and waded in up to my knees. It was so cold it ached, but it felt wonderful on my swollen feet and calves.
Merindra was down to just her tights and came over to join me, tail thrashing in agitation. “Oh! That’s so cold.”
I watched her nipples tightening up into little rocks. “Feels good.”
“Yeah, it does. My feet hurt.”
“You did good today, foxy girl.”
She nodded, not looking up at me.
“No, I mean it. Being afraid of something isn’t anything to be ashamed of, as long as you can overcome your fear when you have to.”
“I couldn’t, though. Not until you helped me.”
“And now next time you know you can do it.”
She finally looked up at me. “Did you ever freeze like that? I just couldn’t move. I literally couldn’t move my arms. I was trying but my muscles wouldn’t respond.”
“It happens. I’ve never frozen like that climbing, but it happened the first time I was in combat.”
“What did you do?”
“My staff sergeant kicked me in the ass.”
She laughed.
“I mean, he literally kicked me in the butt and yelled, ‘Move your fucking ass, boot camp!’”
“‘Boot camp’?” she asked.
“It’s an expression in the Marines. ‘Boot camp’ is the place where you do your initial training, so it’s what everyone calls the new guys in the unit.”
“And it worked?”
“It worked. Everything just unlocked, and I could move. And it never happened again.”
Merindra stepped over to me and leaned against my chest. “I love you.”
I put my arms around her. I thought about Rockgirl899 and wondered what she was doing at that moment. However that hookup might have gone, I was confident it would never have turned out this well.
“I love you, too, babe.”
Mereceeree had lain down for a quick nap in the tent, but a naked Narilora came out into the water to join us. She hissed loudly as she stepped into the pond. “Fuck!”
“Your feet will go numb in a minute,” I said.
“What are you two doing out here?” Narilora asked.
“Cooling off and reviewing the day.”
She came up next to us, and I put an arm around her. Merindra embraced her from the other side.
“Do people on Earth really do this stuff for fun?” Narilora asked.
“Believe it or not, yes. I did for a little while, but I stopped.”
“Why did you stop?” Merindra said. “You’re so good at it.”
“I’m not. And it was an issue with my wife.”
“Jacqueline?” Narilora asked.
I’d told them a few things. “Right.”
She stared up at me. “I cannot imagine you having a wife like that. Based on what you’ve told me, and what Ayarala has shared of what you told her, I think I would have murdered her were she my awasa-late. I could never have tolerated such cruelty and disrespect for you.”
I sighed. “Things are different on Earth. It’s . . . more complicated than that. Jacqueline wasn’t a bad person, necessarily. She just had a lot of bad impulses and let them control her behavior.”
“She hurt you very deeply, didn’t she?” Merindra asked.
“Yes.”
“People who do bad things are bad people, Will,” Narilora said. “It is not that complicated.”
I felt my old impulses rebelling at this idea.
“Jacqueline had a lot of baggage from her family,” I said. “She could be a good person, or at least act like one. It was just that most of the time she chose not to.”
“So what you’re saying is that she chose to be a bad person,” Narilora said. “I am still not seeing your difficulty.”
“However it was on Earth,” Merindra said, “here is where you belong, Will.”
I was prepared to agree with them on that, at least. I hugged them.
“I think so too.”
◆◆◆
 
Merindra stripped out of the rest of her clothes and she and Narilora did their best to wash off in the frigid water. I just bit the bullet and dove into a deeper part of the pond, feeling for a moment like my heart was going to stop. Then I ran out, shaking and shivering.
As they finished bathing, I got dinner going. Mereceeree woke up and came out to sit beside me. The sun was going down, so she’d taken her goggles off.
“Don’t think I don’t appreciate your inverting your sleep schedule for this,” I said.
“It is strange. Seeing the world like this. My eyes ache.”
“Nothing wrong there?”
“No. They’re just tired.”
“There’s no way we could have done this without you.”
She laughed. “I know that, land-bound. That is why I came. I know how much you depend upon me.”
“I do, bat-girl.”
She stood up. “I must go bathe with my awasa-lates. Then tonight we will see just how tired you are.”
She stripped naked and walked out into the water. As I watched them washing each other, I found the tablet and checked in with Ayarala. Everything was fine back home, though I could tell she was worried. I assured her we had everything under control and that the hard, dangerous part was mostly over.
◆◆◆
 
As it happened, we were all too tired, sore, and oxygen-deprived to do anything but go to sleep cuddled up in a big ball. I woke up the next morning wanting to make some serious progress. As pleasant as this little meadow was, we were still above 10,000 feet and I wanted to get down the mountain.
I got up and got dressed but let the girls sleep a bit longer. I made some massit in the Jetboil while I checked over all the climbing gear, looking for abrasions in the rope and any damage to the equipment. Everything looked good.
Because Mereceeree was still asleep, I decided to walk down along the river a little bit to see what it looked like up ahead of us. The sun was behind the mountain, and the air was cold enough to fog my breath. But the sky was crystal clear. It looked like we had another day of good weather ahead of us.
When I got to the edge of the meadow, I could see where the river went. It flowed through some fairly flat terrain for about half a mile before I couldn’t see any more of it. But it was flowing fast, which told me it the slope ahead had to descend appreciably.
I was about to turn back to camp when I caught a flash of white up ahead. Just at the edge of my vision, I saw something moving. A moment later, I realized it was a female, and not one of mine.
I blinked in disbelief. There were people up here.
We’d seen no trace of habitation whatsoever thus far, no sign anyone had ever set foot on this side of the mountain. And maybe that was true further up. But this female was moving comfortably along the river like she belonged here.
She seemed to be hunting. She held something that looked like a type of bow, though it was shorter than any bow I’d ever seen before, almost like a crossbow without the stock. The limbs were attached to the riser strangely, like there were some mechanisms above and below the grip.
She hadn’t seen me, and she was coming in my direction. I realized that the green of my armor was camouflaging me against the trees. As she got within about fifty feet, I could see that she was dwenda. She was very pale, and her hair was like burnished aluminum, wild and loose down her back.
Then she saw me. I got a good look at her face, and I wondered what the hell I was looking at.
She had dwenda-like features that reminded me of Ayarala, but she was different. Her blue eyes were almost unnaturally large, approaching cartoon-like proportions. She was paler than even the palest dwenda I’d ever seen, with skin like bone china. And while I’d never seen a stocky dwenda, she was even slimmer than most, lean and long-limbed like a ballerina without a gram of excess weight.
And she was utterly stunning in her beauty. I was reminded of the first time I’d met Merindra, though they didn’t really look alike. This girl had the kind of fine features and perfectly proportioned face that Mereceeree and Ayarala had, but with eyes like the mountain pond behind me.
She was as surprised to see me as I was to see her. We stared at each other for a few moments. But just as I was about to speak, she turned and ran away.
“Wait!”
I tried to run after her, but she skipped over the rocks with an agility that rivaled Narilora’s. In a few moments, she’d disappeared into the trees.
I stared after her for about a minute, wondering if she might come back. But she didn’t.
When I returned to the campsite, I found Merindra up and getting dressed. I allowed myself a moment of voyeurism as she pulled her top down over her perfect lingerie-model breasts.
“Where did you go?” she asked.
I told her what I’d seen.
Her eyes swelled. “There are people up here?”
“One, at least.”
“But no one lives on this side of the mountain.”
“Clearly someone does.”
Narilora and Mereceeree had no better idea of what I’d seen. Both were under the impression that this whole area was uninhabited.
“None of my people have ever encountered such a thing,” Mereceeree said. “I thought we had the mountain to ourselves.”
“We’re quite a ways from your valley,” I said. “If you never went over the mountain, maybe these people never did either.”
“But who could they be?” Merindra asked.
“She looked kind of like a dwenda, but different. Not dwenda, but something like it.”
With no explanations forthcoming, we finally packed up and continued on the trek.
◆◆◆
 
We followed the river for about an hour. It descended in a series of steps over small cascades that looked like they might be a lot more intense during spring runoff, which seemed to be behind us. The rocks began changing as well, shifting from the loose granite on the peak above to darker, more solid, more angular blocks of some other mineral.
The trees also got progressively thicker. Around the tree line, they were thin, scraggly things kind of like oaks back on Earth, but these quickly gave way to the tall green-barked trees with oval blueish-green leaves that seemed to be the dominant form of alpine flora on Taitala. Their bark was very close in color to the green we’d chosen for my wives’ uniforms and armor, which was why that girl hadn’t seen me right away.
Eventually, I began to hear the sound of another waterfall. I sent Mereceeree to scout ahead, and she came back to report something strange.
“The river disappears.”
“What?”
“It is there, then it is not. It flows into a dense stand of trees, and I couldn’t see past the canopies. I could try to land and explore if you wish me to.”
“No, let’s just go up and see what’s going on.”
In a few minutes, the roar ahead was unmistakable, and I could see a column of mist rising out of the trees. But Mereceeree hadn’t seen a cliff, so I was baffled as to what was going on.
The explanation emerged as we entered the stand of trees she’d seen. The river poured over a ledge into a large hole in the mountainside. Below us, a cave mouth about a hundred feet across yawned in darkness. The river poured out of sight, causing a rush of air to flow upward, lifting the mist and spreading it through the forest. The entire area was damp to the point of being saturated. Black-green moss and algae covered almost every exposed rock, and the ground was thick with undergrowth.
Beyond the cave, the gentle slope we were on continued downward.
“I guess we part ways with the river now,” I said. “Everybody refill your water packs.”
As we took off our packs and gathered some water, Mereceeree spread her wings and walked up to the edge.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“I just want to have a look. It won’t take long.”
I groaned, not wanting to get separated, but Mereceeree did what she wanted and wouldn’t have listened to me if I’d protested. Besides, she was part bat, and a bat wanting to fly around a cave wasn’t an unreasonable request.
“Just don’t be gone more than a few.”
“I will be right back, land-bound,” she called to me, laughing. “Your penis is up here.”
She took off into the air, hovering in the updraft, then circled down into the darkness.
◆◆◆
 
But she didn’t come right back.
After a few minutes, I stood over the cave mouth and called to her. “Mereceeree! We need to get going!”
She had excellent hearing, but I wasn’t sure even she could hear me over the waterfall. Merindra came up next to me and called to her.
There was no response.
Narilora called out as well. We waited.
“Where could she have gone?” Narilora asked.
“I have no idea. How interesting could that cave be?”
“Could she have gotten hurt?” Merindra asked.
I stared down into the darkness. Anything could have happened down there. She could see and hear just fine, but without knowing what was down there, I didn’t know what to think. Could she have hit her head on something? Who ever heard of a bat flying into things? I knew she had a form of echolocation, because I’d heard her using it before.
When ten minutes passed and Mereceeree still had not returned, I began to get very worried. Something had happened.
“We need to go down there,” I said.
I saw the fear at the edge of Merindra’s eyes. Cave climbing was a dangerous and highly specialized activity that I was in no way trained for, but I didn’t see that we had a choice.
The three of us got geared up. Fortunately, there were more than enough big, mature trees around the cave mouth to set a solid anchor system for the rappel. I threw my crossbow over my shoulder, not wanting to go down there unarmed.
“I should go first,” Narilora said, “to see if there’s a landing down there. I’m the lightest.”
I nodded. “Okay, let’s do it.”
I lowered her down into the mist.
Just as she began disappearing from sight, she called back up. “There’s a bottom! It’s not too much further!”
After another ten feet, the line went slack. By squinting and covering my eyes, I could just barely see her down there waving to us.
“Are you ready?” I asked Merindra.
I could see she was afraid of this, but she nodded rapidly.
“Let’s go.”
I lowered her down to Narilora. She unclipped at the bottom and waved.
Before I went down, I set another anchor and rope and tossed it down, just in case. Then I rappelled down to them. On the way, I could hear them calling for Mereceeree.
I found them waiting in a damp, dark cave at the edge of a pool the river fell into. The water flowed past and into darkness.
“We already looked around and called for her,” Narilora said. “We didn’t see anything.”
“There’s nothing,” Merindra said. “What could have happened to her?”
I switched on my light and swept it around. The river flowed through a passage ahead of us. There was no trace of Mereceeree, but the ceiling was high enough for her to have flown above the river as far as I could see.
“Could she have gone down there?” Narilora asked.
I didn’t want to go too far, because in the rush to get down here, we’d left all our other gear up top. We weren’t prepared for an extended exploration. But how far could she have gone?
“Let’s go look.”




Chapter 4

We walked slowly along the underground river as I tried to ignore the knot in my gut. The thought of losing Mereceeree to something like this was too horrifying to consider. She was here because of me. This trip was my idea, and I had proposed it knowing full well she would insist on going.
For all the teasing and jibes and mock insults, I knew she loved me deeply. She was a different person when she came to our bed in the dark of night – eager, vulnerable, just wanting to give her taut little body to me. In a sense, it was like Jacqueline’s “whatever you want” nights, except without the mind-fucks and emotional abuse. If something had happened to her, I would never forgive myself.
We had to find her.
The tunnel had been scoured out by the river, likely over successive spring floods. Right now, it was wider than the river by about a factor of two, and there were deposits of sand on either side. The sand was dry, but it was also up in drifts that were clearly laid by the river flow. So at times during the year, this tunnel was full of water.
One of those times might come if there was a thunderstorm on the mountain. And if that happened, there could be a flash flood that would kill all of us. The sky had been clear when we descended, but I didn’t want to stay down here one minute longer than we had to.
We went slowly, searching for any clues. But there was no sign of anything. The tunnel remained high enough for Mereceeree to have flown down here had she wanted to go this far. Why she might have, I didn’t know. We passed a couple of narrow passages that seemed to go up or down, but they were far too small to fly through.
We’d been searching for about ten minutes, having come a couple of hundred yards through the tunnel, when I suddenly saw something incongruous: a flash of green crystal in the sand ahead. I went over to it, and my heart sank.
It was one of Mereceeree’s blades.
What had happened? I could see no sign of a fight. But then Narilora spoke up.
“Will, look at this.”
Ahead of me, there were footprints in the sand. A lot of them.
Had she been taken? There was no blood or any other clues. No other belongings, hers or anyone else’s.
“She was here,” I said.
“Why would she have flown all the way down here?” Merindra asked.
“I wonder if she saw something,” I said.
Mereceeree was impulsive enough that if she’d spotted something interesting down the tunnel, she would have gone to investigate it. The question was what she’d seen.
I looked through the tracks. As best as I could tell, none of them were hers. She had unusually shaped feet that were almost a second set of hands. They allowed her to perch on narrow edges and hold herself in place, as well as fight with her blades while she was flying. She had distinctively shaped boots, which we’d had to have custom-made for this trip, but she’d been taking them off when she flew around, and I remembered her doing it before she came down here.
All I saw were shoeprints. Nothing at all like Mereceeree’s feet. So she’d drawn her blades, possibly engaged with this group, then lost one and kept going.
“Who could have made these tracks?” Merindra asked.
“That’s a good question. But they came from further down the tunnel.”
“So she’s down here somewhere,” Narilora said.
There didn’t seem to be any option but to continue. I was now quite cognizant of the fact that we’d left all our weapons up with the rest of our gear. All we had were a couple of knives, plus Mereceeree’s blade.
I asked Merindra and Narilora how they felt about that.
“We could go back and get them,” Narilora said.
“We could. But it would probably cost us half an hour to get back, climb out, and come back down here.”
“And if she’s hurt somewhere . . . ”
“Right."
“I think we should keep going,” Merindra said. “We don’t know that these people, whoever they are, did anything to her, or would be hostile.”
“I think it has to be related to that girl I saw,” I said. “And she ran away the moment she saw me. That doesn’t seem too hostile to me.”
I didn’t like it, but my concern for Mereceeree won out, so we kept going. I followed the tracks, which wasn’t hard since they were mostly in the sand. It looked like a group of about four or five. The tunnel went on for another few hundred yards with no other clues. It began to descend more steeply, and the water now crashed down a narrow cascade. Ahead, I could hear the sound of another waterfall.
The tunnel began to open up, and in a minute or so, we found ourselves looking out on a large cavern that went well beyond our sight. The river poured over a ledge into a small lake a hundred feet below. The ledge extended out from the tunnel in both directions, leading to an open area above the cavern to our right.
Just as we emerged from the tunnel, I saw a group of pale figures standing together about thirty feet away on the ledge. One of them shouted in alarm.
The others drew out bows like the one I’d seen that girl carrying and pointed them at us.
“Stop!” one of them shouted. “Don’t come any further.” Her voice was strangely accented but understandable.
There were a dozen of them, and they ran up around us, moving with the same lithe agility I’d seen that girl display. They were on us before we could do anything, and fleeing back up the tunnel was no longer an option.
They were the same odd dwenda-like race, slim but athletic, large eyes and silvery hair. They wore tight-fitting clothes, and each one had a small, dimly glowing crystal sphere at her belt that lit the area around us with a cold luminescence. Their bows were short, less than three feet from top to bottom, and there was a strange hinge where the limbs attached to the grip – a round mechanism about the size of a grapefruit. Every bow was now pointed in our direction and nocked with arrows tipped with crystal blades.
“We’re not looking for trouble,” I said. “We’re just looking for a friend of ours.”
The same one who had spoken stepped out in front of them. “What are you? How did you come here?”
“We came down the river.”
“No one is up there! How did you find this tunnel?”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her. The girl I’d seen that morning. She was at the back of the group, watching us.
“We came down the mountain,” I said.
“Did you fly up here? Are you with that female that flew past us?”
I didn’t answer. So Mereceeree was here somewhere.
“They must be!” another one of them said. “How could there be two such intrusions so close together?”
“Again, we’re not looking for trouble.”
She stepped up closer to me, looking me and up down. “What thing are you? I know those two, but I have never seen your race before.”
I took a deep breath before answering. “I’m not from around here. I’m, uh, the makalang.”
Her face wrinkled. “What is the makalang? Your race is called makalang?”
Similar bafflement showed on the faces of the others.
Narilora finally spoke up. “You don’t know what the makalang is?”
The leader glared at her. “We are not here to answer your questions, long-tail. You will answer ours.” She turned back to me, motioning further down the ledge where they had been standing. “You must come with us.”
“We would kind of like to continue looking for our friend, if it’s all the same to you.”
She scowled. “No, it is not ‘all the same.’ You must come.”
The others waved their bows at us. Even with my crossbow, we would still have been stuck. We were outnumbered four to one, and Narilora had no armor. My armor would probably stop their arrows, and Merindra’s might too, but Narilora would not survive the first volley, not at this range.
I’d brought Narilora back from the brink of death once, and that was enough for me. I let them take my crossbow.
Praying we were heading to wherever Mereceeree was, I reluctantly moved to follow them, and the girls fell in behind me.
◆◆◆
 
They led us a long way around the cavern. About half a mile down, the ledge began descending to the cavern floor, then switched back the way we’d come until it reached the bottom. The river here flowed through the center of the cavern, and we were now following an established trail along it. The glow-crystals they carried lit the way sufficiently, especially once my eyes grew used to the darkness.
The cavern was enormous, several miles from one end to the other and about half a mile wide. If Mereceeree was in here, there were more than enough places for her to hide. I was now convinced that she’d run into this group, or part of it, and been unable to fly out. So instead she flew forward until she reached the cavern. She had to be here somewhere, and might even be watching us now.
But there was little I could do. I looked back a few times at Narilora and Merindra, who seemed nervous but not frightened. I also saw the girl at the back of the line. She met my eyes and just stared at me.
After about twenty minutes of marching, we reached the far end of the cavern. I saw lights ahead – dim, cold lights like the glow-crystals. The floor of the cavern beside the trail suddenly changed, becoming level and textured. There was a heavy, musky scent in the air, and I saw other people like the ones with us walking slowly through the leveled areas. A moment later, I recognized what I was seeing – a farm that was growing several kinds of fungus-like plants that apparently didn’t require any sunlight. It stretched out all the way to the edges of the cavern. Some kind of irrigation system drew water from the river.
Past the fungus farm, the river had been partially blocked to fill several broad but shallow artificial ponds. More people were working here as well. Though I couldn’t see what was in the ponds, it was clearly some kind of aquaculture facility.
As we grew closer to the lights at the end, I realized there was an entire city built on the floor of the cavern and up into the walls around us. The river flowed through the settlement and into a passage in the far cliffside. Several stone bridges crossed over it, and there were levees built on both sides, suggesting the water rose much higher at times than it currently was. Stairways cut into the rock walls led to smaller caves, going up about two hundred feet.
The stone workmanship was neat, clean, and expert. There was a deliberateness and thought in the architecture, though it wasn’t a style I had seen before in Taitala. Instead of the flighty, fanciful designs in Phan-garad and Yama-Kana, the construction was squat and solid, though still pleasing to the eye. The buildings on the cavern floor were laid out in concentric semicircles that faced the far wall.
It was more than a little stunning. This wasn’t some rude collection of hovels in a cave. I couldn’t see everything clearly, but there had to be several thousand people living here, at least, and that was assuming the workings didn’t go that far into the cave wall. If they did, there could be a lot more of them.
As we approached, people began coming out of the buildings into the streets to gape at us, me especially. All of them were the same race of slim, pale dwenda-like females, and I saw something I had only rarely seen in Phan-garad.
Children.
There were multiple young girls walking around with older females. More than I’d ever seen together on Taitala.
But before I could digest this discovery, we reached a large structure around one side of the outer semicircle. Up ahead were more armed females around this building, and several of them came over quickly. One of them, an older female who wasn’t carrying a bow, went straight up to the leader of our group.
“What— what— what is this?”
“We found them at the river tunnel. There is one more that escaped us. She flew away.”
The older one, apparently a commander of sorts, stared at me wide-eyed. “What is this thing?”
“It says it is a ‘makalang.’”
“What is a makalang?” the older female asked.
“I do not know. It did not explain.”
The commander looked us over. “Did you search them for weapons?”
The group leader looked over at me in alarm.
Then the commander struck her across the face. “Do it now.” Then, turning to the others. “Guard them!”
The rest put their bows up and pointed them at us. The leader and two of the new ones searched us, coming up with the few small blades we had brought in. The commander scowled at the leader when she saw them.
As I was searched, the female going over me found my crystals, which I’d been carrying in a little case at my waist since the night we’d attacked the the Gates of the Golden Staff. After they paired themselves, I found that I could no longer stand to be away from them. Doing so threw my connection to the Taitalan energy field out of balance.
But something happened when she reached for them. Something that had never happened before.
I had a flash of icy-cold fear that they would take them, and I might never see them again. That would be a disaster for what I was trying to do to fix myself and Taitala. Without them, I might not be able to do anything. My skills before I found them were a shadow of what I could do now.
The fear flared into a wave of protective energy centered around the crystals. The female searching me found them, yet did nothing about it. The wave of energy had somehow erased the brief experience from her mind. She moved on, searching my legs, then stood up.
What had I just done? I had no idea.
As I struggled to process what had just happened, the soldiers herded us into the building, which appeared to be some kind of guardhouse or police station. Once inside, we were placed into separate cells. Rather than bars, the walls were clear crystal with holes along the top for air circulation. The lighting was barely any brighter than outside, but we could see each other and talk.
Had it just been me, I might have attempted a breakaway at some point. But I was constrained by the risk to Narilora and Merindra. I didn’t know who these people were or what they wanted, but we hadn’t done anything wrong beyond blundering into their cave. Reading the emotions around me, I felt fear and confusion, but no real malice.
Then again, I remembered the penalty for lying in Yama-Kana. I hoped the penalty for trespassing here wasn’t as bad.
◆◆◆
 
We were left in the cells for several hours, during which I tried to reassure Narilora and Merindra that we would work this out somehow. Now spared the need to do any climbing, Merindra reverted to the razor-sharp fox-girl I was familiar with. And given what she’d already gone through with me, Narilora wasn’t particularly upset either. So they didn’t need much reassurance.
After we’d been locked up about three hours, a group of guards came to get me. They were all armed and ready, wary but not frightened. One of them was the girl I’d seen, and she seemed more curious than wary. The guard commander was waiting in the hallway.
“Come with me.”
I followed the commander into another room. Waiting there were two older females sitting at a long table. They had me sit at the far end. The guards took up positions at the other end by the door.
“You will tell us how you came to be here,” one of the older ones said.
“It’s just what I told the other guard. We’re on a trek down from the mountain. We followed the river and entered the cave, then ran into your people.”
“How did you come to be on the mountain? No one lives there.”
“We came over from the other side.” Not exactly a lie. I didn’t want to get into the crystal circles.
“Impossible. No one has come from that direction, ever.”
“I guess we’re the first, then.”
The two of them talked together too softly for me to hear.
“You told one of our people that you were ‘looking for a friend,’” the other one said. “Where is this person?”
“I don’t know. She entered the tunnel, and we lost track of her.”
“Our people reported a flying female in the tunnel. She entered the cavern. Was this her?”
Since they already knew Mereceeree was here, I didn’t see a reason to lie. “I believe so. I don’t know what happened to her.”
More low conversation.
“We know the races of these other three,” the first one said. “But what are you? You are like no female I have ever seen.”
“That’s because I’m not female.”
Their big eyes somehow got even wider.
“You are a male?” the other asked.
“Yes.”
“Impossible. You are three times the size of any male in existence.”
“Yeah, I get that a lot.”
I envisioned the smirk that remark would have engendered on Merindra’s face.
The two of them whispered again for a few moments. They stood and left the room, and I was alone with the guards. The girl stared at me.
I wanted to say something about our meeting, but I didn’t know if I might be getting her in trouble. It was possible she wasn’t supposed to be up there.
“What’s your name?” I finally asked.
The other three looked at me in surprise. The girl just looked back at me.
“Girasani.” She pronounced it with a soft ‘g’.
But that was all she said. Unlike the detailed introductions I’d gotten used to on Taitala, she told me nothing about her clan or mating status.
“I’m Will. I’m not a bad guy, really.”
None of them said anything.
One of the older females stuck her head into the room. “Return him to his cell. This far more significant than we realized.”
She left without further explanation. The guards led me back to my cell. But Girasani lingered for a moment at the door after the other three left, looking up at me with those huge, bottomless blue eyes.
“You saw me up there,” I said quietly.
“Do not speak of it. I beg you.”
“You weren’t supposed to be out there, were you?”
“We are not allowed to leave the cavern without permission.”
One of the other guards noticed us. “Girasani, what are you doing?”
She turned away from me with a final lingering look.




Chapter 5

Narilora and Merindra were also interrogated, and came back to report that they’d only been asked where we came from, and what I was. The guards brought us food, but nothing further happened until the day seemed to end. The lights in the cavern suddenly began to dim as if they were being turned down like the dimmer switch on a set of overhead lights.
The lights in the guardhouse were turned down as well, and we were apparently expected to sleep. Girasani and the others were relieved by a different group of guards. Narilora, Merindra, and I said good night as best we could through the cell walls.
I was more concerned with Mereceeree, who was nearby but in unknown circumstances, and Ayarala and the rest of them back home, who would have no idea what had happened to us when I failed to check in. I was prepared to do whatever it took to get out of here, but for the moment, we didn’t seem to be at great risk.
As I lay in my bunk, trying to get to sleep, I wondered about this hidden city we’d stumbled into. It had obviously been here for a very long time, and it was equally obvious they valued their seclusion. But what were they? They had never heard of the makalang, and they didn’t appear to recognize me as anything they had any knowledge of. But they spoke Taitalan and recognized Narilora and Merindra for what they were. That suggested to me that they had some connection with Taitalan culture, just one that was very out of date.
I fell asleep without arriving at any conclusions.
◆◆◆
 
I woke the next morning when the lights in the rest of the building came on. The guards brought us some food. As we ate, I wondered again about Mereceeree and what she was doing. It occurred to me that she could have easily flown back out to the entrance of the cave to get something to eat from the gear we’d left up there. She was smart and resourceful enough to know that. Frankly, she was smart and resourceful enough to be working on a way to get us out of here while I sat on my butt in my cell.
About an hour later, Girasani and three other guards showed up.
“You must come with us,” she said.
“Where?”
“The Triad has requested your presence.”
I stood. “The Triad being the leaders of this city?”
“Yes. Please come.”
“What about my wives?”
Her face wrinkled in confusion. “Your what?”
“My . . .” I stopped. “Are wives not a thing here?”
“What are ‘wives’?”
I had to look over at Narilora and Merindra, who had been watching this exchange. Both had looks of shock on their faces.
“Uh, my . . . friends over there.”
“Oh. They must stay.”
I looked at them again.
“Go, Will. We will be fine,” Merindra said.
I followed as Girasani and the guards shepherded me out into the city. We left the outer circle and passed through two inner rings before reaching a broad, squat building up against the cave wall. The exterior was largely unadorned except for some vertical channels carved on either side of the entrance.
More guards awaited us just inside. There was a small foyer leading into a larger room that had to have been carved into the cave wall, based on how far it went back. At the head of the room was a single large table, behind which sat three older females. One of them I recognized from the interrogation the day before, and she sat on the right. About ten other females sat on either side of the room, watching me approach.
Before the table was a single chair. Girasani directed me to sit in it. The female in the center spoke.
“My name is Zilluraq. I am the leader of the Triad. Do you know where you are?”
I sat back in the chair and tried to compose myself. “I know I’m in a city underground. If you mean do I know what city this is and what’s going on here, no. I don’t think anyone outside this city does, and I get the idea that’s intentional.”
Zilluraq stared at me for a moment, eyes narrowing. “You are correct. And it seems that you and your friends arrived here by accident.”
“Yes. And we would like to be on our way, if that’s possible.”
“Not until we know more about why you are here. What are you doing on this side of the mountain? You clearly have a purpose to come so far into the wilderness.”
“I do.”
“What is it?”
“I’m happy to try to explain, but I have a feeling none of you will understand it.”
“Please try.”
So I attempted to give them a basic summary of how I’d arrived on Taitala and what I’d been doing. For the most part, they listened to this intently. When I got into the mating issues and what I’d learned about the fading male vitality of this world, the three of them began whispering to each other as I talked.
Apparently only Zilluraq was going to speak to me. Finally she looked back up.
“These things you speak of concern those we left behind long ago. Their concerns are not ours. We have found our own ways of facing those challenges.”
And, all of a sudden, I got it.
A story Kisarat had told me several sampars ago, before we went to Yama-Kana.
“You’re them, aren’t you? The lost group of dwenda. The ones who disappeared all those kumala-talons ago.”
The other females in the room gasped and whispered to each other. Zilluraq glared at me.
“That name is not spoken here. That is not who we are.”
“Because you aren’t really them anymore, are you? You’ve been here so long you’re not what you used to be.”
“No. We are not. We are kaliman.”
“How have you survived all this time by yourselves?” I asked.
“As I said, we have found our own ways. There are others working on these things that you seem unaware of.”
“Who?”
“Your society is not unknown to us, and we are not the only ones who have broken from it. We are aware of its failings, especially recently.”
Something began tickling the back of my neck. “Recently?”
“I speak of the persecution of those who depart from the orthodoxy over these matters. I will say no more.”
That prompted another quiet discussion among the three of them, though it grew in force after a minute or so. Then Zilluraq appeared to cut the other two off.
“Return him to his cell. There is much more to discuss here, but we must determine the wisest course forward.”
◆◆◆
 
I wanted to discuss what I’d learned with Merindra and Narilora, but I couldn’t do it until we had some privacy. So I sat there wondering what Zilluraq had been referring to and not liking any of the ideas I had.
When I’d been back in my cell for a while, I noticed Girasani watching us. After the other guards appeared to wander off to some other responsibility, leaving her alone, she came over.
“You are male?” she asked me.
“Yes.”
“You look nothing like aXiqian.”
“Is he a male who lives here?” I asked.
“He is the male.”
I glanced over at Merindra and Narilora. “There’s only one?”
“I did not know there were other males. Until I saw you.”
“There’s one male supporting this entire city?” I asked. “How many females are here?”
“Perhaps four thousand.”
“But all the children?” Merindra asked. “How?”
Girasani looked at her, confused. “He mates with the females. They have children. Is it not the same for you?”
“So he’s young?” I asked. That had to be the explanation.
But the question confused her again.
“He . . . he has always been here. I do not know how old he is.”
“How often does he mate?” Narilora asked.
“The Triad decides that. They select the females. Otherwise there would be too many children for the city to support.”
Overpopulation. They were worried about overpopulation. Merindra and Narilora were about as stunned as if she’d told them their male was the one bearing the children.
“But there have not been many lately,” she went on. “The Triad says we have all the children we need.”
“Have you mated?” Narilora asked.
Girasani looked down.
“No. I will not mate.”
“Why not?” I asked.
She glanced behind herself, seeming to check that we were alone. “I have too many transgressions. It is why I work here, as a guard, instead of something more useful.”
“Transgressions like leaving the cavern?” I asked.
“Yes. I was caught returning once. But I cannot help it. I love being out there. I love the light. It is so different. Everything in the cavern is the same.”
A sliver of possibility entered my mind. “We could take you with us. In the event we are allowed to leave.”
Her eyes swelled. She looked behind her again. But before she could answer, I heard the sounds of one of the other guards returning.
She glanced at me, face full of conflict, and went back to her post in front.
◆◆◆
 
Later that day, I was again summoned before the Triad. Zilluraq spoke up the moment I was back in my seat.
“We cannot allow you to leave.”
I groaned slowly. “Yeah, we’re going to have a problem with that.”
“You and your females will remain in this city as guests. You will be released from your cells and provided with lodgings and support. But you cannot leave.”
“May I ask why?”
Zilluraq shifted in her seat and inhaled slowly. “You asked how we survived all this time.”
“You seem to be doing well here. Which is also why I’m confused at your need for such secrecy.”
“The answer to those two questions is the same. Our male has sustained us for many kumala-talons, but his health is hanging by a thread. There is a possibility we may need you to perform the same role for us.”
I sat back in my chair and exhaled slowly. “How old is your male?”
“He has been with us since we made our home in this place.”
“Which is, roughly, ten or twelve kumala-talons?”
“A bit more than thirteen. We have been here for about 1,100 talons.”
“How has this male lived that long?” I asked.
One of the others, the same one who had interrogated me in the guard station, whispered something to Zilluraq, but Zilluraq cut her off.
“This, too, is related. We have sensed that your powers in using the crystals are strong.”
“They are.”
“He draws sustenance from those same energies,” she said.
“All this time?”
“Yes.”
There was something she wasn’t telling me. I didn’t need my crystals to see that, though I saw it clearly with them.
“I’m sorry, but I simply can’t commit to staying here and helping you, and only you. You’re asking me to abandon all the others who have come to depend on me. There is a problem with Taitala that I have to solve. I would be saving you and leaving them to die. I won’t do that.”
The three of them began arguing quietly again. Zilluraq again shushed the others.
“You are not capable of solving this problem,” she said. “We are aware of what you have been doing, and it is doomed to failure.”
“What? How do you have any idea what I’ve been doing?”
More arguing.
“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked loudly. “There is something, and it’s obviously important here.”
“It is not your concern!” the interrogator shouted.
“If you want my help, it is.”
The quiet arguing continued for another minute or two. Finally Zilluraq looked up.
“You will be taken to your new lodgings. We will not discuss this further.”




Chapter 6

The guards took me back to the guardhouse, where Merindra and Narilora had already been released and were waiting for us. Then they led us into the center of the city to a blocky two-story house near the Triad hall. Inside was a comfortably furnished home, though nothing like my place back in Phan-garad. The guards took up posts outside. We were clearly not at liberty here.
After we held each other for a minute, I filled the girls in on what had happened at the meeting.
“This is crazy,” Merindra said. “He’s eleven hundred
talons old?”
“So they said.”
“Could they be lying?” Narilora asked.
“I didn’t get any sense of that. And I don’t know why they would. But there’s more. There’s something they’re hiding. They claimed to know what we’ve been doing, and also that they’re not the only group that’s broken from our society. There are others over here, which she claimed were persecuted.”
“Who could it be?”
“I don’t know. But I have a really bad feeling that it could be the Gates of the Golden Staff. She said something about our ‘recent’ failures.”
“We need to get out of here,” Merindra said. “We need to find Mereceeree and get out of here.”
◆◆◆
 
But, with the guards outside, there wasn’t much we could do at the moment.
Once we’d settled into the house, I tried to relax and listen to the rhythms of the entire city with my crystals. I hadn’t really done it while we were confined. There hadn’t been much of a reason to.
What I sensed was remarkable. Unlike the quiet desperation of Phan-garad, or the rather loud desperation of Yama-Kana, the kaliman seemed remarkably content. For the most part, they lived their lives, did their jobs, and raised their children. There was an odd insularity to them, as if they were not only mostly unaware of the world outside this cave, but almost completely unconcerned with it. There were only a few exceptions to that, one of which – Girasani – stood outside the door.
Reading her now, I could see deep discontent and unfulfilled desires. She wanted out, if she hadn’t already made that quite clear.
I considered things for a few moments, then opened the door.
“Girasani, could we talk to you about a few things? Related to our residency here?”
The other guards didn’t seem concerned. She came inside, and I shut the door. I asked her first about food and whether we could leave the house. The answers were, it would be delivered, and only with our escort. I discussed these minutiae for a few minutes as I watched the energies of the other guards. When their attention seemed to wane, I lowered my voice.
“When are you off-duty?”
“Why?” she asked.
“I want you to come back here. We have other things to discuss.”
Her already big eyes swelled further. “What things?”
“I think you know.”
She glanced at the door. “All right. When the light is lowered, I can return.”
After she’d gone back to her post, I turned to the questioning faces of my wives.
“She wants out,” I said. “Maybe she can help us get out. I’m not ready to go until we find Mereceeree, but when we do, we’re leaving.”
◆◆◆
 
The food arrived shortly after. We ate mostly in silence, waiting for darkness. The lights of the cavern had scarcely dimmed when I heard something upstairs. Narilora and Merindra gasped – they’d heard the same thing, only much better than me.
“I think it’s—” Merindra said.
The explanation came down the stairs on its own.
“Hello, land-bound.”
We swept her into our arms and held each other for several long moments.
“You’ve been hiding in here?” I finally asked. “The cavern?”
“Yes. It is not as if doing so is difficult. For cave-dwellers, these kaliman are remarkably unaware of their surroundings.”
“What happened?” Narilora asked. “How did you get in here?”
Mereceeree took a deep breath and sighed. “I am sorry, Will, and my awasa-lates. My foolishness is responsible for this. But when I flew down, I saw how the river flowed through a large tunnel. I thought perhaps we might be able to follow it to a lower elevation, more quickly than on the surface. I did not anticipate encountering that band. They tried to shoot me when I flew over. I could not get back. I had no choice but to fly on. I was hoping to find another exit, but none exist that I could reach.” She sighed again. “You should have left me.”
I hugged her again. “That was never happening.”
She hugged me back.
“But perhaps I have redeemed myself, land-bound. I have been flying our gear into the cavern. I have not brought it all yet, but I have all your weapons.”
“Okay, great. What haven’t you brought?” I asked.
“The sleeping bags and the tent. They are too bulky for me to fly with.”
“But you have all the climbing gear?”
“Yes. Except for the ropes you left at the cave mouth. I thought it best to leave them there.”
“That must have been a lot of flying.”
She pursed her lips. “This is all my fault. So it is fine.”
We sat down with her in the main room of the house. I had to pull her into my lap and hold her. I’d been resisting my worry about her, but I let it loose now to dissipate. She let me, wiggling her little butt against me.
“Have you missed your favorite wife, Will?”
“I did. Have you seen anything interesting around the city?”
“Only a few things. I assume you know about the Triad, since you went in there. But I heard many females discussing the subject of mating. There is a male here, but for some reason there has been no mating in a number of talons.”
I told her what I’d learned from Girasani and the Triad. She’d overheard much of it around the city. She had the hearing of a bat, which meant there was almost nothing she missed when she was paying attention.
“Yes. Something is going on,” she agreed.
“Do you have any idea where the male is?” I asked.
“I think in one of the rooms built into the wall, above the Triad hall. I am not sure, but I heard things that suggest that is so.”
“Can you show me?”
“Come up.”
The second floor had a stairway that went to the roof, where there was a flat sitting area. Mereceeree was well-nigh invisible in the darkness, so I didn’t try to hide what we were doing.
She pointed to a spot most of the way up the wall above the Triad hall. I could barely see anything, but I remembered what was up there, a broad stairway leading into an ornate entrance that was carved right into the rock. I remembered it because it was the only thing like that in the entire city.
“That is it,” she told me.
“That would make sense.”
As I stared at it, I thought I could see a dim red glow from the entrance, though it was impossible to tell what it came from.
“It is guarded,” she added.
“That also makes sense.”
She went on alert, grabbing my arm. “Will—”
“What is it?”
“There.”
I saw a pale form leaping from house to house toward us. When she leapt onto the roof, I realized it was Girasani. She came toward me, and a moment later noticed Mereceeree.
She gasped.
“She’s a friend,” I said to her. “It’s okay.”
“She is the female who flew over us,” she said.
“And you are the female who shot at me,” Mereceeree said. “Naturally, you missed.”
Girasani looked at me. “I am sorry. I did not know what she was.”
“Okay. No harm done. Let’s go back in the house."
◆◆◆
 
The five of us sat together in the main room.
“We need to leave the city” I said, “and you’re welcome to come with us. But first I need to learn some things.”
“What do you need?” Girasani asked.
“The male in this city, does he live in that room up in the cave wall?”
“Yes.”
“Is there a way you could get me in there? I need to talk to him.”
“I . . . perhaps. It would be difficult.”
“There are guards,” I said.
“Yes, but it is the worst posting in the guard corps,” she said. “No one wants to do it. It is horrible.”
“Why?” Merindra asked.
“Nothing happens. You must stand there for hours, not talking, not doing anything. You go there, stand for half the day, then go home.”
“You’ve done it?” I asked.
“Yes. After I was found returning from outside, I was posted there for ten sampars as punishment.”
I thought about this for a moment. And I thought back to my Marine days, when avoiding and getting out of shit duty was almost a science. Things likely worked the same way here.
“How many guards serve that post?” I asked.
“Two.”
“Is there anyone serving that duty right now who’s a friend of yours?”
“Yes.”
“Is it someone you could offer to take the duty from, without arousing a lot of suspicion?”
“Yes. She took the duty from me a few times when I had it.”
“Great. And if you were to do that, and while you were up there, you were to offer to let the other guard leave a little early, while you stood the rest of it, would that be unusual?”
“No.”
“So the guard corps is pretty tight with each other with things like this?”
“Yes. As I said, we are all doing this because of our transgressions.”
I laughed to myself. Taitala or Earth, some things never changed.
“And if it was just you, could I get in?” I asked.
The light finally dawned in her eyes. “Yes. I think so. If you could get up there.”
“The guards stand when it’s dark? Not just light?”
“Yes.”
“Then that’s what we’ll do.”
Girasani sat back, trying to gather herself up. “And if I do this thing, you will take me with you?”
“I can’t guarantee that we’ll be successful in escaping, but yes, we will.”
She smiled, the first time I’d seen her do it. But then she grew serious again. “May I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“What is a wife?”
I looked around the room. I figured it was better to let the girls answer, and Merindra did.
“A wife is a female who has mated with her male,” she said, “and stays with him. Who serves him and supports him. And loves him.”
She glanced at me quickly, smiling.
But Girasani was confused. “I don’t understand.”
“What don’t you understand?” Narilora asked.
“aXiqian has never left that room. Females go to mate with him and return. Why would they stay? There is almost nothing in there. I have seen it.”
“It’s not like that outside this cavern,” Merindra said. “It’s not like that with us and Will. We all have a life together, a good one.”
She reached over and squeezed my hand.
“We follow him and serve him,” Mereceeree said. “And we mate with him as many times as we can manage.”
Merindra and Narilora laughed, though Girasani was now even more confused.
“I heard them say you are all with child,” she said. “Why would you keep mating with him?”
The three of them laughed and looked around at each other. Then Mereceeree looked at me slyly.
“She doesn’t understand, Will. Perhaps it is better to show, than to tell.”
“Girasani, would you like to be a wife?” Merindra asked. “I have a feeling you would.”
“I mean,” Narilora said, “if she’s going to come with us . . .”
Girasani’s big blue eyes were the size of the mountain lake I had met her at. “I would mate?”
“Yes,” Merindra said. “More, I think, than you have any idea.”
The three of them stood and pulled her to her feet. They led her upstairs, and I followed. There was only one bedroom, a single room that took up the entire second floor. The beds here were different, futon-like things on the floor, rather than the blocks of memory foam-like material, and the one we had was big enough for six people. This must have been some kind of communal living space.
As Girasani stood in the center of the room in a daze, the three girls removed her clothes and then theirs. She looked even more like a ballerina naked, slim and toned and taut. She was so pale her little breasts looked half-scoops of vanilla ice cream. I almost laughed. Standing there, she was the absolute inverse of Mereceeree, minus the wings – white instead of black.
Then the girls guided her down to the futon, lying on either side of her. I pulled off my armor and clothes.
Girasani stared at my cock as it began to stiffen. “That . . . I was told . . .”
“Will is not like other males, awasa-late,” Mereceeree said.
She was as nervous and unsure of herself as a bride who’d been shut up in a convent. She had no idea what to do when I lay on top of her, trying to kiss her. But with the other three gently coaching her, she began to relax and respond.
I suckled her breasts until her little nipples were as stiff as BBs, and she was breathing heavily under me. I kissed my way down past her waist and took her hips in my arms. When slipped my tongue into her smooth sex, she gasped aloud. Narilora and Mereceeree were on either side of her, stroking her, kissing her, caressing her breasts. She let out a whimper and put her arms around them, pulling them closer.
I could feel her energy and arousal building even as I felt the complete bafflement in her head. She had no idea what was going on, and no idea what to do except lie there and let us work. Even Merindra and Mereceeree, who had both been unmated when I took them for the first time, had not been anything like this.
I massaged her with my tongue for long minutes. Narilora and Mereceeree moved down to suck on her nipples. I could feel her resisting her arousal in confusion, and I had to reach into her to push it along. Finally the dam broke, and she let out a half-sob, half-cry as her first orgasm washed over her. Her thighs drummed against my head as she thrashed under me. The girls held her tight.
I climbed up over her, probing forward. It was like the first time with Ayarala. She was as tight as a drum, unable to grant me entry. I tried for several minutes without success.
Then Merindra gently pushed me aside. “Let me help her, Will.”
I rolled over. She settled between Girasani’s thighs and took her in her mouth. I watched as she licked her rhythmically, at the same time probing gently forward with her finger. Narilora and Mereceeree continued suckling her breasts.
Girasani whimpered under Merindra’s attentions. In a minute or two, she shook in orgasm again. Merindra leaned back, motioning me forward. She took my erection in her hand and guided it into Girasani. This time there was a way forward. I felt her membrane breaking – Merindra hadn’t probed into her too far. Girasani gasped as I began stretching her out.
I took my time, letting her adjust to me, working a little bit into her at a time. In a minute or so, I was completely inside her. She looked up at me, huge blue eyes wet with a lust that she clearly didn’t understand.
I worked her gently, savoring her incredible tightness. It was too soon, too much for her, to put her on top. So I slowly built her arousal again, watching her energies flow through her, until her nails dug into my back and her narrow hips pumped up at me in release. Then at last I let myself go, and a minute later came deeply inside her.
I rolled over between Merindra and Narilora. I hadn’t been with them since we’d started on this trek, and watching me with Girasani had only increased their desires. So they came together over me. As Girasani watched in wonderment, Merindra climbed onto my cock and Narilora climbed onto my head. I pleasured them as best I could while they kissed and fondled each other eagerly, until Merindra shook and growled in release, throwing herself to the side. Narilora fell forward, taking me in her mouth, only to convulse in orgasm over my mouth a few moments later. I rolled her to the side, entering her, and pounded her roughly for several minutes, watching her plump breasts bounce around, until her claws dug into my hips and I exploded deep inside her.
Mereceeree was waiting. She mounted me as soon as I was done with Narilora, riding me eagerly to successive orgasms, then falling forward to kiss me as she pounded her hips over me until I came a final time.
Then I lay together between the four exhausted girls to catch my breath.
“Am I a wife?” Girasani asked weakly.
Merindra, who was cuddling her from behind, nipped at her ear affectionately. “Yes, awasa-late. You’re one of us now.”




Chapter 7

Girasani had to return to her quarters, promising to come back once she’d arranged the change in guard duties. I could sense the shift in her; she’d abandoned all allegiance to the city and now cared only about the welfare of her new family.
Mereceeree retrieved all our gear from her hiding place, a small cave high in the cavern wall that was inaccessible to anyone unable to fly. The first thing I did was call Ayarala with the tablet and explain what was going on. I kept the details vague so as not to alarm her too much. I told her about Girasani, but I didn’t mention that we’d actually found the lost dwenda – that was just too much to lay on her right now. Even so, I could see the distress on her face.
“We have one thing to do, then we’re leaving,” I told her.
“You’re certain you can get out?”
“Yes.”
When I was done explaining, she took a deep breath to compose herself. “Something has happened here as well, that you should know about.”
“What?”
“It would be better for Eladra to explain.” She passed the tablet over, and Eladra appeared on the screen. She was trying to smile, but her pretty face was lined with tension.
“Hi.”
“Hey, bunny-girl. What’s up?”
“Like Ayarala said, something happened. Loreloo has been removed as clan leader.”
“Oh, shit. Removed how?”
“The elders decided they had lost confidence in her leadership and voted her out. It happened yesterday.”
This was potentially very bad. I had hoped I’d reached some kind of equilibrium with the cunelo, but it was one that was heavily dependent on my relationship with Loreloo.
“Do you know why?” I asked.
She nodded sadly. “It’s related to you. What she did after that night Moshera attacked the house, arresting those two elders. That really upset a lot of people. They didn’t feel she had any justification for doing it.”
I groaned. “Because none of them know what Moshera did.”
“No. At least, I don’t think so.”
“So what happens now? How does a new leader get chosen?”
“The elders will decide, like they decide pretty much everything. It will take some time because they have to come together for a meeting. I doubt anything will happen for at least a sampar. But there was something else, Will. When the elders voted to remove Loreloo, they also voted to send a message to you.”
“What was the message?”
“Just that the clan would ‘reassess Loreloo’s agreements’ with you. That was it. I don’t know what they meant exactly.”
I sighed. “Not too hard to guess.”
She looked at me sadly through the tablet. “I really hope that’s not it.”
“Me too, bunny-girl. Me too.”
◆◆◆
 
I decided we needed to do everything we could to reduce any suspicions around what we were planning. So when another group of guards came to the house the next morning requesting that I accompany them to the Triad hall, I went without protest.
Once again, I was brought before Zilluraq and the others.
“We cannot allow to you to leave,” she said, the moment I was in the chair. “Our continued existence is dependent on the presence of a male, and with the health of ours in grave doubt, we cannot risk letting you go.”
I tried my best to look upset. “We stumbled in here, and we’ve done nothing to you to deserve this.”
“It is not a question of deserve. It is a matter of survival. Are you prepared to tell us that your desires are more important than that?”
“Can you tell me anything about what is going on here?”
She shook her head. “There is nothing more we are prepared to tell. None of it is anything you need to know. You will be given a comfortable existence with your females. All we need from you is mating.”
I looked down at the floor and paused for what seemed like an appropriate period of time. “You will simply send your females to me?”
“Yes. You will mate with them, and they will leave. Perhaps one or two per sampar. Is that too many? We do not wish to overtax you.”
No need to have that discussion.
“It is not too many.”
“The Triad will determine who is to mate. You will not need to concern yourselves with any of that. I do not see how this should be objectionable. The role of males is to mate. What does it matter to you if you are mating with our people or another?”
I sighed. “I guess you’re right.”
◆◆◆
 
Later that morning, Girasani came to tell us that she’d managed to switch her duties with her friend and would be guarding aXiqian’s chambers that night. So we spent the rest of the day simply waiting around the house. No one appeared to have realized that Mereceeree had rejoined us.
The only wrinkle in the plan was that we needed to get past the group of guards watching our house. We could have taken them out, but after listening to Girasani explain how the guard corps here worked, I wanted to do it without hurting any of them if we could. The question was how.
I had been thinking off and on about how I had managed to stop that one guard from taking my crystals. Somehow I had not just read her emotions and focus, I had changed it. I had done it instinctively, out of fear that the crystals would be taken from me. Now I needed to find a way to do it deliberately.
For a while, I tried to recreate what I’d done without success. Trying to reach out at the guards’ emotions didn’t seem to do anything. It hadn’t been like healing Eladra, Narilora, and Sherala, a meticulous measure of energy going into them and changing things. It had been more like a wave around me, almost a sheath.
I finally had a thought. I hadn’t really done anything to that guard at all. It was more that I’d hidden something from her. So could I hide more than the crystals?
For a while, I tried to recreate the sheath of energy. It seemed like I had the right idea, but doing so was slippery. It was hard to hold that much energy motionless around me. It wanted to flow.
So maybe I didn’t need to hold it, exactly. Maybe I could just let it flow the way it wanted to, but use the flow itself as the shield.
And once I tried that, I could feel it working. I held the swirling energy around me, seeing how it would interfere with anyone else’s perception. I got up and went over toward Narilora, who was sitting on the couch across from me sharpening her claws on the fabric. She didn’t seem to notice me.
“Narilora.”
She didn’t react. I repeated her name, louder this time. She looked up, looking around. Then I shouted it.
“Will?” she asked.
Then I dropped the sheath. She hissed, jumping backward, the fur on her tail going up in surprise.
“Will! What did you just do?”
“I found us a way out of here.”
◆◆◆
 
With a little more practice, I found I was able to shield the rest of them as well. It was harder and required more concentration, but I could do it.
After the lights in the cavern went dim that night, we geared up and I spent a few moments hiding us in a thick sheath of energy. I opened the door. When I looked out, the guards were there, but they didn’t react. We filed out of the house, and they did nothing.
Slowly and deliberately, since I had to concentrate on maintaining the sheath, we walked to the staircase in the cavern wall that led to aXiqian’s chambers. Girasani was there, alone, waiting out the end of her watch. I lowered the sheath as we approached.
“Oh! I didn’t see you coming.”
I decided to explain later. “Is it all good with the other guards?” I asked.
“Yes. But my relief will be coming soon. You do not have very long.”
“I don’t think we’ll need that much time.”
The entrance to aXiqian’s chamber was engraved with a range of swirling designs that struck me as somewhat familiar. I’d seen similar things around Phan-garad in the oldest buildings. There was no door, only a single passage into the stone that was six feet wide with a low curved ceiling. I had to walk in the very center to avoid hitting my head. I could sense strong energies ahead of me.
The passage led about fifty feet into the rock. Up ahead was a circular chamber lit by a deep crimson glow. When I walked in, I saw several things.
In the center of the room was a slim crystal prism about three feet high. It was around eight inches thick at the base, narrowing to three or four at the tip. It was the source of the crimson light and seemed to grow right out of the floor. Around the circumference of the room was a small collection of simple furniture: a table with two chairs, a bookcase, and a stone platform with one of the futons on it.
The room was filled with a torrent of energy centered on the crystal, swirling and spinning around it like a whirlpool. But it wasn’t smooth. I saw eddies and confusion as well.
aXiqian lay motionless on the futon. He was like other Taitalan males, small, slight of build, withered with age, and naked. But unlike the others I’d met, his skin was deep purple rather than bright cornflower blue.
His eyes shifted toward us as we entered. He spoke, his voice thin and raspy, like walking through a pile of dry leaves.
“You have taken your time getting here, Will Hawthorne.”
I froze. “You know me?”
“There is little on Taitala I do not know by now. But you, yes, I know you very well.” He spoke very slowly, drawing each word out.
I looked at the girls. Girasani had followed us in. She couldn’t look any paler, and Mereceeree wouldn’t have shown it, but Narilora and Merindra had gone as white as a sheet.
“Then you know what I’m here for,” I said.
“Yes. You are here to learn how to correct your energies so that your male offspring will be strong and Taitala will survive.”
“Can you tell me?”
“Once, I could have given it to you, helped you do it. That was my intent, in fact, in drawing you here.”
My heart skipped a beat. Had he just said—
“Do you mean here, to this cavern?” I asked.
“Here . . . to Taitala.”
The girls gasped. I could only gape at him.
“What?”
“Yes. Once, the energies of this world were strong enough to draw the makalang here on their own. But they have weakened. Silas was the last one to be drawn here naturally. And I began to see that there would never be another, unless I did something.”
“Wait. How in the world — the energies . . .” I turned around, looking at the cylindrical crystal. “Is it that thing?”
“In a sense. That crystal is not the energies themselves. It is merely a conduit to the heart of Taitala, to the source of all. It is that thing that has kept me alive all these kumala-talons. And now, I cannot leave its presence. I have not been able to do so in a very long time. It would mean my death. And it is why I am dying now.”
“The energies are fading, aren’t they?”
He drew a long, rattling breath. “Let me finish. I will tell you. We found it when we came here. We found that I alone was able to draw on it. And in doing so, so close to the source, in time I was able to see what Taitala saw, was able to see the course and flow of her energies. I saw the makalangs coming from your world, saw what they did and what they gave to her. In time, I saw how they travelled here. And when the time came that one did not come, I grew concerned. I could see why. I watched. One came the next time, but then there was another gap. Then Silas. Then nothing. So I had to act.”
He paused, closing his eyes before he continued.
“So long have I lived bathed in these energies that I was able to focus them one last time. I opened the conduit to your world once again. And it held until you triggered it, and caused it to draw you here.”
I don’t know how long I stood there until I was able to speak again.
“How?”
“You have seen it,” he said. “The circles. They are the same, though they are but the palest shadow of what Taitala herself can do.”
It took a few moments before the awful truth of it dawned on me.
Travel through the circles was instantaneous.
“Yes,” aXiqian rasped. “You see it, don’t you?”
“It didn’t take me four years . . . two talons to get here, did it?”
“No. It is a thing your people call a ‘wormhole,’ though that name seems very strange to me. It is simply a conduit. You are there, then you are here. No time passes.”
I felt weak. I had to grab for one of the chairs and sit down.
This . . . changed things. I had been gone from Earth for only a few months. Not years. If I went back – assuming I could go back – I could pick up more or less where I left off.
Then Merindra came up to me, pale-faced, putting her hand on my shoulder. Mereceeree and Narilora were next to her.
“Will? Are you all right?”
Cassie and Hunter were still little kids. Jacqueline might not have told them anything yet.
Except, I had kids here too. Not yet, but they were coming. I had responsibilities. I felt the two worlds pulling me apart.
aXiqian spoke again. “There is more. You must listen very carefully. What you seek to do can still be done, but you must move quickly. I am not dying because Taitala’s energies are fading. They are, but very slowly. I could live for another thousand talons from them. I am dying because this group you seek has found the source this conduit connects to.”
“The Gates of the Golden Staff. That’s their last stronghold?”
“Yes. That crystal there is the terminus of a very long vein that goes deep into the mountain. There you will find a crystal larger than anything you could imagine, glowing with the same crimson light.”
“They found it,” I said. “They called it ‘the Crimson Star’ in the records we found.”
He groaned slowly. “They did not find it. Zilluraq showed them where it was.”
“What?”
“Yes. They came here several talons ago, from the lowlands. They were seeking this source, but could not locate it. They twisted the minds of the Triad, telling them devious lies about Taitala and its energies. They have convinced the Triad that they can restore me to health and vigor. So Zilluraq and the others took them down the mountain and showed them the crystal.”
He paused for a moment or two.
“But they lie. They have no intention of helping us. They are taking its energy for their own ends. I have tried to tell the Triad this, but they ignore me. The cultists have turned them too far, telling them my mind is addled. It is not. My body is weak, but my mind remains sharp. The conduit here is fading because of this group’s actions. They seek to control the crystal, but it will destroy them, and in so doing, destroy Taitala’s flow of energies. The consequences would be dire.”
“If we stop them, I could use it to correct myself?”
“Yes. Close to the source, you would have the strength. To heal as you have done many times will do no harm. They have far darker goals. I cannot see them clearly, for they shield themselves, but what I have seen is monstrous.”
“We’ve seen some of it.”
He nodded slowly. “Which is why you must stop them.”
“I don’t even know where they are.”
“I know. Put your hand on the crystal.”
I stood. The girls stepped back away from me. I walked into the center of the whirlpool and extended my hand, resting it on the crystal.
I expected some tidal wave of energy, but the effect was much less dramatic. I was more used to how the crystals worked now. I was in tune with them, more or less. There was no eruption. I simply connected with it, seeing immediately what it was. I saw the vein of crystal going deep into the mountain as aXiqian said. I saw the energy flowing up it, into the stones around it. I saw a cave at the other end.
I saw the Crimson Star, a vast cluster of interlocking crystals the size of I-beams. It glowed with a blood-red light. And I saw what it truly was.
Something at the quantum level, something in the gravitational resonance of the Alpha Centauri system, was creating it – not just the two stars of the binary system but the third as well, Proxima Centauri, the red dwarf that orbited the two in a cycle half a million years long. Taitala’s sun, Kumala, and Katanga. Together, the two stars were drawing energy from the third. Tatanga was the source of the crimson light. As Taitala moved through the resonance field these three stars created, its intensely crystalline nature collected it and absorbed it into its ecosystem.
What was dying was not the energy. There was nothing any living thing could do to disrupt a system of this magnitude. No, what was being disrupted was Taitala’s ability to collect it – an ability that was centered on this single, unique, massive crystal.
And if the cult was successful in taking control of the Crimson Star, their actions could destroy it altogether.
I saw at last exactly what I had to do to myself. It was simple. I just needed to be close to the source to perfect my match to Taitala’s energies. Then I could mate with Asarane, give her the first corrected child, and that would anchor what I’d done.
I saw where the cave was. I saw the cultists there, though I couldn’t see exactly what they were doing. I looked for Sheedlyn, but I couldn’t see her at all. She was still shielding herself from me, and now I knew how. But she had to be there.
We still had a long way to go. But I knew now.
I lifted my hand. “We need to go.”
aXiqian slowly raised a hand a few inches from the futon. “May you meet with success, Will Hawthorne.”
“Thank you.”




Chapter 8

When we emerged from aXiqian’s chambers, Girasani’s relief had arrived. I'd been so focused on what we’d learned that I’d forgotten they were coming. We walked right into the middle of them, and the two guards reacted with alarm. But Girasani stepped forward.
“It is fine. We were summoned here. aXiqian is done with us.”
They didn’t seem to know what to think. But it seemed that, as with all soldiers tasked with shit duties, they were eager to shirk any further responsibility.
Girasani led us past them. I waited to see if they said anything, but they didn’t.
The kaliman city was dark, and I was able to raise another sheath of energy around us. We walked slowly back toward the house.
“The cult is here,” I said. “And I would really like to know what they’re doing.”
“I think I know where they are,” Mereceeree said. “Some of the things I heard made no sense at the time. But now they do.”
“What did you hear?”
“It was what aXiqian was saying, about healing him. I heard one of them saying, ‘We can use the light from the star to do it, but we need to test it first.’ There was talk about the testing. I did not make the connection until now.”
“Testing how?”
She stopped, something dawning on her face. “I think they are making those things here. Or trying to. Now I understand. I heard voices talking about bodies. ‘Bring us the bodies, and we will show you.’”
I looked at Merindra and Narilora, both of whom had gone pale, eyes wide. All of them had fought the basayangs.
“Where was this?” I asked Mereceeree.
“Another cavern in the wall, but over there. I was looking for a hiding place the first day.” She pointed over the city, to a small complex of buildings at the outskirts, all the way around the end of the cavern across the river.
“What are you talking about?” Girasani asked.
I briefly explained what the cult had been doing, creating basayangs by animating the dead with foreign energies.
Her eyes grew wide. “That . . . that is horrible.”
“Agreed. Have you heard anything like that at all?”
She pursed her lips and thought for a few moments. “There have been rumors of outsiders in the city over the past few talons,” she said. “I have not seen them, but the guard captains have grown increasingly secretive about some things. One of which is the buildings over there. Something is going on.”
“You haven’t worked over there?”
“No. Only certain guards are allowed to. Only those whom the captains trust. Which does not include me, or the others who are serving punishments.”
“I don’t like the sound of this,” I said.
“Nor do I,” Mereceeree said.
“If it’s gone that far, we need to know,” I said.
“I agree,” Merindra said.
“What can we do about it?” Narilora asked.
“Maybe nothing, since it’s just the five of us. But I want to know for sure.”
It was still what passed for nighttime down here, and the city was empty. We walked slowly out, crossing the small bridge that led to the areas on the other side. This section of the city seemed to be mostly storehouses, and it was largely empty except for the complex along the wall. There were a pair of small, connected buildings, beyond which was an opening in the cavern wall. Two guards stood lethargically outside. I still had the sheath up and they didn’t appear to see us, but it didn’t appear they were looking too hard either.
“I don’t think we can all go in there,” I said. “Unless we take out the guards, we have to go over the wall around those buildings.”
“Please don’t hurt the guards,” Girasani said.
“I’d like to avoid doing it.”
“I’ll go with you,” Narilora said.
“We can stay out here,” Merindra said. “Mereceeree will hear anything. If we have to come in there, we will.”
I nodded. “Okay. Let’s go, pussy-cat.”
I couldn’t leave them just standing there, since I could only maintain a sheath around me. So they would need to hide somewhere. After a minute or two, we found a decent pile of rocks for the three of them to hide behind, back away from the buildings on the cavern floor. Then Narilora and I went in.
The guards didn’t seem to see a thing. We went around the side of the two buildings where they met the cavern. There was a spot where a wall connected them, but it was low enough for me to get over. Narilora, with her claws and agility, had no issues with it.
Moving slowly, we went into the opening in the cavern wall. It was dimly lit by the same glowing spheres we’d seen around the city. The passageway went in for about sixty feet, opening into four rooms, two on each side.
The first two rooms appeared to be laboratories of some sort, but not much was going on in here. In both of them, there were boxes of crystals and other materials stacked on several tables. It appeared the lab workers were sorting through the crystals for something, though I couldn’t tell what. There didn’t seem to be a pattern to the ones they’d selected.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Narilora said quietly as we looked around.
“What?”
“I understand what pussikat means, sort of. I get that it’s your term of endearment for me, and I love it on that basis alone. And I know that it refers to the animals on Earth that resemble linyang. But there’s something else to it that I am not quite understanding.”
I laughed softly to myself. “Pussy and cat are both names for those animals, and they are sometimes combined like that. But pussy is also a slang term for the female sex organ.”
She laughed back at me, covering her mouth to avoid making too much noise. “That is the connotation I have not been grasping. The flavor I sense from you every time you use that term for me.” She came over and kissed me on the cheek. “I am glad that is continually on your mind when I am around.”
I laughed again. “Yeah, it is.”
The last two rooms were both behind heavy crystal doors. They were very cold to the touch, but not locked. I pushed one open, and we found ourselves in another lab like the other two. But in this one was something I’d seen before.
I’d seen it in Yama-Kana, outside the room in the basement where we’d faced the basayangs. There were four lab tables, each with a dead kaliman body on top of it. I looked over at Narilora, whose face had gone grave. She’d seen this before too.
It didn’t appear that they’d gotten to the point of animating any of them. I wondered why. The cult knew how to do it; they’d likely done it hundreds of times. But as I looked closer, I noticed there were crystals around the bodies in various patterns along with stacks of notes and what looked like diagrams of something.
“Can you read these?” I asked.
Narilora looked through them. “It’s hard. I don’t understand a lot of it. Their writing is different. But if I had to guess, these are instructions for something.”
“How to make these things. The cult is teaching them how to do it.”
She nodded. “That’s what it looks like.”
The lab across the hall was equally cold, but it was not like the others. On two of the tables were bodies in various stages of dissection. But my attention was immediately drawn by the bodies on the other two, because they weren’t quite dead. I recognized the same corruption in them from the basayangs I’d encountered in the past, but these two were not quite the same. They weren’t fully animated. They’d been strapped down to the tables and writhed slowly against the restraints. I’d seen enough of these things to know they should not have been fighting their confinement if the animation process had worked. For these two, it had not, not quite.
“What happened here?” Narilora asked.
“They haven’t gotten it right yet, is my guess.” I gently put the two basayangs out of their quasi-misery with a blade I found on one of the lab tables.
“This is even worse than I was afraid of,” I said.
“Why haven’t they been able to do it?” she asked.
“I don’t know. It’s possible they lost something they needed to do it when we took Silas’s house. So they’re trying to recreate the process here.”
“The kaliman are helping them.”
All of the bodies were kaliman. Some old, some young. It was not clear where they came from. But as I looked closer, I realized many of them displayed what clearly looked like rope marks around their necks.
“Do you see this?”
Narilora’s face was as dark as I’d ever seen it. “Yes.”
“There isn’t much more we can do here. Let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
We returned to the house to collect the rest of our gear. Girasani went to the barracks where she lived to get her things, including her bow. She came back a few minutes later in a state of agitation.
“They are coming!”
“What?”
“The guards!”
“Which ones?” I asked.
“All of them! They are coming for you! Please, we must go. I want to be a wife, not stay here. I will be on punishment duty for the next ten talons if I am found with you!”
We pulled everything together as quickly as we could. When we emerged from the house inside the sheath, I saw about thirty of the kaliman guards coming from the direction of the guard station. We barely slipped around the building as they closed in. But the sheath worked – they didn’t seem to see us.
And I saw something else: With them was a talalong in a long cloak. It wasn’t Sheedlyn, but it was obviously one of the cultists. Inside the sheath, though, I was unable to read anything about her.
Following Girasani, we moved quickly out of the city. There was shouting behind us as the guards found the house empty.
“What do you think happened?” Merindra asked.
“I can hear them,” Mereceeree said. She looked at Girasani. “From what they are saying, it sounds as if one of the guards outside aXiqian’s chamber betrayed us.”
She nodded. “Yes, I think so, and I know which one it would have been. She has been eager to get out of that duty. She has been looking very hard for ways to please the guard leader.”
I groaned. “It happens. Not your fault.”
I kept the sheath up. After we left the city, I had our group double-time out of the cave, because I was pretty sure there would be pursuit.
In about fifteen minutes, we climbed back up to the ledge by the river. Girasani told us the patrols normally only came up here about once a day during a circuit of the cavern, and sure enough, the ledge was empty. We began the trek back up the tunnel.
When we reached the cave mouth, it seemed to be early morning. The ropes we’d left were still there. Mereceeree flew up and belayed Narilora as she climbed. Then the two of them pulled up Merindra and Girasani. I sent up all the backpacks, and then pulled myself up.
The tent and sleeping bags were where we had left them. I called Ayarala to let her know we were out and safe, and to explain what we’d learned. The relief on her face was clear.
We broke camp and repacked everything as quickly as we could, as Girasani looked around the forest in wonder.
She saw me watching her and smiled. “Thank you. I am happy to be a wife now.”
I nodded. “Let’s get going.”




Chapter 9

As we resumed our hike down the mountain, I found that I could still sense the Crimson Star below us. Having connected to it once, I felt its effects on the flow of energies around me. It had always been there; I simply hadn’t recognized it for what it was. Now, it was a beacon leading the way. None of that meant the way ahead would be easy. I knew what direction to go, but I didn’t know what was between us and the Crimson Star.
Having left the river behind, we continued down the canyon. The route through the bottom grew increasingly thick with vegetation, and we had to climb partway up one of the slopes to avoid getting stuck.
I kept our group moving as quickly as it was safe to do so, wanting to put as much distance between us and any possible pursuit as we could.
Mereceeree scouted ahead and returned to report that the canyon continued for a few more miles before leveling out again where another creek entered. We reached the area by the end of the day, having to slide down a nearly mile-long field of scree and talus where it opened up.
We set up camp beside the creek where we had a good view of the mountain above us. No one was going to get down here without our seeing them.
Narilora took out her crossbow and unfolded it, locking the limbs in place. “I’m going to see if there are any fish to shoot for dinner.”
Girasani looked over. “You hunt fish with your bow?”
“It’s not that hard. I’ll show you. Come on.”
The two of them went off together.
“Somehow I knew this trip would get us another wife,” Mereceeree said.
“Will, you collect wives like a shoe on the trail collects stones,” Merindra said.
Mereceeree laughed. “I like her. She is sweet.”
“She is,” I said. “But I wonder what’s going to happen in Phan-garad when we return with her, and news about the rest of them. She’s obviously not dwenda.”
Merindra shrugged. “We survived the panikang unmasking themselves. This isn’t that different.”
“And I know you prefer me unmasked, and unclothed as well, awasa-late,” Mereceeree said. Merindra laughed, and Mereceeree continued. “Have you told Ayarala about them, my tsulygoi?”
“Not yet. She has enough to worry about with us out here.”
Merindra put her hand on my arm. “Do you remember what we’ve talked about, Will? About trying too hard to protect us? Ayarala is tough, you know that. She can handle it. And I think she needs to know, to prepare for when we get back.”
I exhaled slowly. “You’re right. I’ll tell her.”
So I called her. It went better than I expected. She was more fascinated than concerned, at least until I explained that the kaliman were not dwenda anymore, and were hostile to the idea of being viewed that way.
“They’re still upset about the Schism?” she asked.
“I’m not really sure. Only that the Triad got upset when I mentioned the dwenda. You should probably talk to Girasani about it at some point. She could explain it better.”
“Is she there?”
“She’s fishing with Narilora.”
Ayarala smiled. “You have such a knack for picking wives who get along well with each other, Will.”
“I hope so. I think you’ll like her. She’s had kind of a rough time of things like you did.”
“I’m sure I will. I can’t wait to meet her.”
But when I got to the part about the kaliman appearing to ally with the Gates of the Golden Staff, I could see a sick look growing on her face even through the tablet.
“Oh, no,” she said.
“Yes.”
“That’s . . . that’s going to make things difficult back here. Word has spread about those things.”
“Right. So, let’s sit on it for now,” I said. “That’s a bridge to cross when we get to it.”
◆◆◆
 
Given the possibility of pursuit, I made sure to extinguish the campfire before it got too dark. I also decided to set a watch for the first time on this trek. At least one person would stay awake all night.
We had a four-person tent, but Narilora, Girasani, and Mereceeree were small enough that it was comfortable for the five of us, especially since it was still cold at night and we slept cuddled together for the warmth.
The next day was a long, mostly level hike down a broad river bottom of tumbled rocks and gravel. The river in the center grew larger as new streams joined. We were now at about 5,000 feet, and the effects of the altitude had passed. We’d seen nothing behind us, and I began to relax a little. We were far enough away now that it seemed unlikely anyone from the city would find us. On the other hand, with the cult advising them, they could very well have a good idea of where we were going. So we would stay vigilant.
Toward the end of the day, we reached a small lake that had formed behind a landslide. It looked like a slope had collapsed further down the mountain and blocked the river. As we approached, I could see something unusual about the lake. Only the one small river we’d followed entered it, but the center of the lake swirled in strong eddies and currents well beyond what the river could have created.
The explanation became clear when we reached the water’s edge. The lake was very deep, and crystal clear. In the center was a broad hole that sank out of sight, and that appeared to be the source of the eddies and currents.
“I think this is where that river from the cavern must come out,” I said.
“Yes, I think it must be,” Girasani said. “It flows well past the city. There are many passages that lead lower down the mountain. I have been through most of them. Some come out even further below us.”
The effluent over the landslide made it obvious. Twice as much water poured over the cascade than was coming in on the surface.
We made camp again on a field of fine gravel that had collected inside a bend in the river. I set up the tent as the girls unloaded their packs.
“Should we fish again, awasa-late?” Girasani asked Narilora.
My cat-girl nodded. “Yeah. Let’s see what might be here.” She got out her crossbow as Girasani hefted her bow.
I checked in with Ayarala while they fished. Things were fine there, and there was little to report on the cunelo clan election other than that the meeting of the elders would be held in Phan-garad in a few days.
The lake proved to be thick with jalank, and Narilora and Girasani returned with three big ones after about half an hour.
“I shot one,” Girasani said proudly.
Narilora smiled. “I told you it’s not hard, once your eye learns how the water bends the arrow.”
The gravel we were camped on was covered with loose driftwood, so we had little trouble setting up a warm fire to roast the fish.
“Girasani, can I see your bow?” I asked.
She handed it to me. I had been right about its construction, but how exactly it worked was a bit of a mystery. Each limb was attached to a thick crystal mechanism above and below the grip. When I drew on it – and the draw was surprisingly heavy – the mechanisms rotated with the limbs, which did not flex appreciably. There was some kind of spring function inside, except that Taitala, with almost no metal, did not have springs.
“Do you know how it works?”
“I am not an expert with crystal mechanisms. But as I understand it, there is some energy inside the discs that resists being twisted.”
“It might be like what they use for the train,” Merindra said.
Something magnetic, then. That made sense. Taitala didn’t have magnets either, at least not how we envisioned them on Earth, but they had technology that duplicated electromagnetism in various ways.
The jalank was juicy, delicious, and filling. I remarked to the girls that I wished we could get it back in Phan-garad, but they told me it was available only in the spring and early summer. The jalank apparently migrated from the great lake I’d seen from the summit, all the way up the rivers to the mountains every spring to breed, just like salmon did on Earth. The migration took place all at once in a great mass of fish, and when it did, there would be fresh jalank in the markets. Some towns even made a festival out of it. But outside of that migration, it wasn’t available.
After dinner, I lay next to the dying fire cuddled together with the girls. Merindra and Narilora lay against my shoulders as I gently scratched their ears. Mereceeree and Girasani lay between them and my waist, heads on my stomach. The night was cool but not as cold as it had been further up the mountain.
Narilora purred deeply against my chest. She and Merindra had intertwined their fingers over my heart, gently stroking each other and me. The bond they had, strong as it had been before this, had gotten even deeper on this trip as we’d faced all these risks together and prevailed. I could sense it clearly, the love flowing between the three of us.
Mereceeree and Girasani had their faces close together, looking into each other’s eyes and slowly playing with each other’s hair. They had rather rapidly gotten fascinated with each other, which didn’t surprise me that much. They were like inverted versions of themselves: slim and taut, wild hair, fine sculpted features – just black vs. (almost) white.
I still hadn’t fully processed what I’d learned from aXiqian. I had more or less made my peace with the idea that I’d left Earth behind forever. To have lost four years before I even got to Taitala would mean the relationships I’d left behind had changed irrevocably, especially with Cassie and Hunter. Another four years to get back would mean I’d been declared dead and everyone I cared about had moved on.
But.
If I’d only been gone a few months, that changed things completely. I wasn’t dead. I was only a missing person. I would certainly come back to find my life a big mess, but it would be a mess I could fix.
Granted, I didn’t know I could ever get back. But I had a sneaking suspicion that if aXiqian had really been able to open a wormhole to bring me here, I might be able to open one to go back, especially once I fixed everything.
But did I really want to go back? What was I going back to? Beyond my kids . . . really nothing. My dad died of a heart attack a couple of years ago – right before the divorce, which was lovely timing – and my mom soon got remarried to someone I didn’t like and who didn’t like me either. So we were rather estranged by now. I could take or leave my job, which I likely didn’t have anymore anyway.
What did I want to do with my life when I got divorced? I wanted to find someone who honestly cared about me and wasn’t continually mind-fucking me. I wanted a lot of fun sex without the emotional abuse.
I had all of that here, in abundance.
I wanted to get active in the outdoors again, once I got back into shape. Fuck CrossFit – I’d done things on Taitala I wouldn’t have dreamed of doing back on Earth. This trek would have been crazy from a traditional climbing standpoint, but we’d managed it. I was frankly in the best shape of my life right now, feeling razor-sharp and purposeful in a way I hadn’t felt since leaving the Marines.
I could not imagine going back to being a financial analyst after all this. I would feel as if I’d just lain down and died.
But the matter of Cassie and Hunter would not leave my mind.
Because, you see, there was much more to it than me. Jacqueline was who she was for a good reason. That reason was her mother – the most cruel, narcissistic, and manipulative woman I’d ever met.
Jacqueline’s mother always hated me, and the feeling was mutual. Jacqueline and her sister spent their entire childhoods having to earn every iota of their mother’s affection and praise, only to have it torn away the moment her mood shifted. Jacqueline’s sister ended up much like Jacqueline had, divorced twice by thirty, in and around a string of bad relationships with married men. I’d sat through more shouting matches between the three of them than I wanted to remember.
If I left Cassie alone with Jacqueline, there was every reason to believe she would perpetuate the cycle and grow up to be her duplicate. Hunter would almost certainly never have a healthy relationship with the women in his life. He would end up like Jacqueline’s father, a timid, hen-pecked shell of a man who did everything he could to stay out of his wife’s firing line. The thought of the two of them like that just broke my heart.
There had to be a solution here. I just couldn’t see what it might be.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, we hiked around the waterfall without too much difficulty and continued downhill. The route from here was a long trek beside the river. We came to another waterfall, but the terrain was more forgiving, and we found a way around that one as well. By the end of the day, we were reaching the foothills, and the forest had grown dense around us. It was warmer still, and we stripped out of our alpine gear.
I sensed that the Crimson Star was near, and I began looking for the landmarks described in the records we’d taken from the Gates of the Golden Staff. The site was supposed to be near a river, and I was convinced now it was this same river we’d followed, which had been my hope all along. But I hadn’t yet seen anything else.
The five of us bathed in the river, and the air was warm enough for that to lead to some extended fun beside the fire as we dried off. If Girasani was still unsure what to do, she was an eager participant now, happily engaging with me and the other girls – Mereceeree especially. We went to sleep warm and content.
I got up with the sunrise and brewed some massit, just enjoying the morning beside the river by myself. I was convinced we were very close to the cult by now, and I wanted to start searching for the landmarks that would lead us closer. I could sense the Crimson Star within a couple of miles, off to the left as I looked downriver. The exact location was a little vague, and I didn’t want to blunder into them.
I heard footsteps on the gravel behind me and looked around to see Girasani.
“Good morning,” I said.
“Hello.”
“How are you doing?”
She smiled. “I very much like being a wife.”
I reached over and brushed her silver-aluminum hair back over her ear. She really was amazingly beautiful, though in a way different from my other wives.
“I’m glad we were able to bring you along,” I said.
“I am eager to meet your other wives.”
“Soon. Several of them are dwenda, one in particular.”
Her face fell slightly. “The dwenda drove us away. Will she drive me away from you?”
“No, she won’t. She wants to meet you as well. And they don’t remember it that way.”
“How do they remember it?”
“There was a dispute, and your people left. There’s no hostility. They actually remember your leaving as something of a tragedy. I think they might actually welcome you back.”
Absent the issue with the cult, that was. But I was hoping it didn’t go as far as I was afraid of.
“That is very odd,” she said. “I was taught to fear them, that we must hide always or they will take our homes from us.”
“You didn’t believe it?”
“We are also taught that the surface world is a horrible and dangerous place to be avoided. I know now that is a lie. Your world here is beautiful and amazing. So I think maybe what we were told about the dwenda is a lie too. I wish to meet this dwenda wife of yours. Will she want to mate with me as the others do?”
I laughed softly. “I think you can count on it.”
She smiled and looked downriver. “Will there be fighting, with this thing we are doing?”
“I hope not. But it’s possible.”
She smiled again. “I have not told Mereceeree this, because she will just tease me. But I want you to know that I missed her on purpose when she flew over me. I knew she was someone from the surface like you, and I did not want to hurt her. Had I wanted to hit her, I would have, and I would have killed her.”
“I’ve been watching you fishing with Narilora. I know you can handle that thing.”
“Yes. So I am ready to fight beside you, my . . . tsulygoi.”
◆◆◆
 
When the rest of them were up, I pulled everyone together.
“We’re not going to break camp. From here on out, we’re searching for the cult stronghold. It’s close, and we don’t need to camp any closer to them.”
I decided to split up the group for the search to improve our chances of staying hidden. Mereceeree would assess the area from above, while the rest of us would cross the river and circle slowly through the forest in pairs – me and Narilora, and Merindra and Girasani. Then I described the landmarks we were looking for.
“Stealth above all. We don’t engage anything until we know what we’re dealing with.”
Narilora and I had our crossbows, and Girasani had her bow, so we would be able to defend ourselves from a distance if necessary.
We crossed over a little ways down the river. Merindra and Girasani went down further, while we went straight into the forest. The intent was to sweep the area and meet up about a mile away.
For ten minutes, Narilora and I stalked through the woods.
“I’m sorry I’m so loud,” I said, after stepping on a branch with a sharp crack.
She moved as silently as, well, a cat. “You sound like a herd of kabayang, Will.”
I laughed. “I’m a lot bigger than you.”
She snorted back at me. Then a few moments later she spoke up again.
“Will?”
“What, pussy-cat?”
“There’s still time to save our son, right?”
“Yes. If I can reach the Crimson Star, and stop what the cult is doing, I can fix all of it. Everything. I know what I need to do now.”
“I haven’t told anyone I have a male. Only the inner six know, and Lorelat.”
“Is it scary?” I asked.
“A little. I went from being a freak who couldn’t conceive, to someone who’s going to be famous. Every linyang on Taitala will know who I am. You know who the last one who birthed a male is, right?”
“No. Would I even know her?”
She stopped and looked at me. “It’s Ceriniat.”
I lost my breath for a moment. “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“And . . . she became clan leader because of that?”
She sighed. “Sort of. When the birth happened, she was honored with all kinds of gifts. Things like you wouldn’t believe. That’s where her fortune started. When she created the Long Claw, she had her pick of the finest warriors. Everyone wanted to serve her. And when she decided she wanted to become clan leader, no one opposed her. No one would have. That’s what going to happen to me.”
I had to stop to absorb this. “It doesn’t have to happen. Do you want to be clan leader?”
“I don’t . . . but I’ll be expected to do things. Great things. I won’t have the option to just be me. That’s the way it is with us. You understand?”
“If we fix everything, maybe it won’t be that big a deal.”
She nodded.
“Let’s keep going.”
◆◆◆
 
A few minutes later, I heard a flutter overhead, and Mereceeree came swooping down in front of us.
“There is something ahead of you. A building.”
“Could that be it?” I asked.
“Since we began this trek, it is the first sign of habitation I have seen outside the cavern.”
“Which way?”
She pointed about thirty degrees right of where we had been walking. Which was the precise direction in which I felt the Crimson Star.
“Are you sure they didn’t see you?”
She rolled her eyes at me. “I am black, land-bound, and the sky is violet. If they looked up, they might have. But I was careful, and I did not see anyone there.”
“Have you seen Merindra and Girasani?”
“Yes. They are a few minutes’ walk downriver.”
“Find them and tell them to circle over here. Let’s regroup.”
She took off. Narilora and I sat and waited. The three of them came up through the trees about five minutes later.
“Okay,” I said. “Narilora and Merindra on point. We’ll follow. Stay low.”
Girasani proved to be as silent as Narilora. I came up the rear, not wanting to be the one who alerted the cult. We walked for a few minutes until Narilora suddenly froze with her tail out, the tip twitching slowly as she gave the sign for “stop.” Then she motioned for us to go down, and we all dropped.
She waved me forward. I crawled up next to her. We’d come around through the forest up to a ridge that rose up away from the river. There was a cliffside ahead, and right up against it was a building similar to the one on top of the mountain: a pair of long single-story rectangles almost like a prefab building back on Earth. The site was almost exactly what was described in the cult documents.
There were clear signs of recent activity: a heap of garbage, multiple fresh stumps around the building, a few felled trees being carved up for lumber.
We saw no one, but I could feel the Crimson Star ahead of us. It was inside that cliff, a few hundred yards away at most.
“This is it,” I said.
“You’re sure?” Narilora asked.
“Absolutely.”
“So what do we do?”
“Nothing. Now we have to build that circle and get the rest of them here.”




Chapter 10

The first question was where to do it.
Phareewee, Mereceeree’s mother and the leader of the panikang, had told me it didn’t really matter. The key was tuning the circle to the spot you selected. But I still felt like it might help to be deliberate about this.
We walked back to our campsite, which from a tactical standpoint was a decent spot. We were across the river and about a mile away, which made it highly unlikely the cult would ever stumble across us. We’d been careful to cover our tracks on the last stage back.
We were in a dense cluster of trees, where the ground was soft, but there was a lot of rocky terrain in the area. I focused on my two crystals and began walking around slowly, trying to see if any particular spot spoke to me as they had. Because I needed a spot where could build a circle quickly.
I sensed the Crimson Star clearly, and this close, I could sense the damage the cult was doing to it, whatever was going on. It was speaking to me, after a fashion, in the sense that it had been the conduit that brought me here. But it gave me no insights into finding a good spot for the circle.
So instead I tried to listen to the undercurrent of Taitala’s energies.
No great revelations came to me. But as I wandered around, I found myself standing in a little depression near the river where some sandy earth had accumulated, forming a soft spot in the otherwise rocky terrain. Something about it just . . . felt right.
The girls had been watching me intently.
“Did you find something?” Merindra asked.
“I think this is as good a spot as any.”
Now came the hard part. Finding the crystals to tune the circle.
I’d brought a small collection with me, and I pulled it out of my backpack now. Phareewee had explained how to do this. I had to create a combination of crystals that matched the energy flow in this particular spot. And some of them had to come from nearby.
I went through the crystals I had, laying them out in a circle. The mere exercise of doing that made it clear this was no simple matter. I looked down at them, seeing an utterly chaotic storm of energies, nothing at all like what Phareewee told me to look for.
I spent the next six hours meticulously rearranging, removing, and replacing the crystals to try to create something that matched this location. It was like assembling a jigsaw puzzle without the cover, with all sorts of extra pieces that didn’t fit, as well as most of the original ones missing. As the sun finally began to set, I’d reduced the ring to just six crystals that seemed more or less in sync, as long as I had them in specific locations around the circle. The other ones I brought just did not work here, no matter how many ways I tried to integrate them.
And I needed a lot more.
The girls had been watching me, resting or straightening up the camp, or – in the case of Narilora and Girasani – catching some fish for dinner. When I finally rose, breaking out of my near–fugue state over the crystals and groaning against my stiff muscles, Merindra came up to me.
“Did it work?”
I had to just take her in my arms and hold her for a while. She hugged me back, fox ears twitching affectionately against my face.
“I love you,” I said.
She laughed softly. “I love you, too, Will. But what happened?”
“This is going take a while. And I’m really, really tired.”
She stretched up to kiss me gently, pecking me a few times. Then she pulled me tight against her, pressing her face against my neck. I reached up to scratch behind her ears. She sighed softly as I did it.
Finally she pushed me away. “Go rest by the fire. We have dinner going.”
I went and sat down. They’d shot a few more jalank, and seasoned them with some of the spices we’d brought. It was good.
“We’re going to have to take a different approach from here on out,” I said. “Starting tomorrow, I need all of you to start searching for crystals around here. We need more, a lot more, and it’s obvious from what I had to do today that this is going to be a long, difficult process. The only way we can speed it up is to gather as many crystals as we can.”
They looked around at each other and nodded. Mereceeree came over to me, brushing her hands over my face and kissing me.
“I know what to do, land-bound. I will guide them. Now go rest. You will need your energy for this, I think more than you realize.”
I went. I was asleep within minutes.
◆◆◆
 
The next day, the girls scattered across the landscape searching for crystals with Mereceeree guiding them. Fortunately, we were in a rocky area with a lot of loose stone and gravel. Once we’d discovered a few, I returned to the spot I’d picked out and began trying to build the circle. Throughout the day, the girls would bring me a crystal, or two, or a handful, and I would try to find a spot for them among the rest.
The process was maddeningly slow. Every new crystal I introduced affected the others and the unified flow of energy. I discovered that some of the new ones were better than the first group, and had to remove several I’d thought would work. By the end of the first day, I had gone from six to nine.
The second day added another. The third, another two, and the girls were getting tired and frustrated. They’d searched everywhere within reach that seemed promising. I had twelve crystals now, at best half of what we needed.
That night, I collapsed by the fire. I felt guilty because my wives were even more tired than I was, for good reason. We’d made too little progress, and we had too little time to get this done. We ate quietly, no one really knowing what to do.
As we finished dinner, Girasani spoke up.
“Will, my awasa-lates, I have an idea that may work. I know where there are many more crystals we could use. Surely far more than enough for this. But it will be difficult to retrieve them.”
“Where?” I asked.
“Back in the city. There is a place where the craftsmen have dumped waste from their workings for many, many talons. More talons than I have been alive. Children go to play there and pick through the broken crystals for pieces that look interesting. The heap of crystals is as large as this hill we sit on.”
The rest of us glanced around at each other.
“You all have to tell me if this is an option,” I said. “Are there places we haven’t looked around here?”
Merindra and Narilora both looked at Mereceeree, who sighed. “We could look further up the mountain,” she said. “But we have ranged far these past few days, with little to show for it. I cannot promise things will improve. I actually think they will get worse, because we will have to go further. If we go back there, at least we know what we will find.”
“Where is this dump?” I asked Girasani.
“Outside the city, on the floor of the cavern. We walked past it on the way out.”
I didn’t remember anything like that, but it had been pretty dark.
“Wait,” Narilora asked. “Do you mean that great heap of rocks that was beside the river, just past the outer ring? Where the river bends around it?”
“Yes,” Girasani replied. “That is it.”
“I remember that now,” Mereceeree said. “I wondered what it was. People came to dump boxes of broken crystals there.”
“It won’t be easy to get back in there after what happened,” I said. “They’ll be watching that tunnel.”
But Girasani shook her head. “There are many ways in and out. I used one the day we saw each other. They are more difficult to find, but if Mereceeree and I slipped in that way, it could work.” She reached over and took Mereceeree’s hand.
I looked at Mereceeree.
“I can do it,” she said. “The two of us can get in and out much easier than all five. And I can see what you are doing with the circle. I can pick crystals that should work from the waste in ways Narilora and Merindra cannot see. There is no point in the rest of you coming.”
I gritted my teeth. “We already had to get you out of there once.”
She shook her head firmly. “I know what is in there now, and I will have Girasani with me. We will do it when the lights are dim.” She looked at Girasani, flashing a very brief smile. “She is silent and capable. We will not be seen.”
I pondered this for a few moments. “It’ll be two days just to get to the base of that canyon. That’s too long for us to be separated for my taste. Let’s do this, but we’re all going back up the mountain. Then the two of you go in. The rest of us will wait outside this other tunnel you found. Any objections?”
There were none.
◆◆◆
 
I carefully collected the crystals I’d assembled, not wanting to risk leaving them behind after all that work. Wanting also to keep them in order, I settled on mounting them in a long stick after I carved out a series of sockets. Then I wrapped the stick in one of my shirts. That would have to do.
We broke camp and hiked back up the mountain, two days during which I spent almost every minute expecting to encounter a group of kaliman, or worse, the cultists. But there was nothing.
I didn’t want to get too close, and Girasani said her side entrance was further down the hill from the waterfall. We found it about noon on the third day – a small opening in the hillside leading into darkness.
“This comes out in the wall above that ledge that goes around the cavern floor,” she said. “It won’t take us long to get down.”
“Please be careful, guys. Don’t take any risks,” I said. “Get the crystals and get out.”
We hugged them goodbye.
“Once again, I am your favorite wife,” Mereceeree whispered to me, nipping at my ear.
“Just come back in one piece, bat-girl.”
“I will return for your penis, of course.”
Then they turned and disappeared into the tunnel.
It wasn’t clear how long it would take them, but I didn’t want to set up camp here. It was too close to the kaliman city. We backed up the hill a ways and hid all the packs. The girls helped me set up camouflage using some branches. Then we waited.


We’d been there a couple of hours when Merindra suddenly went on alert, ears twitching.
“There’s someone coming.”
“I hear it too,” Narilora said.
“Is it them?”
“No,” Merindra whispered. “It’s a group of people. They’re not trying to be quiet.” Then she looked at me. “I think it’s a group from the city.”
“Shit.”
But she motioned me to be quiet.
In a minute or so, I saw them, a group of six like the patrol we’d encountered in the cavern, carrying those odd bows and crystal blades. They were walking through the canyon bottom, looking around.
With our green gear, they didn’t appear to see us. But they were clearly looking for something. They went past, continuing down the canyon.
Narilora and Merindra looked at me.
“They’re looking for us,” Narilora asked.
“Yeah. I’m not sure what else could be going on.”
We had no choice except to stay put. The patrol didn’t come back. After Mereceeree and Girasani been gone about four hours, we heard them coming up the passage below.
“Up here,” Merindra whispered. “Be quiet.”
Mereceeree smirked at her. “I am always quiet, awasa-late, except when you are between my thighs.”
They’d brought back two bags filled with crystals. I could tell immediately that they were close to the others in effect. If this wasn’t enough, nothing would be.
“How did I do?” she asked, though I could tell she knew the answer.
“Wonderful.”
Then we explained what we’d seen, the patrol that passed us. Girasani nodded gravely.
“aXiqian has died. It seems he died just after we left. The city is in an uproar. We are accused of his death, and other crimes, and they are seeking us. The Triad has demanded that we be found and returned.” She sighed. “They know I assisted you. I am to be executed for treason if we are captured.”
“You heard all this?”
“It was difficult not to,” Mereceeree said.
I put my hand on Girasani’s shoulder. “You’re one of us now. They’re not getting you.”
◆◆◆
 
We opted to stay put until the patrol returned. It passed us going back toward the cavern about an hour later. Then we took off down the hill.
Since all four of them could see just fine in the dark and I had a flashlight, and the terrain once we got back to the riverbed wasn’t too bad, we marched until well after sunset, back to the first campsite we’d made after leaving the cavern.
I decided to take the last watch, and I awoke in the dark to Narilora kissing and cuddling with me. I allowed myself a few moments to return the cuddle and play with her plump breasts before getting up, as she curled up to go back to sleep.
“All good?” I whispered.
She nodded. “All good.”
Then she was out.
I made myself some massit in my Jetboil, since it shed no real light. Then I sat next to the tent with my crossbow.
The night was cold, and the sky was crystal clear. It was so dark, the stars were like sparkling grains of sand above me. I looked for Cassiopeia, which I knew because of Cassie. She’d liked having a constellation named after her. After reading what Silas had noticed about it, I had looked for the Sun. It was there, at the lower end of the “W,” brighter than all the rest of the stars in the constellation and making the W look more like an “M” with a tail.
Cassie and Hunter and everyone else were there. It was strange knowing I was seeing light that had emerged from the sun before Hunter was born. From one perspective, what I was seeing was four years ago, when Jacqueline and I were still married and she was in the middle of her years-long affair with Richard. It was still about two and a half years before she finally left me.
Back then, things weren’t irredeemably hostile. There were still some good times mixed with the bad times. Running hot and cold was just something Jacqueline did, a lot, and I’d gotten used to it. There were plenty of days she would tell me how much she loved me, and then an hour later, after I’d pushed some button of hers, she was screaming about how much she fucking hated me.
She would do it in front of Cassie.
Very often, she would then storm out and come back at 2 a.m., drunk and wanting make-up sex. Which might either be Happy Jacqueline sex or punitive, limp sex-doll sex, just to be sure I got the point.
And I remembered the night my marriage ended.
Cassie was four, and one day she came home with a drawing from preschool. Like most four-year-olds’ drawings, it was indecipherable unless you had some familiarity with both the drawing style and the context from which it emerged. I had both. I asked her what it was, and she told me it was our family. As I looked at it, I realized it was a picture of Jacqueline throwing things around the kitchen during one of her tirades while Cassie and I sat at the table crying.
Jacqueline went absolutely ballistic when she saw it. I wound up holding Cassie on the couch, absorbing the blows Jacqueline was aiming at me but really meant for her daughter. Then she stormed out, coming back hours later smelling like Richard. We had make-up sex, but bad make-up sex. The next day she told me she was filling for divorce.
I knew I could never go back to all of that. I wanted Cassie and Hunter with me, but I also wanted Taitala.
And I had an idea.




Chapter 11

No more kaliman patrols showed themselves. We descended to the last campsite. As soon as we reached it, I went to the spot where I’d planned the circle and went back to work.
The crystals Mereceeree found worked. In an hour, I’d added five to the twelve I’d already selected, though I decided to remove two of those.
In two hours, I had twenty. And I could see the energies of the circle starting to take shape.
Merindra came up to me, gently resting her hand on my shoulder. “Will, you need to eat.”
“I’m almost there.”
“Can you stop for just a bit? You should take a break.”
“No.”
She sighed and went back to the campsite. She returned a minute later with my mess kit. “You work. I’ll feed you.”
She held out a chunk of fish and put it in my mouth. When I chewed it up, she gave me another.
“It’s good,” I said. “Thanks.”
She just nodded. As she fed me, I kept arranging and picking through the crystals. I was close. The energies were starting to coalesce around the circle in a way I recognized from the others. It wasn’t done yet, but now I could simply move a new crystal around the circle and watch how the spiral of energy reacted. Most of the time, another crystal would cause the spiral to break up. But one out of every forty or fifty crystals Mereceeree had found was different. When I brought it into the group, the spiral would start to strengthen, and when I found it a place in the circle, the energies would grow stronger.
Merindra finished feeding me in a few minutes and just lay next to me, resting her head on my thigh.
“I wish I could see what you see,” she said after a while.
“Imagine a whirlpool of stars, flowing down from the sky into this ring of crystals. Each crystal is helping guide the stars. And every one I add to the ring makes the whirlpool smoother and stronger.”
“It sounds beautiful. And don’t say, ‘Not as beautiful as you.’”
“It’s not. Nothing is.”
She poked me, but I felt a little wave of love and contentment from her.
I had twenty-three crystals in the circle now. I was nearly there. I could sense that it only needed one last little element. But I was starting to run out of new crystals. I’d worked through both bags and there were only about twenty I hadn’t tried.
I was down to ten.
I was down to five.
And then I picked up a little prism of quartz, barely an inch long. Something you’d hardly think anything of, which was likely why it was in the trash pile. The moment I held it in my fingers, I knew.
I brought it over the circle, and something happened to the spiral. It seemed to lock into place. I could see where the little prism belonged, just down to my left at about the seven o’clock position.
When I set it in place, something wonderful began.
All the crystals lit up with a brilliant prismatic light that unfolded in all directions. Merindra sat up, gasping. The colors spiraled over us, then began to dim slowly, falling back into the crystals. From what Phareewee had told me and what we’d read in the cult archive, I knew what was next.
The energies locked everything into place. The crystals were fixed, unmovable, even though I’d only had them stuck in the mud of the little depression. The circle was now a permanent fixture unless the crystals themselves were smashed.
Narilora, Mereceeree, and Girasani had come over, looks of amazement on their faces.
“Did you do it?” Narilora asked.
“Yes.” I stood up. “Let’s get home. There’s a lot to do.”
As the girls ran to pack up, I called Ayarala to let her know we were coming back. She gasped.
“You did it?”
“We did, babe.”
“I am so happy. You thought it would take so long, and you have barely been gone a sampar. We have missed you all.”
“We had some help. And this really didn’t go the way I expected. We’ll see you soon.”
◆◆◆
 
When we returned to the house, I found that the Makalang Festival had thinned out quite a bit in my absence. But the girls who were still there cheered our return. I could see some of them staring at Girasani, who was looking around in wonder at the crowd.
I greeted everyone, and asked the core wives to all come to the fourth floor sitting room. When everyone was there, I introduced Girasani.
“She’s kaliman, not dwenda, though she may appear that way.”
Ayarala came over and took Girasani’s hands in hers. The two of them stared at each other for a few moments.
“Welcome, awasa-late,” Ayarala said. “I am glad to meet you.”
Girasani couldn’t say anything right away. And then, “You are not as I imagined.”
“Nor you.”
Girasani looked over at me. “Will loves you? You love him?”
“With all my heart and spirit.”
Girasani smiled. “Then I am happy to call you awasa-late, though that word is strange to me.”
Ayarala laughed. Then they hugged.
“I have many things to ask you,” Girasani said.
“Then let us talk,” Ayarala said. “I have many questions as well.”
◆◆◆
 
I updated Kisarat and Asarane about what we’d found and what I’d learned. They’d been working while I was gone. We reviewed the cult records again, and it was clear now that what the Gates of the Golden Staff had found was aXiqian’s Crimson Star. But there was still little indication of what they were doing.
“There is something else I have been meaning to tell you, Will,” Kisarat said when were done. “I have not mentioned it because you had more significant issues to deal with. But several times while we have been in Yama-Kama, someone has come to the door seeking the Gates of the Golden Staff.”
“What for?”
“Asking to speak with them. Being talalong and knowing them well now, we have been able to deceive them into believing we are part of the cult. But I do not know how long this can last.”
“Do you know who they are?”
“There were two different people, but both claimed to be messengers from someone named Broakware. They asked to speak with Sheedlyn, saying it was very important. I told her she was not available.” Asarane paused, taking in the look on my face. “Do you know who Broakware is?”
I groaned. “Broakware is a member of the council. She’s the one who got Feylani executed, with Sheedlyn’s help. They weren’t any more specific than that?”
Asarane’s eyes widened. “No.”
“So no one seems to know we’ve taken over that building?” I asked.
“Not as far as we can tell,” Kisarat said.
“You’ve never left?”
“These are the only times we’ve even opened the front door. And we only did it because they were getting persistent.”
“Okay. Then maybe start moving the important stuff back here, in case something starts to happen.”
We’d already moved a lot of it, but there was so much that most of it was still in Yama-Kana. Kisarat nodded.
“We will do so.”
Then I met with Meridrian. She’d kept everyone sharp in my absence, knowing we might have to move quickly once I returned. And she’d been busy. Working with Ayarala, they had gathered all the wilderness gear a force of thirty-five would need when we went through. Everything was stockpiled carefully in the basement, and she’d made sure the team had broken in all the new gear that needed to be. We were ready, and I was impressed.
“This is why I left you in charge here,” I said. “I have no one else who knows this stuff like you do.”
She smiled. “I have my uses, big cat-daddy.”
“But I’m pretty sure they know we’re coming. At the very least, they know we know where they are. And they may have help.”
“We are ready.”
◆◆◆
 
I needed some rest and a long hot bath after that trip. I got the bath. But after Eladra and Kisarat joined me in the water, I could see I wasn’t going to be getting any rest for a while longer yet. They came together around me and hugged me.
“We missed you, Will,” Eladra said.
“You are tired, my tsulygoi,” Kisarat said. “Let us take care of you.”
I took them in my arms, playing with their slick breasts. “I missed you guys too.”
They soaped me all over, getting me good and hard, then rinsed me off. Kisarat had me lay back against her as she massaged my shoulders and neck. Meanwhile, Eladra settled between my thighs. She bent forward and slowly swallowed every inch of me down her throat. She held me there for a few moments, then drew back even more slowly, sucking hard. After I came out of her mouth with a “pop,” she wrapped her big, soapy breasts around my erection and joined Kisarat in massaging me.
I just lay there, doing nothing, feeling their hands and flesh against me. What Eladra was doing felt so good that I didn’t bother to hold back. In just a few minutes, she had me at the brink. With a groan, I squirted all over her breasts and neck. She laughed at the mess I’d made and rinsed herself off in the water.
I was still hard, and she climbed on top of me. I lay still as she rode my cock, watching her breasts bounce in front of my face. After she came with a squeak and a shudder around me, she slipped off, and Kisarat took her place.
Kisarat moved more slowly and sinuously, rolling her body back and forth as her tail twisted in the water behind her. I cupped her firm breasts, pulling the nipples until they were hard as ripe cherries. Her movements grew more urgent and deliberate as she neared release. Then with a soft whimper, I felt her spasming around me, and she fell forward onto my chest.
I moved her off, standing up in the water. I had them both get on their hands and knees at the edge of the pool, and entered Eladra from behind. I pounded her to another orgasm, feeling the energy spin around us, then withdrew. I lifted Kisarat’s tail and entered her in turn.
As I began to thrust into her, Kisarat motioned to Eladra. My bunny-girl climbed out of the water and lay on the floor before Kisarat, spreading her legs. Kisarat bent forward and began to pleasure her. Watching the scene before me, I pumped rapidly into Kisarat, making my hips slap against her tight butt. She had her arms around Eladra’s thighs, and I could see from how her head was moving that she wasn’t holding anything back. Eladra held Kisarat’s head close and thrust her breasts toward the ceiling.
When I came into Kisarat, it seemed to set off a chain reaction. Kisarat shook around me, and a moment later, Eladra cried out, arching her back. The energy of our triple orgasm made my head spin. It was so intense I came close to blacking out. I fell forward onto Kisarat, who slid forward onto Eladra’s abdomen.
They slipped back into the water, and I held them for a while.
“Let’s go to bed. I’m really, really tired now.”
We found Ayarala, Merindra, Narilora, Girasani, and even Mereceeree waiting for us. She and Girasani were cuddled together on one side. It looked like the two of them had been busy while I was with Eladra and Kisarat.
“Did you have a nice bath, my tsulygoi?” Mereceeree asked.
I laughed weakly. “Yeah.”
I climbed into the pile of warm bodies before me. We all cuddled together and went to sleep.
◆◆◆
 
There was something I had to do before we went back.
The next morning, I called Yisaraq to the office. She was the last of aJia’jara’s wives who remained with me, a strikingly beautiful dwenda with silver hair who was about my age. I had claimed her and mated with her, and she was now pregnant. She supported Ayarala in managing the house, but for the most part left me to my other wives now that she was with child. aJia’jara had never managed to impregnate her, and that was enough to keep her with me.
But more to the point at the moment, she was also the younger sister of Missok, the clan leader of the dwenda.
“Yes, my tsulygoi?”
“How are things going? I know I haven’t seen much of you lately.”
“It is fine, Will.” She put her hand on her stomach. I saw it in her, the little Yisaraq-and-Will spark in her belly.
“But I need you now,” I said.
She looked up. “Lead me.”
I took a deep breath. “I need you to arrange a meeting with your sister. It’s about something that is very important to your clan, and she needs to know about it because there are some other, very heavy issues tied up with it.”
Her face had gone pale. “What is it?”
“We found the lost dwenda.”
“The lo— the what?”
“The tribe of dwenda who broke off from your people all those kumala-talons ago. They’re still alive, living on the other side of the mountain, in a huge cavern. They’ve been there all this time.”
She was speechless.
“But there’s more. They’ve been there so long, underground in this society they’ve built apart from you and everyone else, that they’re not really dwenda anymore. They don’t think of themselves that way, and they don’t really look like it anymore. They call themselves the kaliman.”
“It means darkness,” she said after a few moments.
“I know. They live in the dark and almost never come up.”
“But they don’t look like us anymore . . . What do you mean?”
I had expected this. I went across the hallway and brought Girasani in.
Yisaraq gaped at her. She could see the differences as well as I could, the unnaturally large eyes, the skin almost white as paper, and the long limbs and easy grace the short-statured dwenda did not have.
“Hello,” Girasani said.
It was a few moments before Yisaraq could speak. “I am Yisaraq, of the dwenda, and Will Hawthorne, who is my tsulygoi and the makalang. I have mated, and I am with child.”
“I am Girasani.” She still hadn’t caught on with the involved introductions here.
“I have taken her as a wife,” I said. “I have to view them as the seventh clan, because they certainly view themselves that way. And I suspect that is going to be an issue.”
Yisaraq was still struggling to absorb all this, but she turned again to Girasani. “Welcome, awasa-late.”
“Thank you,” she replied. “I am happy to be a wife. Our people do not have wives.”
Yisaraq’s jaw dropped. “They don’t? Then how — ”
“One of many things we need to discuss with your sister,” I said. “Can you call the meeting?”
She took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. At once.”
◆◆◆
 
I asked Ayarala to be my second, something I’d never done before, but the dwenda were not a martial clan and there was not even a feigned element of potential combat with this meeting as there was with the linyang and sorai. Yisaraq was there, as was Girasani.
Missok arrived with her guard, and I had them shown up to the third-floor sitting room. She was a few talons older than Yisaraq, somewhat young for a clan leader, but still carried enough gravitas to deal with the other leaders. She resembled Yisaraq, though she did not have quite the same beauty.
“Makalang. Sister. To what do I owe this unexpected request?”
I noticed her glancing repeatedly at Girasani.
“Please have a seat, and I’ll explain,” I said. “It has to do with my new wife over there.”
“She is . . . dwenda . . . ?”
“Not exactly.”
“Then explain.”
“The lost tribe is still alive. We found them on the other side of the mountain on a trip I just came back from.”
She shook her head in confusion. “The lost tribe? On the other side of the mountain? No one has been over there. That would be a journey of sampars, and you were gone little more than one.”
“I have found a means of moving more quickly. The lost tribe of dwenda, who call themselves the kaliman now, are living in a cavern underground. They have been there all these kumala-talons. I made contact with them, and I claimed a wife. Girasani there is one of them.”
Missok stood and walked over slowly, jaw open. I could see her trying to muster up some argument against this, but the evidence was undeniable. Girasani resembled a dwenda, but the differences were simply too great.
“You are one of the lost?” she asked.
“We are not lost. We were driven away. Or so our histories say.”
“Driven away? You left! You left us!”
“That is not what we have been told.” Then Girasani looked at me. “But I have come to believe much of what we’ve been told may not be true.”
They sat down together. For ten minutes, Missok peppered her with questions about the kaliman and their society. But when the conversation turned to some kind of reunion among their peoples, I broke in again.
“That is where a problem arises,” I said.
“What are you talking about?”
“The kaliman are quite hostile to the other clans. We were taken prisoner, and they did not intend to let us leave. Their goals and values as a people are not the same as yours, and much of it is tied up in the approach to mating that you and Girasani have just been discussing.”
“So they have one male. There are not that many of them,” Missok said.
“A male who was thirteen kumala-talons old.”
She scoffed. “That is impossible, and you know it.”
“It is not. They were using an intense source of energy to keep him alive, one tied to the problems I have been trying to correct. I saw it with my own eyes.”
“It is true,” Girasani said.
The clan leaders knew more or less what I’d been working on, though their belief in it ranged from reluctant to dubious, and Missok was on that end of it.
Missok scowled at me. “Fine. So he was that old. What is the problem?”
“That male was dying. In an attempt to keep him alive, they allied themselves with the cult we discussed. They were supporting and aiding them with the abominations I told you about. They are trying to make them. I saw it.”
Missok had argued with me about this before, and she began to argue with me now. “We have only your word on this, and every word from you is more incredible than the last.”
“Regardless, I intend to stop them. There is a possibility this may place my females in conflict with the kaliman. But there are already problems. Their male died while we were there, and they blame us for his death.”
Her eyes flared. “With reason?”
“No. That male confirmed everything I had feared. He died precisely because of what this cult is doing. But the kaliman do not see it that way. They believe the cult to be an ally who can help them preserve their society. They have no interest in returning here.”
“Most of my people hate and fear the dwenda,” Girasani said. “We are taught that you will seek to drive us from our home again should you ever learn of where we are.”
“That is not true!” Missok exclaimed. “All we have ever wanted is to reunite our people.”
“You are not our people anymore.”
“If you want a reconciliation,” I said, “that will take time. And I have to deal with a more serious situation first.”
Missok fumed. Then she turned to her sister. “Yisaraq, you have nothing to say about this?”
I could tell she was deeply conflicted, but Yisaraq finally looked at me, then back at Missok. “I must obey my tsulygoi, sister. I am his wife, and he is the father of my child.”
Missok let out a cry of frustration. “We are not done here. But I must go and discuss this with the rest of the clan.”




Chapter 12

I intended to give Merindra, Mereceeree, Girasani, and Narilora a day of rest. We had no more time than that. I could feel the Gates of the Golden Staff working on the Crimson Star, and it felt like we had no more than a sampar before the damage was irrevocable.
But fate was not with me. Less than an hour after Missok left, a rather flustered Eladra appeared in the office.
“Will, um —”
“What is it?”
“Loreloo is here.”
It took me a moment or two to get my jaw back in place. “Loreloo . . . is here?”
“Yeah. Her and two clanguard. She says she really needs to speak with you.”
“She didn’t say why?”
“No.”
I got up and went down to the entryway. Loreloo and two armed cunelo stood with her. I took a moment to read them, and it was immediately clear that she was here to ask me for something she didn’t know if she would get.
“Makalang, thank you for coming down,” she said.
“To what do I owe this visit?”
“I assume you heard what happened.”
“I did.”
She struggled with herself for a moment or two. “May we speak privately?”
“With or without your clanguard?”
She turned to the two cunelo and motioned to them quickly. To my surprise, they unbuckled their swords and handed them to Eladra.
Eladra looked down at the blades in shock. Then she looked at me for some kind of guidance.
“All right,” I said. “Come.”
I led them into one of the meeting rooms. Eladra followed after handing the swords to one of the guards.
“I will speak frankly,” Loreloo said when I shut the door behind us. “I come to you seeking sanctuary from my clan.”
I couldn’t say I was too surprised to hear this. “‘Sanctuary,’ meaning what, exactly?”
“The two elders we spoke of, the ones who backed Moshera, were able to gather enough support to move against me. That was why I was removed as clan leader. But they are apparently not satisfied with removing me. I received reliable information that they intend to have me arrested and tried for betraying the clan.”
Eladra gasped. “But the penalty for that — ”
Loreloo nodded. “Is death, yes. And in the current environment, I cannot trust that I will be treated fairly. Emotions are running very high. I moved against those elders out of desperation, and I did so before I was sure I had enough support to proceed. As it turned out, I did not.”
“How do they believe you betrayed the clan?” I asked.
“Through my agreements with you.”
“Agreeing to let my pregnant cunelo wives remain here, if they wished?”
“Precisely.”
I looked at Eladra, whose face had gone white.
“I am never leaving Will,” she said. “Never. Nor will Lorelat. I am certain Birana and Malook feel the same. They chose to stay.”
“None of that matters to them,” Loreloo said. She looked back at me. “You have been here long enough to know how we do things collectively, Makalang. Child-rearing is at the core of that. As I told you all those sampars ago, what you are doing here is something no male has ever done.”
“He is the makalang,” Eladra said firmly.
“I understand that, because I have come to know him and appreciate the depth of his good feelings toward our people. However, others do not. All they see is a breach of our most fundamental customs.”
“What are you proposing here?” I asked.
“If you wish to maintain this state of affairs, you will need support from someone who understands the political dimensions of this.” She sighed. “And I have nowhere else to go.”
I looked at the two clanguard behind her.
“This is Kareina and Nileen,” Loreloo said. “They chose to come with me out of loyalty, and they will serve however you need them to. They were passed over for mating by the elders, but if you find them to your liking, they are willing to mate with you.”
I hadn’t paid much attention to them up to this point, but I briefly looked them over now. Both reminded me of Meridrian. They were probably about fourteen or fifteen talons, clearly seasoned fighters, both fit and athletic. While they were nothing like Eladra or Lorelat, they were still pretty easy on the eyes, in the same way I found most cunelo. Kareina had long chestnut hair back in a braid, while Nileen had light brown hair like Eladra’s, cut shoulder-length.
I sensed no duplicity in any of them. And it wasn’t hard to sense that Kareina and Nileen had come with Loreloo at least partly out of a desire for something they had never expected to get – namely a chance to mate.
I took a deep breath and turned to Eladra. “Go get Lorelat and meet me out in the hall.”
She ran off.
I looked at Loreloo. “Give me a moment.”
“Of course.”
I walked out of the room into the hallway and shut the door. Eladra returned with Lorelat about a minute later.
“Will, what in the world?” Lorelat gasped.
“Just give me your first thoughts here, both of you,” I said.
“She’s right about needing her help,” Eladra said. “And if you refuse her, I think there’s a good chance she’ll be convicted of betraying the clan. I’ve been talking to people while you were gone. The mood is really bad right now, and most of the blame is falling on Loreloo.”
“We have room, don’t we?” Lorelat asked.
“Room isn’t the issue. How would this look to the others in your clan? To the elders?”
“They already believe you and Loreloo were working together on this,” Eladra said. “I don’t see how this really changes any of that.”
“What about the rest of our bunny-girls? How is this going to affect them?”
“I can’t imagine anyone objecting,” Lorelat said.
“No,” Eladra said. “Never.”
“And to be honest,” Lorelat went on, “having someone older in our group would be good, just to kind of center things, you know? It’s been kind of weird having all these girls the same age.”
I hadn’t really thought about that, but knowing the cunelo, it made sense. “And those two clanguard?”
“They’re welcome, of course,” said Lorelat.
“You would mate with them, right?” Eladra said. “Like you’re doing with all the guards?”
I nodded. “If they join the guards, and serve well, they’ll be treated the same as the rest of them, yeah.” I took a deep breath as I considered what I was about to say. I couldn’t believe how this day was going. “But that makes me realize something else. Where does Loreloo fit into this? She’s just going to live here?”
They looked at each other, not quite getting my point at first. But if I did this, I needed to be assured that I could trust Loreloo. She was a bit older than me, but I still found her attractive in a successful-professional-woman sort of way. She was in good shape and took care with her appearance and dress, even if she kept her light brown hair back in a perpetual ponytail. Based on what Eladra and Lorelat were envisioning, it could work. And there was precedent of sorts in my house, with Yisaraq.
“What do you mean?” Eladra said.
Then Lorelat got it. Her eyes bulged. “You’re going to claim her.”
“I’m considering it.”
Eladra gasped.
“Will, you should,” Lorelat said. “Then we would actually have a sort of clan unit here, in our family. It would be harder for the elders to argue with people staying here. Having older females supporting the younger ones in a group, that’s usually how things work with kids.”
Eladra looked at her, then me. “She’s right. Especially with those clanguard here too.”
I nodded. “Okay. Then let’s do this.”
We went back into the room. Loreloo, Kareina, and Nileen were standing together quietly. They looked over as the three of us walked in.
“I am willing to offer you all sanctuary,” I said, “on one condition that I don’t believe will be objectionable.”
I could see the relief in their faces just as clearly as I felt it flowing through them.
“What is the condition?” Loreloo asked.
“Kareina and Nileen are welcome join my guards. We can use the help. But I do things differently in this house. There are few real divisions between my wives and my guards. The wives with martial training serve guard duty, and I have been mating with the guards as a reward for the loyalty they’ve shown me. So the same would apply to you two.”
Kareina gasped, and she and Nileen looked at each other in disbelief.
“Thank you,” she said quietly.
I nodded to her, then looked back at Loreloo. “But that leaves me at a bit of a loss as to where you would fit in here. So it seems to me that the simplest thing to do would be to claim you as a wife.”
The look that hit Loreloo’s face was two parts shocked and one part utter disbelief. It was several long moments before she could say anything. So I explained Lorelat and Eladra’s reasoning about her becoming a sort of elder among my cunelo wives.
“I realize you have not been assigned to me by your elders,” I said. “But under the circumstances, that seems trivial in comparison to their other complaints with you right now.”
Loreloo sighed. “That is true,” she said finally. She took a couple of long breaths, then looked at Eladra and Lorelat. “You believe this would work? Even given our history?”
“Yes,” Lorelat said. “That’s in the past. You aren’t clan leader anymore. If Will claimed you, I would welcome you as awasa-late.”
Finally Loreloo looked back at me. “I can find no fault in your reasoning, as bizarre as this seems. What Lorelat told you about the ramifications of creating a family unit here is correct. It is simply that our people do not become wives at my age.”
“But many of them mate for the first time at your age, do they not? I’ve been told that’s the usual custom, since males prefer to keep their cunelo wives around as long as possible.”
Her eyes got even wider. “That is true, and they do,” she said. I watched her swallow uneasily. “You would actually intend to mate with me as well?”
“Unless you object. I mate with all my wives.”
She glanced at Kareina and Nileen. “This is not exactly the reception I expected to receive here.”
The two clanguard laughed nervously.
“All right, then,” Loreloo said. “My goal, as it has always been, even after everything that has happened, is to support my clan and ensure you produce as many children for us as possible.”
“We are in agreement there.”
“And if I am to bear one of those children, then so be it. I accept your claim on me, Will of Hawthorne. I will be your wife. My body is yours.”
◆◆◆
 
Word of what I’d done spread quickly, but none of my other wives objected. The cunelo in particular were thrilled at the development, for the exact reasons Lorelat suggested. Eladra found Loreloo a room on the third floor near the bunny-girl hangout, and I took Kareina and Nileen down to meet with Meridrian. After a quick interview, my cat-girl guard commander told me she thought they would fit in well.
Later that afternoon, I was lying on one of the couches in our bedroom trying to clear my head and focus on what we needed to do with the kaliman and the cult. I’d been there about ten minutes when I heard Ayarala’s voice.
“Will? Are you resting?”
I looked up. “It’s okay. Come here.”
She came over and lay down beside me, cuddling under my arm. I held her for a minute or two, playing with her long silver-gold hair. Then she rolled over, setting her chin on my chest.
“As much as I enjoy your talent for collecting wives, Will, I never expected you to claim a clan leader.”
“Former clan leader.”
“The others do not seem to see it that way. Your cunelo wives are already treating her almost as a second awasa-lina.”
“Is that a problem?” I asked.
“Not at all. We discussed things, and she made it very clear she will answer to me. I welcome her wisdom and experience, as I do Yisaraq’s. I feel I support you well, but I am only one person.”
That made sense. Ayarala did her best, but she was only about twenty-three by Earth reckoning, which made her awfully young for the responsibility I’d put on her. “Okay. Good. I never expected to have a clan leader, former or otherwise, as part of our family.”
“And to think, she may not be the only one.”
“Yeah. Narilora and I were talking about that.”
Ayarala sat up a little. “I was not speaking of Narilora, though you may be right about that, now that I think of it.”
I sat up as well, feeling my head start to spin a little. “Then who were you speaking of?”
She looked at me for a moment. “Will, I am rather intrigued that you have never given much thought to the fact that three of your wives are close family members of current clan leaders.”
“Wait. What are you talking about? Are you saying this stuff is hereditary?”
She shook her head. “Not exactly. Every clan is somewhat different. Eladra explained about the cunelo. The elders decide, and anything may happen. The linyang, as I assume Narilora told you, have an election where everyone votes. The talalong do the same, though what they value in their leaders is not what the linyang do, as you know. But it is different for the dwenda and sorai. The dwenda have an election of sorts among their elders, but the leader is almost always chosen from among the past leader’s family. The sorai also conduct an election, but it is mostly a formality. Their succession is hereditary, unless the clan leader’s daughter is viewed as unfit. I do not know how the panikang do things, but I believe it may be similar to the sorai.”
I was speechless for several moments. “Are you telling me that Merindra . . . ?”
“Yes. She may become clan leader after her mother. Given her accomplishments so far, it seems almost certain to me.”
“And Mereceeree?”
“You would need to ask her.”
“Merindra never mentioned this at all,” I said.
“I strongly suspect that she thought you knew already. It is something that is not really spoken of, until it becomes an issue. Doing so is viewed as very disrespectful to the current clan leader, especially among the sorai. And Merindra reveres her grandmother. You know that.”
That was definitely true, so I could understand her reticence to discuss it, especially given that her mother was the actual heir apparent, not her.
“So maybe I shouldn’t say anything?” I said.
“I would wait until it comes up, if it does.”
◆◆◆
 
It was something of a different group of wives who assembled for dinner that night. We had not only Girasani to integrate into the permanent family members but now Loreloo as well. I decided to break out one of the vintage bottles of kerasak that I’d picked up in Eladra’s village. Thus sufficiently lubricated, the conversation ranged from our trip over the mountains, to the kaliman city, what lay ahead with the cult and the Crimson Star, and the unrest among the cunelo.
“Do you have any idea who might emerge as clan leader?” Eladra asked Loreloo.
“I do not. The elders seem united in only one thing, which was removing me. As to the rest, especially our tsulygoi, it is anyone’s guess. I do not think the elders opposed to us are strong enough to cause too much trouble, but we won’t know until the meeting begins.”
“When is that happening?” I asked.
“The elders are coming to Phan-garad, and many are here already, so the informal discussions are certainly underway. The formal meeting, as I understand it, is scheduled for six days from now.”
“Should you be here?” Eladra asked me.
I shrugged. “With the new circle, we can move and back forth from the other side of the mountain easily if need be. It’s hard to say if we’ll be done by then, since we don’t really know what we’re facing yet.”
After dinner, Eladra and Ayarala pulled me aside.
“Will, are you still planning to leave in the morning?” Ayarala asked.
“Yes. We have very little time to waste here.”
“We were talking,” Eladra said. “And we think you should mate with Loreloo before you go.”
My eyebrows went up. “Tonight?”
They nodded.
“It will help secure things,” Eladra said, “especially among the cunelo. I think that’s important, if we’re serious about what we talked about, what role she’ll have here.”
“I agree,” Ayarala said. “And especially with you leaving again.”
This was moving awfully fast, but I guess I had to trust their judgment. “Does she know all that?”
“We’ll go talk to her,” Ayarala said. “I’m pretty sure she’ll agree.”
◆◆◆
 
And indeed, she did.
I went to her room a little later. She was waiting in one of the little translucent wraps my wives favored. Eladra must have given it to her, since she and the clanguard had shown up with little more than the clothes on their backs.
Loreloo wasn’t Eladra, but she was in good shape for her age. Unlike most cunelo, she hadn’t put on a lot of weight as she got older. She was somewhat rounder and softer than my other cunelo wives, but just as I felt with Meridrian, she was still an attractive woman who – minus the rabbit ears – I would have happily dated back on Earth.
“Who would have thought?” I said.
Loreloo laughed softly. “Yes. Had someone told me when I woke this morning that I would be mating with the makalang tonight, I would have thought I had lost my mind.”
“Do you feel ready?”
“My . . . awasa-lates have told me some things. Things I would find incredible had you not already upended so many of my assumptions about this world, especially with respect to mating. This will not be as it is with Taitalan males, a simple thing that is over in a few moments, will it? They tell me it will be like sex between females.”
“Which, surely, you have plenty of experience with.”
She nodded. “I do.”
I slipped the wrap off her shoulders and regarded her lush body for a few moments. Then I laid her on the bed and undressed. Her eyes widened when she saw my erection.
“It is even larger than I imagined. But the others told me it is a great source of pleasure for them. I must confess I am not sure how.”
I laughed softly. “We’ll take our time.”
And I did. I savored all her curves and softness, exploring her body slowly and gently. She had fat, protuberant nipples that I suckled until she was moaning under me. I played with her wet folds as I did it until her back arched and she shuddered in release against me. I brought her to orgasm like that with my mouth and hands several times before attempting penetration.
When it felt like her body was relaxed enough and her sex was dripping with wetness, I rolled her on her back and gently eased myself into her. She wasn’t as tight as my younger wives, but she still felt absolutely delicious around my cock. As I filled her up, she groaned under me, a groan that turned into a guttural moan as I stretched her out.
“Now I understand, makalang,” she gasped, “why your cunelo wives are so obsessed with you.”
I kissed her. “Do you think you will share their obsessions now?”
She dug her fingers into my butt, moaning again as I bottomed out inside her. “I think I will.”
The second time, understanding things better, she was more active. I expected her to tire, but instead she grew more enthusiastic the longer the night went on, and I wondered what she might have denied herself as clan leader. Not until the fourth time, after I pounded her thick butt into a long, rolling series of orgasms, was she finally sated. I left her sleeping soundly and returned to the girls.
Eladra was waiting up, and she snuggled against me when I climbed into bed.
“You were with her a long time.”
“You know how it is with cunelo. Once you bunny-girls get going, there’s no stopping you.”
She laughed softly against my neck. “I think she’s going to fit in well here, then.”




Chapter 13

The following morning, I had Meridrian assemble everyone. Between the guards and all my wives with martial training, we had thirty-five fighters, plus me, Asarane, and Girasani. Since Girasani had not trained with any of them at all, I was unsure about whether to bring her. But she was insistent on coming, and Narilora felt she could fight alongside the linyang as an archer.
The same was not true of Kareina and Nileen. There just wasn’t time to get them used to fighting alongside the sorai. Since we had to leave a skeleton force behind at the house, I decided to put them in charge of it in Meridrian’s absence. Now that I’d claimed and mated with Loreloo, I could tell they were fully committed to me, enough that I could trust them for a few days, especially since the new security system was fully installed and operational. Any surprise raids in my absence would encounter a very different greeting than Moshera’s had.
We had the two breaching charges Asarane made for us before the trip, and while we were gone, she’d created four more. That seemed like overkill, but she decided to bring all of them. She also wore her new set of composite armor, which left her almost as black as Mereceeree. She’d agreed to it once I explained that sappers often wore heavy body armor, for obvious reasons. It was more or less the same as the sorai armor, but tailored for her talalong physique.
We came through the circle in groups until the whole team was over. The campsite we’d used wouldn’t work for so many, and I didn’t want to advertise the location of the circle. So we moved downriver a ways until we found an open area that was big enough. As we set up camp, I had Narilora and Girasani scout out the cult building. They returned to report that little had changed. There was activity, but they saw no one around it.
After talking with Meridrian, we set up a watch schedule to keep an eye on the area around us. Since all of them except for me and Asarane had excellent night vision, I set a no-fires, no-lights rule at night. I wanted to be sure we weren’t going to be seen while I figured out how to approach this.
This was the main problem: I had no idea what was in there, at all. This wasn’t like the assault on Silas’s house, when I at least knew about the basement with all the basayangs and correctly assumed it was the biggest challenge. This cave system could be much bigger, and really, anything could be inside. It had been the cult’s most recent focus, and though it wasn’t clear what they were doing, they’d had time to move things over here. For all I knew, there could be a thousand basayangs in there, not the eighty or so we’d faced before. I didn’t think that was likely, but there was probably enough room.
If I didn’t want to go in blind, we needed to do some reconnaissance. And now that I knew how to use the sheaths of energy to hide myself, there might actually be a way to pull it off.
I discussed it with Meridrian and the others. “I feel like I should have one of you with me, but I’m not sure who it should be.”
They looked around at each other. Merindra finally spoke up. “I want to go. But I think it should be Mereceeree. She has the best hearing out of all of us.”
Narilora nodded. “I would go as well. But she is right.”
I looked at Mereceeree, who was uncharacteristically quiet. She glanced at Girasani, putting her hand on the other girl’s thigh.
“I will do it. But we should bring Girasani. She knows the caves, and we may need to hide or come out a different way than we came in. We worked very well together retrieving the crystals.”
Girasani looked at her, then me. “I will go.”
“Okay.”
◆◆◆
 
The three of us carefully geared up that night. I brought a crossbow along with my katana; Girasani brought her bow. Mereceeree’s remark about possibly needing another exit had been gnawing at me, and I decided to pack up some of the climbing gear, which we’d brought along with the rest of the wilderness supplies.
We left late in the evening and hiked over to the building against the cliff. Out of concern about needing to bring a light source to see in the dark – a light I would need to shield – I had gone back and forth over whether to do this during the day or at night. Then I remembered we were going to be inside a cave, and I’d need a light in any case. We ended up bringing Girasani’s glow-crystal and a flashlight I wouldn’t use unless I had to.
We stopped at the tree line of the clearing. Mereceeree listened for a while.
“I don’t hear anything in the building. There are things going on inside the mountain, though.”
“What things?” I asked.
“I can’t tell. Just noises, things striking other things.”
I raised the sheath around us, and we stalked up to the building. The design was very similar to the lab in the mountains. There were windows looking out on the clearing, though I couldn’t see much inside. There was an exterior door in the center. It wasn’t locked.
We moved quietly inside and I saw two wings like the laboratory, but where the crystal circle had been in the lab, here there was an open passageway leading into the mountain. As we approached, I saw that there had indeed been a circle here as well. But it was smashed up now, nothing but a ring of cracked and broken holes in the floor.
The passageway into the mountain was about ten feet wide and eight feet high, lit by softly glowing crystals similar to Girasani’s. I had her extinguish hers. The passage went a long way in, well out of my sight. It appeared to be mostly natural, though it had been widened in some areas. Here and there, piles of construction materials had been stacked on either side of the passage. There was a slight breeze into it from outside.
When we were out of sight of the building behind us but still unsure where this led to, I stopped and dropped the sheath. I wanted to see if I could sense anything around us.
I sensed the Crimson Star instantly. There were cultists back in the building, asleep. There were others ahead of us, some asleep, some still awake. I quietly told the girls what I’d seen. Mereceeree nodded.
I raised the sheath again.
“Do you hear anything?” I asked her.
“People. Just moving occasionally. No talking. The same noises. I think they’re building something.”
After about another fifty yards, we came to a larger cavern a hundred feet across. This appeared to be a living area. It was dimly lit by the glow-crystals, and one side was set with about twenty bunks in rows. Most were occupied by sleeping cultists. The other side seemed to be an eating and working area. No one was using it at the moment. The far end of the cavern narrowed down to another passageway, through which I could see a crimson glow.
There was no sign anyone noticed us. We stepped quietly across the center of the cavern toward the passage.
The crimson glow was stronger, and even through the sheath, I sensed the Crimson Star ahead.
Mereceeree suddenly stopped, giving the sign for “contact ahead.” We moved to the side of the passage. A few seconds later, someone came walking toward us.
It wasn’t a cultist. At least, it wasn’t just a cultist. It was a kaliman. She was older, dressed in dirty work clothes. She had the air of someone who had completed her workday and was heading back to the living area to go to sleep. She walked past us without any sign of seeing us.
I looked at Mereceeree and Girasani. Both of them seemed to recognize what this meant.
“Your people are down here,” I said. “Whatever is going on, they’re helping with it.”
She nodded, face lined with tension.
We continued. The passage bent around slightly to the right, and in another minute, we reached the cavern of the Crimson Star.
I had seen it, sort of. But the vision I’d seen through aXiqian’s conduit had lacked a real sense of scale. I’d envisioned something about the size of my house, a cluster of crystals like telephone poles.
I’d been off by a factor of, I don’t know, at least a thousand.
What I saw was a crystal cluster the size of a football stadium. Many of the individual crystals were hundreds of feet long, as thick around as giant sequoias. Some protruded all the way up into the ceiling of the cavern and beyond. One of them was no doubt aXiqian’s conduit.
The “smaller” crystals, of which there were thousands, ranged from slim shafts that resembled enormous flagpoles, to stubby prisms about the size of tank trailers. The passage we stood in entered the cavern right at the floor, so that everything towered overhead. The base of the crystal began about two hundred feet in front of us.
All of it glowed with a blood-red luminesce that bathed the entire cavern, banishing all other colors. There seemed to be no single source; the light came from every inch of every single crystal. The effect was to make the room seem like some kind of haunted house, or maybe a bondage parlor.
I don’t know how long we stood here gaping up at it, but eventually I noticed activity around the base. The cultists were here. There were ten or fifteen of them working. They were building some kind of scaffolding up toward the center, though for what purpose, I couldn’t quite tell. We were too far away.
This was the source of everything.
All the energies of Taitala came from here. This enormous crystal was collecting them from the resonance field of the Alpha Centauri system, sending it out through the planet’s crust. The energy here was so intense that everything else was drowned out. My sheath had simply melted away.
I could see a way to channel this torrent of energy to fix the mismatch in my chromosomes, but it would take some time and I would need to concentrate. I couldn’t do it while we were worrying about the cultists.
And they were definitely doing something here. There was another sleeping area off to the right, around the cavern. I could see a few cultists over there as well, as well as more kaliman, some of whom seemed to be guards or soldiers. But there were also a lot of empty bunks. Either there were others working somewhere else, or they were expecting more people to come down here.
The three of us carefully circled left around the edge of the cavern in the shadows. The crimson light was a boon here, because it masked details. We moved around until we were out of view of the cult work site.
On the other side of the cavern, there were other passageways. One in particular seemed to be in use, based on the footprints in the sand of the cavern floor. We closed with it to get a better look. It was larger than the other one, about twenty feet across, and angled upward into the mountain. A small stream flowed down one side of it, then around the far side of the cavern until it disappeared into another hole.
Girasani looked over the passage and the footprints. “My people are using this to get down here.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes. These are the same boots I wear.” She showed us. Her footprint was identical to the ones coming out of the passage.
I considered what to do now. There was no army of basayangs in here. We had seen only about forty or fifty cultists and kaliman, most of whom were just working on the scaffold. I’d seen no obvious weapons, at least none that were readied. If we burst in here with the group we had at the camp, it would be a slaughter. I still didn’t know what they were doing, but we needed to stop it, whatever it was.
It was time to get back.
But Mereceeree suddenly alerted, looking up the passage. “Someone is coming. People.”
“How many?”
“A lot.”
We ducked back toward the edge of the cavern, back the way we came. There was a cavity in the rock that was small enough to hide in. We slipped into the shadows.
A minute later, a group of armed kaliman began streaming out of the passage. They carried their bows and short crystal blades, along with a lot of other gear. There were about fifty of them, and I recognized the guard commander we’d met when we were first captured. They walked across the cavern floor, eventually circling around the Crimson Star.
“Shit,” I muttered.
Not only were the cultists now significantly reinforced, we were trapped in here behind them. We could try to slip out, but my sheath didn’t work in here. We could be seen.
Then something else occurred to me. This was a big enough force to start seriously securing the surrounding area. Were I in charge here, I would have immediately started patrols around the outside to look for intruders. Once the kaliman and cultists got together to discuss my appearance in the city, as had obviously happened by now, it wouldn’t take them very long to realize we might be coming down here. That was surely the explanation for why the troops had come. And more might be on the way.
I hated this situation for another reason. It put us in direct opposition to the kaliman. We might have to kill a lot of them to do this. I was comfortable with that, because they had allied themselves with the Gates of the Golden Staff, knowing very well now what that entailed. But I was fairly sure Missok wouldn’t see it that way.
We had to get out of here and let the rest of the group know.
Very carefully, we slipped back around the edge of the cavern to see what was going on. To my dismay, it was clear the kaliman planned to set up camp in here. They were dropping their gear and getting situated in the sleeping area on the other side near the entrance. All those empty bunks I’d seen were clearly for them. It would be very tough for us to get out unseen without the sheath.
“Do you think you could find another way out of here?” I asked Girasani.
Her pretty face creased in dismay. “I can look. But if there is no such exit, I do not know what we can do.”
◆◆◆
 
Circling the rim of the cavern produced no possibilities. The two other passages at floor level proved to be nothing but shallow caves that ended after fifty or a hundred feet.
Mereceeree looked upward. “There may be something in the walls above.”
“You could be seen.”
She shook her head. “Not in a cavern of this size, in this light. I know how to stay hidden. I will not approach them.”
She spread her wings and took off, flapping up into the darkness. I lost sight of her quickly.
Mereceeree was gone about five minutes, but soon I saw her gliding back in. She pulled up and dropped in front of me. I saw from the look on her face that she’d found something.
“The luckiest day of your life is when I let you claim me, Will.”
“What did you find?”
She pointed toward the back of the cavern, past the passage coming down from the kaliman city. “There is a hole in the wall up there, about a quarter of the way around, that is drawing a strong draft, strong enough that I am confident it will be large enough for you.”
“How far up?”
“It will be a climb. But you can manage it. We have faced worse.”
We followed her around until we reached the spot she’d found. I could see a hole up there, about a hundred feet up. I unloaded the climbing gear and briefly explained to Girasani what we were going to do. I had just enough rope to rig a belay. Mereceeree flew up to the hole and set an anchor, then came back down. I tested it until I was confident it was strong enough. Then I began to climb.
I had to set anchors in the wall as I went up, because if I fell for any distance, I would simply lift the two of them into the air, and we’d be stuck. Fortunately, it wasn’t a tough climb. The cave wall was rough and cracked, and it took me only a few minutes to get to the hole. It was a narrow passage just a few feet across. I felt the draft Mereceeree had described.
I anchored myself in and began hauling up Girasani. She climbed as best she could, but she had no experience doing it and slipped repeatedly. But as small as she was, pulling her up wasn’t a significant challenge. I pulled her in, and she held me for a few moments.
“I got you, babe.”
“Being a wife is not what I expected.”
Mereceeree flew up, retrieving the anchors I’d laid. I watched out across the cavern for anyone who might see us, but the group of kaliman were on the opposite side of the Crimson Star. I saw nothing.
Mereceeree rejoined us in a few minutes.
“You should probably lead the way,” I said to Girasani. She nodded and climbed past me.
We were in a chimney. It was like climbing a broken ladder made of rock. The constant updraft rapidly became a nuisance, sucking the warmth out of me. We had to stop several times to rest and warm up. After two hundred feet or so, it suddenly turned a sharp angle almost to horizontal, where it spread out into a broad crack in the rock. There was about a foot of clearance, and I had to fight the feeling that I was going to get stuck.
The girls wriggled forward easily. I tried to follow them, watching ahead for the area of highest clearance. There were a few tight spots, but then it began opening up again. Eventually, it was high enough to crawl on my hands and knees, and then to stand. In a few more minutes, we came to an opening in the cliffside.
It was a sheer drop down, but not a huge one. I could see the river below, and beyond that, could just barely make out our campsite in the starlight.
I set an anchor and belayed Girasani to the ground, then followed her. Mereceeree collected the gear and flew down. Five minutes later, we were back at camp.




Chapter 14

“We’re outnumbered on a mission where we’re the attacking force,” I said. “That’s not a good place to be.”
Meridrian’s face grew as stressed as I had ever seen it once I explained what we’d found inside the cavern. “They still don’t know we’re here?”
“I don’t think they know we’re here, yet. I’m virtually certain they expect that we could be. So they aren’t going to be lackadaisical. That group I saw looked ready to dig in for a while.”
“I don’t relish trying to attack down that passage,” she said.
“Me neither.”
“I do not think we could come through the passage we found,” Mereceeree said.
“It would be tough,” I said. “We don’t have the climbing gear to get thirty-five people through there. They’d have to swap harnesses, and stand there on the cavern floor as everyone comes down one at a time. If we were spotted in the middle of it, it could get bad fast.”
“We have my bombs,” Asarane said.
I had completely forgotten about that. I thought about it for a moment. They were breaching charges, not antipersonnel mines. But it wouldn’t be hard to convert them.
“We do,” I said. “What could we do with them?”
I could see Meridrian thinking. “That passageway is a death trap. But if we do this right, it could be a death trap for them, not us.”
I didn’t like it. I’d lost friends in Iraq to this sort of thing. But we were very low on options. “What are you thinking? Because I think I know.”
“If we could somehow lay those charges all down the passageway, and they came out after us . . .”
“Yeah. So how do we do that?”
“We snuck in once,” Mereceeree said. “We could do it again.”
◆◆◆
 
It took some effort.
The first problem was converting Asarane’s breaching charges into something that would do the job. Fortunately, there was no shortage of gravel and small rocks in the area. The next problem was how to set them off together, when it would do the most damage. Asarane had created timers out of these little crystal tablets, things that were the Taitalan equivalent of burner phones. With some experimentation, she found that she could link them to the tablet I’d been using to communicate with Ayarala.
It took her about a day to get it right, and we had no way to actually test a complete charge. But she assured me that the detonators were receiving the command to go off when we used the tablet.
The next problem was how to lure the kaliman troops out of the main cavern and into the passageway. I was deeply unsure that we could do it effectively. They had plenty of bows, so if they knew they were under attack, the smart tactic would be to simply sit at the end and pick off anyone who came down the passage. I wasn’t about to assume the kaliman commander was too dumb to see that. The only time you would come out of a position like that was if you were sure the enemy was retreating and you were in a position to finish them off.
“So how do we convince them of that?” I asked Meridrian that night. “What would you do in her position?”
“If I believed the enemy had truly retreated,” she said, “I would send a few females up the passageway to scout things out. Only if I were convinced it was safe would I bring out the remainder of my forces to pursue them.”
“Right. So we would need to attack, then withdraw. But not do it in a way that made it look like an obvious feint.”
“And how do we do that?”
I sighed. “I don’t know.”
“Maybe if we had some bait,” Narilora said.
“What bait could we possibly use, pussy-cat?”
“What do these cultists want?” Girasani asked. “Is there something that would cause them to discard their caution to come out of the passage after it?”
One by one, all of them turned to look at me.
Somehow, I knew it would come down to this.
◆◆◆
 
I spoke briefly with Girasani about how she felt about the situation, our having to attack her people and kill them to get to the cult. She just shook her head at me.
“I trust your judgment, Will. I understand why we must do this, what it means for Taitala. My people made their choice in allying with this cult.”
“You’re sure?”
She nodded. “In any case, they turned their back on me as well, because I aided you. They would kill me if they had the chance. I do not like this, but I am with you.”
◆◆◆
 
That night, we struck hard and fast at the building outside the cavern. There were a few kaliman inside, but they weren’t expecting us, and they and the few cultists who were relaxing or eating were dead within the first thirty seconds.
The entire group formed up inside the building, split up on either side of the passage but out of sight. Meridrian and Mereceeree were on one side, Narilora and Merindra on the other. Asarane was near the back. I nodded to her as I stepped out.
I walked casually down the passageway. When I got to the first cavern, I stopped.
“Sheedlyn!” I shouted.
There were both cultists and kaliman in the room. When they heard me, they practically fell over themselves reacting. The kaliman went for their bows, drawing them. The cultists stumbled around. A few of them ran back into the cavern of the Crimson Star.
“Get your leader!” I shouted at them. “Tell her to come here, and bring her friends!”
One of the kaliman shot off an arrow. It hit me square in the chest. But the heavy composite armor I’d acquired from the sorai master armorers shrugged it off with barely a scratch.
I looked at the kaliman who’d shot me and pulled up a sheath of energy around me. I was far enough from the Crimson Star for it to work. And from their perspective, I’d just vanished.
They began shouting to each other. Some of them rushed forward, looking around, then fell back. I dropped the sheath, letting them see me again.
More shouting, this time from the passage beyond the room. The rest of them were coming. I saw kaliman and cultists both coming forward. Lots of them.
“Sheedlyn!” I shouted again. “Show yourself!”
Sheedlyn did not appear. But most of the kaliman troops flooded into the room, weapons ready, followed by the commander. I waited a few moments.
“Fine! If she’s not coming, I’ll come back later.”
I turned and walked quickly back up the passage. I heard arguing behind me, followed by footsteps. I looked and saw the kaliman troops coming after me. Not all of them, but enough to matter.
Now I ran.
A volley of arrows shot past me. Two or three hit me in the back, again glancing off my armor. I made a mental note to send a good bottle of malvina to the armorers. I turned around again, seeing the bulk of the troops chasing me.
Up ahead was one of the stacks of lumber the cultists had laid in the passage. I dove behind it, pulling my arms up to cover my ears and face. Then I shouted.
“Asarane!”
About an hour earlier, Asarane and I had snuck back into the passage, hidden by a sheath of energy. She’d laid all six charges along the walls, three on each side, staggered so the spray of projectiles would cover as much of the passage as possible. The first one was just behind me. We’d carefully made some space between the wall and the lumber for me to hide behind.
A second after my shout, there was a ripple of explosions down the passage. I couldn’t tell how many there had been, because my ears were ringing and rock dust was raining down on my head. But over the ringing, I heard overlapping screams and moans of pain behind me.
As I pulled myself up, Meridrian and the rest of them charged past. Merindra paused just long enough to pull me to my feet and hand me my crossbow.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m good.”
Then I followed them.
By the time I got back to the first room, the screams and moans had stopped. My people had finished off the wounded cultists and kaliman on their way down. There were more dead bodies in the cavern, most with crossbow bolts protruding from their chests or eye sockets. The kaliman commander was among them.
The linyang took up positions on the far side of the cavern, around the next passage. I looked over the room. There were some wounds – Narilora had a bad gash on her arm – but only one of mine was down, a sorai clutching at an arrow in her leg. The explosions had clearly stunned the kaliman enough to give us a chance to get in and overwhelm them.
“Everyone good?”
No one complained. I took a moment to gather up some energy. This close to the Crimson Star, it was ridiculously easy, and I healed the six of my females who were wounded. They were used to this by now and didn’t react.
Then the linyang around the passage started firing.
“More are coming!” Meridrian shouted.
But it wasn’t that many, and they’d just taken out most of them. Meridrian called for the group to move forward.
Moving in units with the crossbows covering, we leapfrogged up the passage. There was no more firing. The few remaining kaliman had fled back into the main cavern.
I allowed my team a few moments of awe as they saw the Crimson Star for the first time. I had tried to prepare them, but words would never be adequate for something like this.
As they gawked, I looked over the cavern. The cultist living area to the right was empty, but the worksite up ahead was not. The last few cultists and kaliman were clambering up the scaffold. At the top, I could just make out a familiar figure in a purple robe.
She saw me as well and began screaming in rage.
We charged across the cavern. As we approached the scaffolding at the base of the Crimson Star, I felt a wave of energy building in front us. It wasn’t like anything I’d felt before. It seemed to press against us, and I had to slow down. Sheedlyn was doing this, but at the same time, she was doing something else up on the scaffold.
As we closed in, I could begin to see what they were doing. They’d built a platform about fifty feet up against the base, right against what seemed to be the thickest, most solid part of the crystal cluster. Sheedlyn was there, next to some kind of table or smaller platform in the center of the large one. She was focused on that table, but I couldn’t see what was on it.
When we got to within fifty or sixty feet of them, the linyang began firing up at the cultists on the scaffold. But something happened.
The wave of energy pressing against us seemed to take control of the bolts as they flew, grabbing ahold of the crystal arrowheads and swinging them around. They flew wildly, some back at us, but the aim was all over the place and no one was hit.
Then I felt something else, a flow of energy so corrupt and wrong that it briefly staggered me. It came right from the spot on the Crimson Star where Sheedlyn was working. It was like the energies that animated the basayangs, magnified a thousand-fold.
And the entire cavern shuddered.
Whatever Sheedlyn was doing, it was disrupting the entire flow in the cavern, the entire Crimson Star. She was turning the flow energy to something it had never evolved to do and could not sustain.
She screamed again, but this time in triumph.
Something rose from the table beside her. The form was not unfamiliar. In fact, it was a bit too familiar.
It stood beside her and began descending the platform, carrying something. The cultists joined Sheedlyn in screaming, their cries of joy echoing across the cavern.
When the figure reached the cave floor, I understood at last.
It was a Taitalan male, sort of. It had the overall look. But it was bigger, as big as me, and by that I mean everywhere. Sheedlyn hadn’t neglected that part of the legend. But it was hairless and red-skinned. It was naked.
It was a makalang.
But not a true
makalang. Not like me. It wasn’t human, something drawn through the wormhole from Earth to Taitala. No, this was the makalang of the Gates of the Golden Staff’s canon, a makalang born of Taitala. Something that, their obsessions notwithstanding, had never existed and never should have. An anti-makalang.
Sheedlyn had perverted the energy of the Crimson Star to make one. And every second this thing was in existence was breaking its connection to the resonance field. I had to destroy it.
It carried the biggest crystal sword I’d ever seen, six feet long and as broad as a pack of cigarettes. The anti-makalang was coming straight toward me, and if I wasn’t badly mistaking the look in its eyes, it was coming to kill me.
We were in sync on that point, I guessed.
I drew my katana as it closed. I could hear my wives crying out in alarm, calling to me, but the remaining cultists and kaliman were coming down after it and moving to engage them.
The anti-makalang raised its massive sword and prepared to cut me down. We came together as I parried the strike. It struck again. I countered. It swatted my strike away. Whatever Sheedlyn had done in making this thing, it wasn’t unskilled. In fact, it was pretty good with that massive sword.
I had a smaller, heavier blade, but I was armored and it was not.
For nearly a minute, we traded strikes and parries. The steel of my katana was chipping away at the edge of the anti-makalang’s sword, but it hardly seemed to matter. I had to stay out of its reach, because one good blow might cut me in half. If I could get in a few cuts, I might weaken it enough to finish it off.
But I misjudged one strike, and it slipped around my block, landing a heavy cut on my upper arm. The blow knocked my sideways, but my armor held.
Fuck it – I was sending the armorers a case of the most expensive malvina I could find if I got out of this alive.
I spun away, putting some distance between us. Around me, my wives had taken out most of the remaining cultists, and only a few of them seemed wounded. I saw blood on Merindra’s armor, but I couldn’t tell if it was hers or someone else’s. She didn’t seem weakened. Even Asarane had come up, and I saw her dropping a cultist she had apparently bitten in the neck, wiping the blood off her fangs as she joined Merindra.
The anti-makalang came at me again, raising that sword over its head and preparing a mighty blow to cut me in two. But I was ready and slipped past it, landing a strike across its unprotected gut. I felt my blade biting into its flesh.
It stumbled, grabbing at the wound. But then I felt a wave of energy wash past me, and the wound closed. Sheedlyn had healed it.
“Kill her!” I screamed at my wives. “I can’t kill it until she’s dead!”
The last cultists and kaliman were now dead. I saw Mereceeree wheeling through the air above me, trying to land on the platform. But Sheedlyn lifted a volley of spent arrows from the cavern floor and flung them at her. Mereceeree avoided the arrows but had to retreat.
That was all the attention I could spare for the battle, because the anti-makalang was up and coming at me again.
It landed another blow on my side, knocking me over. I kicked out at its knee before it could take advantage. I felt something tear, but by the time I got back to my feet, Sheedlyn had healed it again.
We were too evenly matched. I had to find some way of changing the equation, some way of weakening it that Sheedlyn couldn’t immediately counter.
Narilora came up behind it with her crossbow and tried to shoot it in the back, but the shot went wide as Sheedlyn again deflected the arrowhead.
We traded blows for another minute until I landed a strike on its arm. The wound closed moments later.
I saw Merindra and Meridrian trying to climb the scaffold, but Sheedlyn was still controlling the crystals in the room, and they were having to fight a flying cloud of blades the cultists had dropped.
Another blow from the massive crystal sword knocked me down, and this time I dropped my katana as I hit the cave floor. The anti-makalang readied a killing strike as I heard Sheedlyn screaming in triumph.
I was on my side as it stepped up. And I saw an opening.
Just as it brought the sword down, I kicked out and up, sending my boot hard into its un-Taitalan and very exposed junk.
It groaned in agony, falling forward and dropping the sword. I scrambled to my feet and grabbed my katana. Sheedlyn’s screams rang in my ears. I could feel her trying to heal it, but it wasn’t just a question of injury. She’d never been kicked in the nuts and didn’t appreciate the mind-bending pain it produced. She wasn’t focusing on that.
The anti-makalang was still on its hands and knees. I brought my katana down as hard as I’d ever done, drawing on every minute I’d been working out the past eighteen months, every iota of energy I’d ever drawn from my wives, everything I could draw from the undercurrent in the split-second I had to do it.
And I cleaved the anti-makalang’s head clean off.
There was another shudder through the cavern, but this time it was a shudder of correction, of realignment, of the energy flows returning to their natural patterns.
Sheedlyn’s shriek of outrage and despair pierced the cavern like a crystal knife cutting through a sheet of silk. She sent one final desperate wave of energy out at us, knocking back every crystal she could reach, even the microscopic crystals in our armor. Merindra lost her balance, falling from the scaffold. She fell heavily and unnaturally, and I could see her leg breaking from fifty feet away even if I couldn’t hear her cry of pain.
I ran to her. She was still stunned, moaning and grabbing at her thigh. A sharp shard of bone protruded past her armor.
“Just hold still, baby, I’ve got this.”
“It hurts,” she cried.
I eased her down. Narilora dropped to her knees on the other side, taking her hand. Merindra pulled at her, moaning in agony.
I had to calm myself, to focus on the two crystals. This wasn’t like healing a cut. I had to realign the bones, and she screamed in pain as I did it, clawing at my arm.
“Will, what are you doing?” Narilora cried. “Help her!”
“I am,” I said. “Just hold her.”
Narilora clutched Merindra’s arm to her chest. Merindra whimpered.
This close to the source, I had all the energy I needed to do it, but took some time to rebuild the bone, to close up the break and knit all the shattered pieces back together. Then I closed up the flesh around the break and where it had torn through her thigh muscle. She moaned again, sobbing in pain, but then began to relax, panting for breath.
I looked up. Mereceeree, Asarane, and Girasani were kneeling around us.
“She’ll be okay,” I told them.
Merindra pulled me down, hugging me.
“You’re good, foxy girl. It’s all good.”
“I love you,” she whimpered.
I pulled myself away from Merindra as Narilora bent down to hug her in relief.
“Sheedlyn,” I said.
But the few moments I took to heal Merindra, the distraction of her injury, had been enough.
Sheedlyn had escaped again, fleeing up the tunnel to the kaliman city.




Chapter 15

I sent some people chasing after Sheedlyn, but the passage branched several times, and we quickly lost track of her. Girasani was certain the passage led to the city, but she didn’t know which way to go from this direction. I finally gave up when it was obvious chasing her any further was futile.
Once I healed the other injuries – none as serious as Merindra’s – we went up to examine the platform where Sheedlyn created the anti-makalang. There was a collection of crystal shards that had been broken off the Crimson Star. There were canisters of red powder, obviously ground-up crystal. There were bottles of all sorts of liquids and pastes. I wasn’t sure how she had done this, and frankly I didn’t really want to know.
There was damage to the Crimson Star as well. She’d chiseled into the base, hollowing out some kind of cavity and running crystalline cables from the hole to the table. I could feel the disruption in the energies this was causing. It looked like she had come up here to find the closest thing to the center of the Crimson Star.
I tore out the cables, and the disruptions eased a bit. I wasn’t sure what else to do. Maybe it could heal itself, maybe not.
Asarane came up to me. “Do you think you can do it now?”
I looked up at the Crimson Star. After all the research and work to get here, it was hard to believe we’d finally managed it. “Guess it’s now or never.”
I’d seen what I needed to do, but that was a different thing from actually doing it. I was going to change my own chromosomes to match the male energies of Taitala. They were here, as strong as anywhere on Taitala, though they were nearly overwhelmed by the female energies. This was a female world, and nothing would ever change that. The crystal patterns of the Crimson Star determined it, determined the balance. The peoples of this world would always be predominantly female. But I could give them a strong enough male line to sustain their population without needing any more alien help.
I sat down on the platform. Though Sheedlyn had chosen it for very different reasons, this was as good a spot as any.
When I began to focus on the flow of energies around me, I realized there were very slight disruptions in them. After a few moments, I saw that it was the crystalline fibers in my armor. They had never made a difference to anything before, but now that I was making changes on the molecular level, even the slightest interference mattered.
I stripped out of my armor, then simply stripped naked. But there was still interference. I had the girls toss all of Sheedlyn’s crap to the floor, leaving only the table. I lay down on it. All I had left were my two paired crystals. They belonged. They weren’t interfering.
But even the crystal blades and armor the girls carried were. So they went down the scaffold to leave everything below. Merindra, Narilora, Mereceeree, Asarane, and Girasani returned to the platform. Their presence comforted me. It felt right. I was ultimately doing this for them.
I lay down on the platform again, closing my eyes and trying to empty my head of all other concerns. I saw only the flows around the Crimson Star.
I looked into myself, closer and closer, until I could begin to see exactly what I had to change. I had to unwind and rebuild my own DNA.
But when my focus finally settled in, when I could see the individual molecules in my sperm cells and where I was creating them, I began to sense something else. I didn’t see it so much as I began to understand.
To understand how all this had happened.
The connection between the two worlds was ancient, far more than I had ever imagined. I’d wondered how Taitala could have so many similarities to life on Earth, even assuming human males had been coming here to spawn children for millennia.
It wasn’t millennia. As with the scale of the cavern, my sense of the timescale was off by a factor of a thousand or more.
The wormhole had formed roughly a million years ago. Evolution on Taitala had stalled at the point of small mammal-like creatures, the ancestors of the busangs, matsak, and kabayangs. There was no intelligent native life and never would be. But when the wormhole opened, things changed.
In those days, the wormhole was continually open, acting like a siphon for higher life forms to kick-start the evolution of intelligent life here. Anything could come through, and many things did. Large animals from Earth crossed over, competing with the native Taitalan fauna.
Of course, the vast majority of Earth creatures arriving on Taitala could not survive long in this alien ecosystem. But a precious few of them did. As I’d discovered, just enough of Taitala’s native biomass was edible to sustain them.
Over time, the ones that survived evolved to adapt to this new environment. Early humans came as well. But the process of adaptation changed that influx of life from Earth as it began to merge with the native Taitala ecology.
The early humans interbred with the animal species, and that birthed the hybrid races of Taitala. But doing so in the presence of Taitala’s female energies changed things yet again. Almost all the resulting offspring were female, though they were interfertile with both new human males coming through the wormhole and the rare Taitalan males.
As the population stabilized, the suction through the siphon of the wormhole slackened. Taitala had intelligent life now, and it no longer needed a constant influx of new DNA. Only when the gender imbalance grew unwieldy enough to threaten continued survival was a new proto-makalang drawn in. It was simply a quirk of the resonance field that this occurred when Kumala was closest to Taitala’s sun.
The process went on for hundreds of thousands of years through Taitalan pre-history. The long records of the panikang recorded only the very tail end of it.
The fix was absurdly simple, now that I saw all of this. It was a matter of a single gene. One.
It was simply that Taitala, as a female world, could never manage to change it. The evolutionary bias was toward female offspring, and there were just too few Taitalan males for a spontaneous mutation to arise.
Changing it changed very little about me. But now my male offspring would be able to survive. There would be no further degeneracy.
I reached over into Narilora, looking closely at our child. He had grown, and I was nearly too late. The effort was a little more involved, and it took me a few minutes of careful work. I couldn’t have done this anywhere but here, next to the Crimson Star. And it wouldn’t stick until I mated with Asarane. The native energies of Taitala would fight it until Asarane’s child could smooth the disruption.
I opened my eyes and sat up. The five of them looked at me.
“It’s done.”
“It’s done?” Merindra asked quietly.
“Yes.”
“I . . . I can feel it now,” Asarane said. “We need to —”
“I know. But it can wait just a bit.”
Narilora was staring at me.
“It’s already done, pussy-cat.”
She looked down at herself, putting her hand on her stomach, then back up at me. “It’s done? Already?”
“Yes. As Asarane said, there’s one last thing to do. But once that’s done, everything is fixed.”
She sobbed with joy and came over to me. They all came up, and I held them tightly.
“I love you all,” I said.
They cried tears of joy against me, and I spent a few moments just appreciating how lucky I was.
But we still weren’t entirely done yet. I wasn’t about to leave the Crimson Star exposed now that we knew Sheedlyn had turned the kaliman to her side.
Before we went home, I asked Asarane to come with me to explore the passage that led up from the cavern to the kaliman city. I wanted it gone.
“This needs to be closed,” I told her. “You brought down buildings. Can you bring down this passage?”
I followed her as she walked up about a hundred yards, looking here and there along the passage.
“We can’t just toss a few bombs in here,” she said finally. “This is hard rock. If I just put a charge up against it, almost all of the energy will be deflected away from it. To break up the rock and cause a cave-in, we have to set the charges inside the cave walls.”
“And how do we do that?”
“Let me talk to Briella. She’s probably got some ideas.”
◆◆◆
 
We packed up the camp and went back to Phan-garad. Nothing significant had happened in our absence. I reminded everyone before we left about Moshera’s group casing our house before the attack, but none of the guards spotted any suspicious groups of cunelo in the greenbelt.
I had the servants prepare a big feast to celebrate the success of the mission, though I asked everyone to keep things low-key, not wanting to make light of the fact that we had killed several dozen people, whatever the reasons were. But I made sure they all understood what we had accomplished. Taitala was going to live.
Asarane went to her friend Briella, the other half of the Black Sky. The next day, the three of us went back to the cavern to assess what it would take to blow that tunnel.
“This could work,” Briella said. “But we have to bore some holes to place the charges in. The only thing that could do that here is a rock-welder.”
“A what?”
They explained. It slowly dawned on me that they were talking about something that Kisarat had described to me months ago, when I first arrived on Taitala: a powerful laser mounted on a mobile battery. Of course there was no other way to bore a hole into solid rock. This world didn’t have metal drill bits.
Actually finding and buying a rock-welder and getting it to the cavern through the crystal circles took two days, during which I was expecting a kaliman army to come down the passage at any moment. But nothing appeared.
Meanwhile, Asarane and Briella built four of the biggest bombs they’d ever assembled. Once we had the rock-welder, they used it to bore four deep holes into the ceiling of the passageway. I expected the laser to melt the rock, but while it was able to do that, it wasn’t what we were doing here. Instead, they used a different setting that just blasted the rock away in a series of short pulses.
Once the holes were complete, they carefully placed the charges inside them.
“How did the two of you learn so much about demolition?” I asked as they set the last one in place.
“We fucked up the first few bombs in Phan-garad,” Briella said. “So I found this civil engineer who specializes in demolition. I had to do it with her first, but she eventually told me where we could find instruction manuals for this stuff.”
“After that, we kind of figured things out on our own,” Asarane said. “A lot of time in the library, but we finally got it to work.”
I nodded. “Resourceful of you.”
Before we set them off, I had some of my females come back with us and drag all the increasingly ripe bodies of the cultists and kaliman out of the cavern and up into the passage. I didn’t know what else to do with them, and leaving them anywhere else made me nervous about Sheedlyn reanimating them.
That taken care of, we went all the way around the other side of the Crimson Star. Asarane got out her tablet, and the two of them set the charges off together.
There was a lightning-quick boom-boom-boom-boom, followed by a deep rumbling that went on for about ten seconds. Asarane grinned.
“I think it worked.”
It had. A big cloud of dust rolled across the other side of the cavern as we came around. Thirty feet in, the passage was completely blocked by fallen rock. The cave-in was even bigger than I’d hoped for.
I thought they were done, but they weren’t. Once the dust cleared, they showed me why the rock-welder had its name. Putting it into a different mode allowed them to fuse the fallen rock until the passage was completely sealed off.
“Now that stream will fill up the passage around all the broken rock,” Asarane said. “It will probably back up halfway to the city.”
They’d outdone themselves. It was safe to assume no one was coming down that tunnel ever again.
I leaned over and kissed Asarane’s forehead. “Good work, guys.”
While we were working on the main passage, I asked Mereceeree and Girasani to explore the rest of the cavern, looking for any other ways in and out. They found a few more chimneys, all of them like the other, inaccessible to anything that couldn’t fly or climb up there. There was only one other passage that seemed to lead up into the mountain. We blew that one as well.
Finally, while all the demolition was going on to close the back doors, I brought over a construction crew from Phan-garad to deal with the front door. I had them tear down the makeshift structure the cult had built outside the cavern and build the most solid stone and crystal gateway they could manage. They installed a heavy crystal door that was keyed to me and me only. They also wired up a high-powered security system and a surveillance system like the one aJia’jara had used to watch for the next makalang. If anyone tried anything with the door, I would get an alert on my tablet.
It wasn’t impregnable, but no one was getting in there without a lot of effort, and anyone who tried to would get a nasty surprise out of it.
I soon realized that what I did to myself had also created a link with the Crimson Star. I expected it to fade over time, but it didn’t. I could feel it in the back of my head, and though I couldn’t call on its full energies from a distance, it was now a part of anything I did. Though it wasn’t a distraction, it was always there.
◆◆◆
 
The day we finally got back for good, I called Asarane to me.
“It’s time to do this,” I said. She just nodded, and followed me up to the bedroom.
The rest of my wives left us alone. Because we couldn’t risk her getting pregnant until I’d fixed things, we hadn’t been together since the day I’d claimed her. Since then, she’d only been with Lorelat.
We stood together as I ran my fingers through her beautiful amethyst hair. She looked up at me, eyes wide.
“Can I say something first?” she asked.
“Of course.”
“I’m not sure where I fall in relation to your other wives, and that’s okay. It doesn’t really affect me. I don’t care. I just want you to know that this . . . um, ‘interesting’ life you’ve given me is beyond anything I could have hoped for.”
She was referring to the superstitions about her hair among the talalong.
“It’s a fun, exciting, great life,” she continued, “and I love you for it.”
“You get to mate with cute cunelo and still blow things up. And bite the occasional cultist.”
She laughed. “Yeah. Um, about that. I don’t know exactly what happened. I’d come up with the rest of them, and I saw her going for Merindra. And I didn’t even think. I just struck. I just bit her. And then she was dead.”
“Are you okay with it?”
“I don’t know how I feel about killing someone. But I enjoyed biting her more than I should have. It’s hard to explain if you’re not talalong.”
I hugged her closely. “You did what you had to, baby. It’s all good. And I love you, too. You know none of this would have happened without you.”
“Yeah. So I’m ready to make this kid with you. There was a time I wasn’t sure about it. I am now.”
“Good.”
We undressed each other slowly. When she was naked, I carried her to the bed, laying her down and lying beside her. We just kissed and touched each other for a while. I felt all over her smooth, tight body, cupping her firm breasts and sucking on her little nipples. Like Kisarat, she had scales under her breasts and around her abdomen, black-purple like her tail.
I slid down, taking her in my mouth. I slipped my tongue into her, wrapping my arms around her thighs. Her tail came up, coiling around my bicep. I rolled my tongue against her for long minutes and she sighed and writhed under me. Then she began to pump her hips at my head and her tail squeezed my arm tightly. I felt her orgasm pulsing through her, flowing between us.
She eased me out from between her legs, pulling me up beside her. She kissed me a few times, then crawled over me. She kissed her way down my chest, settling down between my legs and swallowing me up. I just lay there and let her do what she wanted. Her movements were more purposeful and skilled than I expected, until I realized she must have talked to Lorelat about what to do.
I finally pulled her up. She climbed up over my waist, straddling me. I guided myself into her gently. She was still very, very tight, and we had go slowly. But in a minute or so, I was completely inside her. I reached up and cupped her breasts, pulling on her nipples. She ran her fingers through her hair, letting it spread out around her. Then she began riding me slowly as I guided her hips.
She came again in a few minutes, legs shaking, belly quivering, tail squeezing my leg tightly. I pulled her down and kissed her deeply. She returned the kiss fiercely, then fell gently to the side, pulling me on top.
“Give it to me, Will. I’m ready. I can feel it.”
And as I looked inside her now, I could feel it too. Something different from all the other girls I’d been with on Taitala. Something waiting for me. I’d long wondered, in the back of my mind, why purple? What was the significance of it? And at long last, I saw it now. It was Taitala. The sky. The sky was purple because of the crimson resonance field, the energy it was pulling down. Blue sky, Crimson Star, purple hair.
Asarane, under me.
I came as hard as I ever had in my life. A tidal wave of energy rolled over me, through me, out of me, into Asarane. It was as if I was mating with Taitala herself, feeling her sucking everything out, into her, combining our male and female energies into something much larger. And in a sense, I was. I could see my energies swirling together with Asarane’s, spinning down into a blazing, incandescent star deep inside her.
She came with me, just as hard, crying out, hips pounding up at me, fingers digging into my back, tail tight around my ankle, biting at my neck hard enough to draw blood with her fangs. She sobbed as if she was in agony, trying to pull me even further into her.
Slowly, we coasted down, gasping for breath. I sensed in the back of my mind that it would be like this every time with us, now that she knew who she was. We couldn’t do this very often. It was too much. But I already knew I would come back for it, as would she. Taitala needed it.
I rolled off of her. She curled weakly against me, panting against my neck.
“Wow,” she said softly.
“Yeah.”
I could feel it happening inside her already. And I knew she could feel it as well.
“We did it,” I said.
“We did it. I love you, Will.”
I pulled her to me, hugging her, kissing her forehead. It was hard to believe I had so much love here. But I did, and I was thankful for it.
◆◆◆
 
I asked Ayarala to find the most expensive malvina in the city. She said, “It’s what you’ve been drinking.” So I sent a case to the armorers along with a note that they’d not only saved my butt but likely also Taitala’s. They were appreciative.
Then I went to check in with Meridrian. We talked about the operation and how it had gone. I thanked her as I always did for her leadership of the group.
“Where I come from, you get medals for things like this.”
“What are ‘medals’?”
“Little awards on a ribbon to signify some accomplishment. I got a few in the Marines.”
“Oh. That is not done here. That seems quite trivial to me.”
I laughed softly. “Yeah. How does the Long Claw recognize accomplishments?”
“Certain ways. You may be paid a bonus. In a few cases, if a female distinguished herself in a truly remarkable way, and she was attractive enough, Ceriniat arraigned for her to mate.” 
She smiled at me.
“I guess we’re past that,” I said. “Unless you’ve changed your mind about things.”
Meridrian laughed with me. Then she stood up and came over, leaning against my chest. I put my arms around her. After a few moments, I felt her purring softly, something she’d never done with me before.
“I am your wife, and I serve you in all things. Even this, if it is what you want. I will not deny that part of me desires it. But I fear that in time it would become a distraction, and you and I both know that would be a distraction that would get people killed. If I failed you in that way, I would not be able to live.”
“Got it.”
“Do not pretend you do not have other wives more suited to serving you in that fashion. Lorelat and your bunny-girls. You have no other wife who can do what I do for you.”
“You’re right. But it’s there if you ever feel you need it.”
She rose up and kissed me on the cheek. “I will keep that in mind, Will. And just knowing that will be enough for me.”




Chapter 16

But there was to be little rest for me. The next day was the meeting of the cunelo elders to select a new clan leader. Loreloo warned me to expect a request to attend and speak to the meeting, and sure enough, one came first thing that morning – a curt missive with little more than the place to be and the time slot allotted to me.
Shortly after the message arrived, Loreloo and I sat down in one of the meeting rooms with Eladra and Lorelat, with Ayarala, Narilora, and Merindra listening in.
“The critical thing to understand here,” Loreloo began, “is the actual purpose of this meeting. It is not so much to choose a new clan leader as it is to arrive at a consensus on the major issues facing the clan. Only once that consensus is reached will the elders begin discussing who the new leader will be.”
I saw what she was getting at. “They reach the consensus, then they pick a leader they can trust to pursue those goals and policies.”
“Precisely. Remember what I said about our people preferring to avoid conflict. By settling all the major issues first, they can more easily choose a leader who agrees with that path forward.”
“That seems as if it could take a long time,” Ayarala said.
“It will take as long as it takes,” Loreloo said. “The meeting before my election lasted only two sampars, but there have been meetings that dragged on for the better part of a talon. I do not believe this one should take long, though. Unless I have missed something significant, there are few real issues facing the clan beyond the makalang.”
“Okay. So how do we approach this?” I asked. “Do I go alone or with an entourage? I want you to come with me, but not if it’s going to complicate things too much. My only goal here is to preserve the status quo, the arrangements we worked out.”
She nodded. “Will . . . my tsulygoi, my recommendation is that you do nothing to show weakness. If you show up as if you seek compromise and agreement, the elders who oppose you will capitalize on that. They will immediately demand that you surrender all of your pregnant wives and agree never to keep any of them here once they are with child. The pressure will then be on you to meet them in the middle.”
“There is no middle ground here that I can see,” I said.
“No.”
“So that sounds like we show up with an entourage, you included, and I act like an entitled jerk?”
Ayarala and Merindra laughed softly.
Loreloo glanced at them, then nodded. “As much as it grates on my cunelo nature to say this, I am afraid that is exactly what you must do.”
I was still getting used to having Loreloo around like this. For nearly four months, I’d been dealing with her as the clan leader of the cunelo. Not just as an equal but also someone who was in a position to give or withhold things I needed.
Now, she was one of my many wives, albeit a valuable one. I kept reflexively thinking of her as the clan leader she’d always been, then I would remember the little squeaking noises she made when she came that night and the feel of her spasming around me as I poured myself into her. This was going to take some time.
“Okay. How about we bring Eladra, Kareina, and Nileen, fully geared up?” I looked at Merindra. “Is their new gear ready?”
She shook her head. “Not all of it. Their armor got here this morning. Their blades won’t be ready for a few more days. The rest of it we had on hand already.”
“Fine. They can take the blades they have. The armor and uniforms are enough to make them look like part of the unit.” I looked at Loreloo. “Is three too many or should we bring more?”
“It depends on how emphatic a statement you want to make.”
“We should bring Narilora, Merindra, and Mereceeree too,” Eladra said.
Loreloo gasped. “The panikang?”
“I mean, if we’re trying to make it obvious that Will doesn’t care what they think, can you imagine anything clearer?”
Loreloo took a deep breath. “No.”
I nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Go get ready, everyone. I’ll wake up Mereceeree.”
◆◆◆
 
The elders’ meeting was being held in a large building outside the city center in Phan-garad, though it was close enough to walk over. The meeting hall reminded me of a small sports arena. There was a central floor and several levels of seating above and around it.
I was unarmored and armed only with one slim blade at my hip, though I carried one important item at my side. The rest of them, save Loreloo, were fully armed, and Eladra, Kareina, Nileen, and Merindra were also suited up in their green armor. Mereceeree was dressed for once, wearing her green uniform tights, with her two blades strapped to her thighs.
When the eight of us approached the stairs leading to the main entryway, the four clanguard around the door reacted in alarm, three of them stepping forward and the fourth ducking inside.
“Hold there a moment,” one of them said, eyes flitting from me, to Mereceeree, to Loreloo, and finally to the two new cunelo in my guard corps, who both returned the look with a steely gaze.
“My presence was requested,” I said, slowing down but not stopping.
“I am aware of that,” she said. “I was not told to expect so many, nor any outside our clan.”
The three remaining clanguard moved to block the door. From the looks on their faces, the appearance of their two former sisters in my service was nearly as disconcerting to them as the presence of their former clan leader.
“No one told me to come alone,” I replied. “Nor would I have. I don’t answer to your clan’s elders in any case.”
“Please wait a moment,” she said. “I have sent for one of the administrators.”
I felt like I had made my initial point, and there was no need to fight our way inside, so we stopped.
A few moments later, the fourth clanguard returned with a plump cunelo of about twenty talons carrying a tablet. She stopped short when she saw the size of my entourage, eyes coming to rest on Loreloo.
“My presence has been requested,” I said again.
“Yes, but—” she stammered. “Not these others. Not— not her. What is she doing here?”
“I am here to support my tsulygoi,” Loreloo replied. “As are the others.”
The cunelo’s eyes bulged. “Your what?”
“Since Loreloo’s services were no longer needed by your clan,” I said, “I claimed her as a wife.”
It took several long moments for the cunelo administrator to compose herself, during which I could see her concluding that her only option was passing this shit sandwich to someone higher up the totem pole. But she tried one last time to reduce its volume.
“Must you bring all of them? Those three are not of our clan.”
“They serve me, and they’re coming.”
She sighed. “All right. Follow me.”
She turned into the building, and we followed her inside.
“Well done,” Loreloo said quietly. “But it will be more difficult with the elders.”
There were two flights of stairs going to the upper levels, but the administrator led us down a hallway to the main floor. More clanguard were posted along the hallway, but they stood aside when the administrator snapped at them to move. A mixture of amazed and contemptuous gazes followed us.
An older cunelo who looked much like the one in front of us approached, face flaring in rage. The other administrator scurried to the side, clearly eager to hand over responsibility for our presence.
“What is the meaning of this? Loreloo, you have no place here. Leave at once!”
“She’s with me,” I said, “and she’s staying.”
The cunelo looked over at me, eyes wide. Her eyes flicked over the thing I had under my arm, but she didn’t seem to recognize it for what it was because I had it wrapped in cloth.
“Your presence was requested. None of the rest may enter.”
“You’re not the one making the decisions here, and you know it. The elders asked me to come, and I have. Nothing was said about coming alone, nor would I ever have done so. If you don’t need me after all, then we can leave.”
I stepped back as if I was considering it. The cunelo’s resolve broke.
“Wait — please. This . . . this was not what we were told to expect. I need to let them know.”
She and the other administrator turned around and went into the meeting hall. The senior one came back about a minute later, accompanied by an even older cunelo – obviously one of the elders. The elder’s eyes flared in displeasure when she saw Loreloo, then turned to me.
“So it is true?” she asked. “You did this thing?”
“My agreement with your clan allows me discretion in choosing cunelo wives,” I said. “I’m not aware that any of that has changed.”
She glared at Loreloo. “And does he actually intend to mate with you as well?”
Loreloo smiled thinly. “He already has. And believe me, whatever wild rumors you may have heard about what mating with the makalang involves . . . I can assure you they were exceeded.”
The elder snorted, then favored me with another glare. “Very well. Let us proceed with this, then.”
Loreloo smiled at me. Whatever doubts I’d had about claiming her – and there had certainly been some – I was starting to enjoy having her around.
The elder turned back to the meeting hall, and we followed her inside. The main floor was about twice the size of a professional basketball court. There were seventy or eighty cunelo elders seated in ten or twelve groups around the room. In the center was a raised stage where three elders were seated at a table, and in front of the stage was another table with three chairs. Above us, several hundred cunelo watched from the seats on the upper levels.
No one was speaking at the moment, and the elder groups were engaged in quiet conversation. One by one, they looked up in a mix of amazement and confusion as we entered. I heard them gasping and muttering about Loreloo, Mereceeree, and my two clanguard, as well as Merindra and Narilora. The crowd above reacted as well, the noise suddenly spiking up in volume as many of them gestured to each other and pointed down at us.
As we looked around, I recognized some of the elders from Eladra’s village sitting at one of the tables. Another group across the other side of the room regarded us with undisguised contempt.
Loreloo nudged me discreetly. “That is Horasa and Meellin, the elders who I had arrested. They have been the ones speaking most directly against you. The ones on the dais are the chairs of the council of elders, which means little more than that they run these meetings. They have no power to make decisions. That is done by consensus, as with everything.”
The elder who had led us into the room sat down. One of the elders on the stage stood up.
“Makalang, thank you for coming. Is this entourage really necessary?”
“As I have told at least three other people so far, I was not asked to come alone.”
“Why is Loreloo here?”
“She’s advising me now. I’ve taken her into my household.”
Murmurs of surprise rolled across the hall.
“What do you mean by that?” the council chair asked.
But before I could say anything, the elder who had brought us into the hall loudly answered for me. “The makalang has seen fit to claim our former clan leader as a wife!”
The entire hall exploded with cries of shock and surprise. The din went on so long that the council leaders began yelling for quiet. Loreloo stood calmly beside me, returning the looks she was getting with a satisfied smile.
“Loreloo, is this true?” the council leader asked.
“I was not aware that my mating status was the subject of this meeting,” Loreloo replied.
Another elder stood up. “Have you mated with him already?”
“I most certainly have.”
The hall erupted again, and again the council leaders banged on the table and shouted for quiet. As the noise subsided, I thought to look into Loreloo. I hadn’t done it yet, but when I did, I saw what I more or less expected to see. She was apparently just as fertile as the rest of my cunelo wives – one and done, once again. I wondered if she knew herself.
“Enough!” the council leader shouted. “That is indeed not the subject of this meeting. Makalang, please have a seat at the table.” She motioned to one of the attendants at the back. “Bring up chairs for the rest of them.”
Loreloo, Eladra, and I sat at the table, while the others sat behind us when the chairs came up. The council leader composed herself and faced us.
“I suppose it is fitting that Loreloo is here, given that we requested your attendance to discuss your previous arrangements with her regarding your cunelo wives.”
“Not discuss!” A voice shouted. I turned around to see that Horasa, one of the two elders opposed to me, had stood. “There is nothing to discuss! We are here to terminate them.”
“I agree there is nothing to discuss,” I replied. “The arrangements will stand as they are. Those cunelo wives who wish to remain with me will do so, unmolested. And I will continue to choose cunelo wives as I see fit.”
Meellin now stood up beside Horasa. “This has never been our way,” she replied. “Never. It should not change for the makalang or anyone else.”
The council leader turned to me. “Makalang, is there no room for compromise here?”
“The compromise is that any of my cunelo wives who wish to return to their clan after becoming pregnant are free to do so, as they have always been. I simply ask that those who wish to remain, such as Eladra here, may do so.”
“That is not their decision, nor has it ever been,” Horasa said. “It was only because of her that any of this has been opened to doubt.”
“Do you know why I agreed to that, Horasa?” Loreloo snapped.
“Your weakness!”
“It is because I wished to ensure the makalang took as many cunelo wives as possible.”
The crowd responded favorably, and a few cheers came down from the upper level.
“You are certainly proof of that,” one of the other elders quipped, sparking a round of laughter.
“Quite,” Loreloo responded.
“Enough jesting,” Meellin said. “This is not a decision that should be made by the makalang. It is one for this body.”
Murmurs of agreement rolled across the room. I stood.
“How strongly do you feel about this?” I asked her.
“As strongly as I could possibly feel!”
“Strongly enough to order a violent attack on my household and family?”
Meellin glanced at Horasa. Looks of shock struck both their faces, and the other elders around us gasped.
“What are you insinuating?” Meellin asked.
“Have you heard from Moshera recently?”
Her name was clearly known, because more gasps and murmurs of surprise answered my question.
“What do you know of her?” Horasa asked.
I picked up the thing I’d brought with me and pulled off the cloth wrapping. It was Moshera’s clanguard breastplate, still streaked with the blood she spilled across it as she died. I’d kept it because of the evidence it represented, expecting I might need it for a confrontation exactly like this one. Her insignia as a leader of the clanguard was clearly visible on the shoulder.
I tossed it across the floor, and it slid over to Horasa’s and Meellin’s feet.
“She and her clanguard attacked my family several sampars ago and tried to kidnap all my cunelo wives. She failed.”
The entire hall exploded in cries of horror, anger, and dismay, not just the elders but the crowd above us. Horasa and Meellin looked like they wanted to murder me, and I saw in them very clearly that they knew exactly what I was talking about.
“What happened to Moshera?” Meellin shrieked.
Before I could formulate an answer, Mereceeree stood beside me, drawing her blades and holding them in the air.
“I opened her throat with these and watched her die at my feet!” she shouted. “Nothing outside the makalang’s bed has given me more pleasure. She and those with her murdered three of my awasa-lates. I would kill her a hundred times more if I could!”
The shouting and argument this time went on for nearly a minute as the council chairs struggled to regain control of the meeting, and Horasa and Meellin glared at us between yelling at each other. A group of the clanguard came up behind us, moving quickly between Horasa and Meellin’s table and ours. I was momentarily nervous that I’d pushed things too far, but most of the clanguard’s ire seemed directed at the two elders.
When the din finally subsided enough for the chair to be heard, she turned to me.
“Makalang, explain yourself. What happened here?”
I gave them a brief summary of the raid Moshera had led on my house, and what had happened that night. The reactions were severe, but the noise was more muted this time.
“Who else knows about this?” she asked.
Loreloo stood. “I saw the results of it the next morning. I saw the bodies. I saw Moshera dead.”
“And you said nothing?”
Loreloo’s eyes flared in anger. “You blame me for not wanting to publicize a horror like this? Really, Jakayla? Really?”
Murmurs of agreement followed Loreloo’s retort. Jakayla turned to Horasa and Meellin.
“The council will discuss the matter of this attack later. For now, we must conclude the question of the makalang agreements.”
“May I say something?” I asked. “I think it will be sufficient to resolve that issue.”
“Yes,” she replied.
“I want to stress above all, despite what happened that night, despite those in your clan who see me as an enemy, that I have nothing but affection and good feelings for your clan. I find your company very enjoyable. Some of my closest wives are cunelo. They mean a great deal to me, and I want to continue taking cunelo as wives.”
The crowd above us called out cries of encouragement and agreement. Many of the elders were nodding.
“Having said that, I’m not willing to bend on what seems to me to be a very reasonable request. I hope what happened with Moshera will deter anyone else from considering similar actions. But if this council should decide to rescind our agreements, I will have no choice but to cease mating with your clan.”
There were gasps and exclamations of surprise around me, but fewer than I feared.
“That is it, then?” Jakayla asked. “One or the other?”
“Yes. I sincerely hope you won’t make me take that step. We’re talking about only six of my wives who have chosen to stay with me. Six. Are those few really worth so much to you?”
The sounds of agreement around us told me I’d swung the meeting in my favor. Horasa and Meellin were whispering furiously to each other, but said nothing aloud.
“Are there any further questions for the makalang?” Jakayla asked.
There were none. She turned to me.
“It seems we are done here. Thank you for coming.”




Chapter 17

I had solved Taitala’s problems, at least as far as the viability of its quasi-human civilization went. But I hadn’t solved my own. So there was one last thing I still had to do.
In the back of my mind, I’d been holding on to what aXiqian told me about creating the wormhole. There was nothing I could do about it until I addressed the larger issues, but that was now done.
It seemed clear there might be a way I could get back to Earth, assuming I wanted to. Of course, any desire I had to go back permanently had disappeared quite a while ago. I wasn’t going to abandon all the girls and our children out of nostalgia for a life that, frankly, sucked pretty hard.
Back on Earth, I was divorced and alone. I had no one in my life and not a lot of friends. I had a job I didn’t much care about and almost certainly didn’t even have anymore. After four months, they had surely replaced me. Financial analysts were a dime a dozen, and even if I was fairly good at what I did, I wasn’t irreplaceable. They might take me back, and they might not.
There were only two things worth going back for: Cassie and Hunter. But those were some pretty big reasons.
For four months, I’d been trying to talk myself out of a desire to go back to them by telling myself I simply had no way to do it. That even if I could, too much time had passed anyway. That regardless of what I felt, they were Richard’s biological kids, and they surely knew that by now.
But it hadn’t worked, even before I learned the truth.
You can’t stop yourself from caring about your own children. And now I knew most of those rationalizations were bullshit. Relatively little time had passed, and I sensed that I could find a way to go back. There was only the issue of their DNA.
And, really, fuck DNA. They were mine, not Richard’s. I’d raised them, wiped their butts a million times, sat up all night with Cassie when she had the flu, taught her how to swim and ride her bike. He’d done none of that, even after Jacqueline left me.
I’d already changed my DNA to save Taitala. So, fuck it.
As much as I tried, I couldn’t stop myself from wanting to see them again. And eventually, my resistance to the idea began to wear down.
◆◆◆
 
I went back to the Crimson Star.
We’d torn down the cult’s scaffolding, but the scar from what Sheedlyn had done was still there. I concluded that it wasn’t anything that was likely to heal physically, but the damage they’d done to its energy flows appeared to be fading. The currents were routing around the damage.
I sat down right against the base and tried to think.
I really wasn’t sure what to do. So I just opened myself to its energies, trying to see if I could sense what it had done in the past, what aXiqian had done not so long ago. Nothing really worked until I thought to reach out as I had been doing with the crystal circles.
And something shifted.
I could see the circles. They were a little set of rings around me. I tried looking further, wider. As I pulled out, I half-expected to see Taitala itself, or the stars, but I didn’t. I could sense they were there, but they weren’t showing up the way I was looking. But as I pulled out further, I began to see something else.
A vast cloud of energy, swirling across an area hundreds of times wider than this system. I couldn’t see the three stars, but I could see where they were in the swirls of energy flowing from Proxima Centauri into the binary system of Alpha Centauri. The two stars focused the energy into a flat plane that coincided exactly with Taitala’s orbit.
It was another crystal circle. Vastly larger than the others, but one that worked exactly the same way.
From this distance, with my senses amplified to an almost infinite degree by my contact with the Crimson Star, I realized I could sense the Sun and Earth as well. It wasn’t all that much further than the distance across the energy field, which was about a fifth of a light-year. So it was at worst about twenty times further to get there.
It was easily close enough to reach out with the energy the Crimson Star was collecting. That was how it had worked when the wormhole operated on its own.
So I could get there, but the question wasn’t really getting there, was it? It was getting back.
I sensed that I could create the wormhole. When I was brave enough to try, it spiraled out of the uber-circle of the Taitalan system with amazingly little effort, reaching across the light-years to Earth.
That wasn’t enough, though. Could I anchor it in place, even temporarily, as it had been anchored all those eons ago? Anchor it long enough for me to get there and back?
Maybe.
As I probed with the end of the wormhole, I saw that it needed something to attach to. I had no idea what I was looking for, so I decided to see if the wormhole would seek anything out on its own.
It did.
There was an echo there, an echo of the last contact. Some lingering energy attracting it. Lingering in the very same cave I’d come through.
I can’t say I was too surprised.
But I saw something else. As I’d long wondered about, the wormhole had to be triggered from that end in a specific way. Way back in the very beginning, the force of intelligent life on Earth had been enough, so great had Taitala’s needs been. When the first wormhole withdrew, and the contacts became episodic, each time it was the pull of the makalang that had done it. But now I was already here. So I needed something else to hold it in place.
Making the trip manually, I could still get there, but to anchor it long enough to ensure I could get back, I had to do something like what I’d done with my laser pointer. I would need to activate the crystals on that end, and maintain that effect. My little laser pointer wasn’t up to the task.
Fortunate, then, that I was on a world where manipulating crystal energies was a science.
◆◆◆
 
I called Kisarat’s old advisor, Professor Sloraq, at the university in Phan-garad. I asked if she could refer me to a crystal engineer who would, first, be willing to help the makalang and, second, not laugh at any outlandish theories about crystal energies. As it happened, she knew someone like that – a former student of hers who enjoyed makalang literature as Professor Sloraq did, even if she’d always viewed it as fiction.
Her name was Puran, and she was an attractive talalong of about fifteen talons with copper hair cut very short and scales like a king snake. She met me in her lab in the engineering school.
“Thank you for seeing me,” I said. “I don’t think this should take long.”
She laughed nervously. “Oh, honestly, it’s a thrill just to meet you. You’re even bigger than I expected from pictures in the news.”
I smiled. “I get that a lot.”
“What is it you need help with? Sloraq was kind of cryptic about it.”
I tried to explain what I’d learned about how I came to Taitala and what I was trying to do, without going into too much detail about my exact intentions. Puran was fascinated.
“What you’re talking about, these energies, I think that’s tahablar. I don’t know if that means anything to you, but it’s the process that allows crystal structures to interact. Manipulating tahablar is how all our crystal mechanisms work, everything from making the train move to the encryption in the pikala crystals.”
“But you don’t view it as something coming from Taitala?”
“Not in the way you mean, I don’t think. I mean, it’s there, like the light from sun. We manipulate it. I’ve never viewed it as a flow of something, like from the ground.”
“Okay. So, suppose I needed to lock a flow, or process, of tahablar in place from one set of crystals to another. Over a really long distance.”
“It’s not the distance that matters, really. The crystals just have to be activated so they’re in sync. That’s how the tahablar process works.”
“How do I do that? I know what the crystals at one end are doing. How do I activate the ones at the other end?”
“It’s just a basic flow? You’re not trying to generate any forces? Just to get them in sync?”
“I think so.”
She sat back. “Oh,” she said. “Well, you don’t need my help for that.”
“I don’t?”
“That’s like, an experiment in introductory physics. You just need to illuminate the other crystals. You can buy something that will do that easily. As long as the light is tuned to the right frequency, it should work.”
She wrote a few instructions down. I knew enough Taitalan now to understand.
It was just a glow-sphere like the things the kaliman carried around. It cost me two pikala.
I needed one more thing for this trip, and that was a camera. But after four months of sitting unused, my phone was completely dead and I had no way to recharge it here. The technologies were just too different. Fortunately, Taitala had cameras. Some of them were integrated into the crystal tablets much like smartphones on Earth. The only question was whether it would work there. But with no other option, I decided it would have to do.
◆◆◆
 
Before I left, there was one thing I had to take care of. I considered bringing the inner circle together to tell them what I was planning, before deciding that would be more than I was able to handle. All of them together might just be able to talk me out of it.
So I settled on telling just one of them.
Ayarala always rose early to attend to her responsibilities as awasa-lina. I found her down in the kitchen.
“Good morning, my tsulygoi.” She rose up to kiss me, but her bright mood faded when she saw the look in my eyes.
“I need you to come up to the office.”
“What is wrong?”
“I’ll tell you up there.”
She followed me upstairs. I shut the door, trying not to let the concern in her face deter me.
“This is something I need you to keep secret for a few hours. I’m telling you this because I have to tell someone, and I know I can trust you, as much as this is going to hurt.”
I took a deep breath and began. When it dawned on Ayarala what I was planning, she fell down on her knees and begged me not to go, crying and sobbing and pulling at me. I bent down and held her tightly. “Do you trust me?”
She nodded through her tears.
“I’ve done everything I tried to do on Taitala so far. And I can do this too. I have to do it.”
“I am so scared,” she sobbed.
“Nothing will stop me from coming back here.”
“You do not know that.”
“I do. One way or another.”
I let her cry for a while. Eventually she ran out of tears. She climbed up in my lap, and I held her closely.
“If you do not return,” she said, “I will still love you. I will love you the rest of my life. I will teach our child to love you, even if she never knows you.”
“She will. I will be back.”
“I can only hope.”
◆◆◆
 
I took some Taitalan climbing gear but nothing else from my adopted world besides my crystals, the tablet-camera, and the glow-sphere. I wore the last set of Earth clothes I’d had on that day, along with my wallet. There was no real need to bring anything else.
I left from Phan-garad. As near as I was able to tell, the trip back to Earth took no more time than any other trip through the circles had before. I found myself back in that same cave, at the exact point I thought I had gotten stuck. As I stood at the end of the wormhole, I turned on the glow-sphere, and sure enough, it lit up the crystals in the wall exactly as my laser pointer had. The wall beyond it vanished into a haze.
The wormhole was locked in place, for now. And though the connection was distant and thin, I could still feel the Crimson Star and draw some energy from it. Amazingly, the tablet was working too. It was somehow drawing on that same connection, through me. Both good signs.
I still had to stand there for several minutes reassuring myself that this would work and I could get back.
I walked up the passage to the exit, to the spot under the hole where I’d been trapped all those months ago. With the climbing gear I’d brought, getting out took only a minute or so. I paused at the top to reflect that if I’d brought anything like it on that hike – even just a coil of rope – none of this would have happened.
Such stupid shit decides our lives sometimes.




Chapter 18

When I returned to the parking lot at the trailhead, my car, as I fully expected, was gone – long since towed away. I got the impound information from the ranger at the guard shack, who looked at me curiously.
“Are you . . . ?” He looked up at the wall inside the shack and pulled down a sheet of paper. He held it out. There was a big picture of me with the word MISSING over it.
But after more than four months in Taitala, I didn’t look the same as that financial analyst in the photo. My hair was quite a bit longer than his, and he had a soft, defeated look that I no longer displayed.
“Huh,” I said. “Looks like me, I guess, but I have no idea who that is.”
“He disappeared up the hill one day a few months back. There was a big search, but they never found a thing. He just vanished.”
“Funny.”
“Yeah. It happens, though. People fall off cliffs into some inaccessible ravine, animals get to them, and the clues can disappear fast.”
The ranger let me put enough of a charge on my phone to call a ride-share. I was pleasantly surprised to find that my mobile account was still active.
It took almost an hour before the guy showed up.
“What are you doing all the way up here with no ride?” he asked.
“Car got towed.”
“Some shit, man. That sucks.”
He took me home.
◆◆◆
 
Before I disappeared into the great beyond, I had nearly all my bills on autopay, including my rent. Two paychecks had come in before my employer stopped them. Between that and my savings, my financial life was in far less of a mess than I expected. Another month or two and it might have been different, but I returned to find the lights still on. There were obvious signs that the police had been in here looking for clues on my disappearance, and some things were missing. I spent some time going through my stuff to see what was left, and what I wanted to keep.
I needed to pack up my clothes, since my wardrobe on Taitala was quite limited. Other than that, though, very little of what I’d left in my apartment was anything I cared about anymore, or wanted to bring back. But there were a few things.
Two of them I dug out of a box in the back of my bedroom closet. The Silver Star and Purple Heart I’d brought back from Fallujah. I didn’t like thinking about them, or looking at them, because they each had a twin: the posthumous awards that my friend Riley’s family had been handed the same day I had mine pinned on my chest. But abandoning them didn’t seem right.
My squad had stumbled directly into a house full of insurgents, and we got pinned down in the courtyard. The insurgents had a DShK heavy machine gun on the roof. They were firing right down on top of us and throwing grenades into the yard. We were too close to call in artillery, and there were no tanks nearby. Riley was my machine-gunner, and we had to charge across the courtyard, right through their line of fire, to get into a position take out the DShK. Both of us got hit, Riley worse than I did, but he laid down enough suppressive fire with his SAW to let me get a couple of grenades into the machine-gun emplacement. That freed up the rest of my squad to flank the insurgents in the house, and allowed the medics to get up and pull out the other guys who’d been hit. But Riley bled out before they got him to the aid station.
I was happy to leave behind my high-school yearbooks and a pair of panties that belonged to the first girl I slept with. The medals were coming with me.
My refrigerator was a toxic waste dump, and it took a few hours to clean it out and restock for the brief amount of time I planned to be here. I called the impound yard to find out that my car had been seized and sold after thirty days, and they and the bank had been trying to get their pound of flesh from me for a while. Since it didn’t matter, I pulled some money from my savings to clear it all up. Then I rented a car for a week.
Harder than all the rest of this was dealing with Jacqueline.
It took me a day to work up the fortitude to contact her and decide on the best way to do it. I didn’t want her in my life anymore. The things the girls had been telling me about her had finally sunk in, but the path to my kids led straight through her.
After a lot of thought, I concocted a story of needing to get away from my life to clear my head after the divorce. That I’d spent four months off the grid in a little town in Montana. There was no other explanation I could give her that she would believe, but I knew she would accept the idea that I’d had some kind of nervous breakdown. For all her narcissism, I knew she understood what she’d done to me.
Then I picked up my phone and called her.
When I first heard her voice, for a moment it was as if no time had passed at all – as if I’d woken up from a daydream and just imagined everything. I actually had to look for the Taitalan tablet to recenter myself.
“Hey,” I said. “It’s Will.”
I heard her gasp. “What? Who?”
“It’s me, babe. I’m back. I’m sorry.”
Silence howled over the line.
“Is this a joke? Who is this?” she said.
“It’s your ex-husband.”
“No. Fuck you. Who is this? This isn’t funny.”
“Honestly, it’s me. Ask me something only I would know. Go on.”
“Um.” She thought for a few moments. “Do I like to write thank-you notes?”
I groaned. “Jesus, Jacqueline. That’s the first thing that came your mind?”
She gasped. “Will?”
“Yes.”
She was quiet for a moment or two. “What happened? Where the fuck have you been?”
As I tried to explain my cover story, her complete shock quickly morphed into twenty minutes of screaming about how worried she’d been, how I’d turned her life upside down, how scared the kids were, and so on. I let her go on, just apologizing whenever she stopped to breathe. She actually hung up on me a couple of times only to call back thirty seconds later.
When she finally ran out of gas, I asked, “When can I see the kids?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know. They’ve been worried to death about you. Do you know how many times Cassie cried herself to sleep?”
Yeah, coming back here was the right idea.
“You haven’t told them anything, about Richard?” I asked.
“Oh, fuck you, Will! Do you really think I would lay something like that on them in the middle of this? Fuck you. Do you honestly think I’m that cruel?”
I knew she was, but I wasn’t going to say it. “Okay. When?”
“I need to talk to them. They’ll want to see you the moment I tell them.”
◆◆◆
 
We agreed she would tell the kids once she’d calmed down and gotten her head around all this. She called me later to say she’d explained it to them, and they wanted to come over that afternoon. I said it was fine. I asked if they could spend the night, and she said she needed to think about it, but that she’d come back later to discuss it.
Jacqueline showed up about an hour later. She looked about the same as I remembered her, but I could tell right away that she saw a difference in me.
Cassie and Hunter cried out in glee and ran toward me. I swept them into my arms, and we just held each other for several long moments. Both of them looked different. They were young, and four months at their age was significant. I finally stood up, holding both of them.
Jacqueline looked me up and down repeatedly, almost looking like she’d seen a ghost.
“Hey,” I said. “Thanks for bringing them over right away. I know the situation is a mess.”
She nodded. “They missed you. It’s been hard.”
“How is Richard?”
She shrugged. “He didn’t want me to bring them here.”
“Do you want to come back after dinner? We can talk more about this later, I guess.”
“Okay. Bye, guys.”
After I’d held the kids for a long time, we went over to the couch.
“Why did you go away, Daddy?” Cassie asked.
“This is a secret, okay? Can you keep a secret for me?”
She nodded eagerly. I gave her a version of Taitala that was appropriate for a six-year-old. I could tell she was confused and doubtful at first, at least until I pulled out the tablet and began showing her all the pictures and videos I’d taken. Then her eyes got as big as dinner plates.
I’d taken videos of the girls that were close enough to leave no doubt. Cassie’s eyes got even bigger when I showed her the ones of Eladra and Lorelat. She asked if it was like Disneyland, just costumes. I told her no, it was all very real. She wanted to hear all about it, about all the things I was able to do there. I had pictures of that too.
We kept talking. I ordered a pizza for dinner, and their attention began to wander as they got used to my being back. We watched a movie with both of them on my lap, like the old days. They got tired, and Jacqueline still hadn’t returned. She texted me to say she was running late.
So I put them to bed. They were out cold by nine.
◆◆◆
 
Jacqueline finally showed up around ten, mumbling a vague apology.
“The kids are asleep. It’s okay.”
“I’ve been driving around and thinking.”
“About what?” I asked.
“What this means for my life.” She stared at me for a few moments. “You’re different.”
“A lot has happened. I had some pretty heavy things going on.”
“Up in Montana?”
“Sort of.”
“You look good, Will. Really good. Have you been working out?”
“Again, sort of.”
For another moment, she just stood there. Then she put her arms around me and hugged me tightly. I hugged her back, though gently.
Then she punched me hard in the side several times. “How could you do this to me? I was dying inside the entire time you were gone. I was sure you were dead, now that you’re free to do all your fucking climbing and adventuring and running around all over the fucking wilderness. That you’d gone off and gotten yourself killed doing some stupid shit. Did you give a single fucking thought to me while you were gone? No, you didn’t, or you wouldn’t have done this in the first place. Fuck you, Will. God!”
She punched me again. It was starting to hurt. I pushed her away slowly.
“I didn’t think you cared anymore,” I said. “You certainly haven’t acted like it.”
“I never stopped loving you, Will. Even if you’re so good at driving me fucking crazy.”
She sounded sincere. But I’d been through this routine far too many times for it to reach me. I didn’t love her anymore. I knew what love was now, and it wasn’t what I’d had with her, or what she thought she felt for me.
But maybe there was some closure I could get here.
“Does Richard know that?”
“Fuck Richard.”
“You took care of that one.”
Several emotions shot through her face. “Will, I don’t want to fight. Not after this.”
“What do you want?”
She stepped up close me, taking my shirt in her hands. She leaned her head against my chest. “You. I missed you. It wasn’t the same anymore when you left.”
There was a time, back when it seemed to matter, that I wanted to keep the moral high ground, not doing to Richard what he’d done to me. But I was surrendering it with this undertaking. I would become as bad as they were. I would be ripping her heart out just like she’d ripped out mine. So I decided to just roll with it. If she wanted me down in the mud, then I’d join her.
I picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. She hugged my neck, moaning and gasping against me. As soon as I set her down on the bed, she wriggled out of her leggings and top, and tore off her underwear. Then I stripped. When I was naked, she looked up at me, eyes wide.
“You look like you did when we met, right out of the Marines. So fucking hot.”
I took her. I used every part of her body roughly and callously. She loved every minute of it, moaning and begging for my dick. I drove her into orgasm after orgasm, and if it wasn’t quite like on Taitala, my connection to the Crimson Star meant I could still feel what I was doing to her and draw some energy from it to sustain myself. I had her moan all her grievances with Richard into the pillow as I pounded her perfectly waxed vagina from behind, and she came so hard her legs were still shaking a minute later. The night went on for so long she asked if I’d taken Viagra or something. I just told her, “Or something.”
When I had about enough, having lost count of her orgasms, I lay back flat on the bed, trying to catch my breath. She flopped over onto my chest, breathing raggedly.
“God. I forgot what it’s like when I really get you going. But you’re different.”
“I know.”
She cuddled with me, reaching down to stroke my continuing erection. “Do you need your thank-you note? Do you really have anything left?”
“Yeah. Go for it.”
So I ended the evening laying back in a plush chair in my bedroom, a beer in one hand and Jacqueline’s head in the other, feeling her bobbing and sucking and fluttering her tongue over me. I pushed her head all the way down when I came, and she let me, sucking and swallowing as I spurted down her throat.
Afterward, she stayed down there as she always did, kissing and sucking until I was soft.
“I can’t leave Richard,” she said a few minutes later. She didn’t finish the sentence, but I knew how it ended: because I need his money.
“It’s okay. I don’t want you to.”
I knew that, as submissive as she’d been with me tonight, that wouldn’t last. She was already thinking up ways to leverage it against me, and Richard. Jacqueline craved excitement, and what could be more exciting than risking your new marriage by sneaking around with your ex? And once she started to feel like she had her hooks in me again, she’d use them. If I stayed, I would pay for what had just happened.
I’d been through it all before, and I had no intention of doing it again. Tonight had been closure, no more.
I looked over at the clock beside my bed. “It’s two a.m.,” I said. “You should really get home.”
She nodded, standing. I watched as she got dressed, then I walked her out.
“Call me?” she asked as she lingered in the hallway.
I grunted noncommittally and shut the door.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, I drove the kids back up the mountain. I had to carry Hunter most of the way, but Cassie climbed with me, eager and excited. Though I’d been able to sense it the whole time, I was relieved to find the wormhole still in place when we got to the cave. The glow-sphere had worked.
I gave Cassie a flashlight and lowered them down. Then I joined them, taking the ropes down after me. Cassie was a bit scared at first, until we reached the wormhole. On the other side, I could see the crystal circle in Phan-garad, where I’d tethered that end. I bent to pick up the glow-sphere.
My hand stopped an inch away from it. The wormhole was still open. What if picking up the glow-sphere, what if even moving it, caused it to collapse?
I couldn’t take the chance. I stared down at the little glowing ball of crystal, wondering if it even mattered.
“Is that Taitala, Daddy?” Cassie asked in amazement.
“Yeah, honey. Let’s go.”
And we went through.
Because you see, there were no perfect solutions here. It was as binary a choice as they came. I wasn’t staying on Earth. There was just no way I could do that. I would be abandoning all sorts of responsibilities, not to mention several dozen children – let alone all the girls. There was simply nothing that could ever justify doing that.
So I could only do one of two things. Leave Cassie and Hunter with Jacqueline, truly understanding now the endless emotional abuse she had subjected us to. Knowing what their lives would be like with her, in my absence. Who they would grow up to be.
Or I could take them to Taitala.
I chose the latter. And I would accept whatever judgment came my way because of it.




Chapter 19

I returned to the people and world I loved. And everyone I loved was here now.
Ayarala had held down the fort in my absence, giving the rest of them the story I’d worked up about needing to meditate around the Crimson Star. But when I walked in with Cassie and Hunter, I had some explaining to do.
Merindra and Narilora were nearly as angry with me as Jacqueline had been, though their anger rapidly shifted to relief that it had all worked out. They just made me swear to never, ever take such a risk again. I introduced my kids, and they took to my wives immediately. Soon everyone was laughing and hugging and celebrating.
When things began to calm down hours later, Loreloo approached me.
“Will, my tsulygoi, I have two things I need to tell you.”
“I’m pretty sure I know what one of them is.”
She smiled up at me. “Yes, I suppose you do. They told me you can tell. How long have you known?”
“The day we went to the elders’ meeting.”
She took an unsure half-step toward me. I closed the rest of the distance and hugged her. After a moment, she hugged me back.
“You told them you have six cunelo wives with child who wish to stay with you,” she said after a moment. “I wondered about that, because I had counted five. You meant me as well, didn’t you?”
“Guess I was assuming a few things.”
“No. The other . . .” She laughed. “. . . the other bunny-girls need me here.”
“All right. Good. What was the second thing?”
She withdrew from my arms. “The elders have chosen a new clan leader.”
“And?”
“I don’t believe you would know her, but I do. Her name is Racerak. She is a friend, and more importantly, she feels the same way I do about you.” Then she laughed to herself again. “Well, I suppose not entirely the same, not now. I mean she agrees completely with our arrangements. I spoke to her about this and confirmed it.”
“So nothing is going to change?”
She shook her head. “As far as I can tell, no.”
“What happened with Horasa and Meellin?”
“They left the elders’ meeting in a great fuss as soon as they began discussing the attack on your house. I was not there, but as I was told, they declared that the other elders had no right to sit in judgment of them and that they would keep their own counsel about you.”
“So they were behind it?”
“That was the consensus of the elders, though who knows? But Horasa and Meellin have disappeared.”
I groaned. “Great.”
“I do not believe they will do anything but fume in private. They do not have the strength to move against you anymore, not with Moshera gone. But I suppose we should take care.”
◆◆◆
 
As much as it pained me to do so, I finally had to let Missok know what had happened with the kaliman. There was every reason to believe they would find out what we had done at the Crimson Star. I had to assume that Sheedlyn got back to the city and told them everything, from her point of view, of course.
Not only did they no longer have a male in their city – because I had killed him, or so they thought – I had also stopped their allies from giving them a new one. It was safe to assume they were not too happy about that.
Missok didn’t take it well, to say the least. A couple of hours after she left the house, I was summoned to a meeting of the clan leaders. After making sure my kids were okay – they were playing with Lorelat and Eladra and seemed just fine with it – I asked Girasani to be my second.
The meeting was across the greenbelt at Missok’s compound. Her house was smaller and less ostentatious than those of the other leaders, or mine. It was a long rectangular building with neatly manicured grounds. I arrived behind Varycibe, who regarded me with respect.
“You have been quite busy, Will of Hawthorne.”
I laughed weakly. “That’s putting it mildly.”
“I can see why my granddaughter values her relationship with you so highly, though you continue to put her at risk of life and limb.”
“She wouldn’t have it any other way.”
She snorted. “I am well aware of that fact.”
I considered what Ayarala told me about the sorai clan succession. One day, I needed to talk to Merindra about it, but today was not that day.
The dwenda guards glared at me as we entered, in and around gawking at Girasani. We were shown into a meeting room on the first floor. Ceriniat and the others were already there, including Racerak, the new leader of the cunelo. She seemed about Loreloo’s age, but was considerably rounder and had short blonde hair. She greeted me politely as I came in.
“It is intriguing to meet you at last, Makalang,” she said. “Your relationship with our clan has certainly become quite nuanced, has it not?”
I laughed. “I suppose it has.”
“I look forward to working with you. Loreloo is a friend, and I do not intend to disturb her present situation, despite the most recent developments.”
I cocked an eyebrow at her. “You know?”
“She told me when she called to discuss my appointment. I am happy for her.” She laughed. “You work very quickly, it seems.”
I took my seat, and Girasani stood behind me. The rest of them settled in.
“You called this meeting, Missok,” Ceriniat said.
The dwenda leader stood. “I did. I wish to make you all aware of the situation the makalang has placed my clan in, and the damage he has done to us.”
She recounted the history of the dwenda schism and their long-held dream of finding and reuniting with the lost tribe. Then she repeated what I’d told her about the kaliman and everything that had happened on our trip over the mountain.
“Because of his actions, any chance we had for reconciliation is lost.”
I shook my head. “I can tell you, having been there in person, which you have not, that any chance of reconciliation was very slim to begin with. You can ask her if you don’t believe me.”
They all looked behind me at Girasani.
“My people do not see themselves as dwenda,” she said. “From our perspective, there is no reconciliation to attempt.”
“Because you know nothing about us!” Missok said. “We must have the chance to prove ourselves. But because of his actions, that will be nearly impossible!”
“I regret what happened,” I said. “But they allied themselves with a group that could have put this world at risk of extinction.”
I gave them as brief a summary of everything I’d learned about the makalang and the history of Taitala, and what the Gates of the Golden Staff had done to the Crimson Star.
“I will remind you as well what this group was,” I said, “and the things they have done. Any of you are welcome to review their records in as much detail as you wish, if there are doubts.”
“They had no way of knowing any of that!” Missok said.
“Sheedlyn was in the city. She forged this pact with the Triad. There is no way they could have spent any amount of time around her and not had some suspicions about who she really was. And even if they didn’t know before, they know now. They’re actively assisting the cult because they believe the relationship will be beneficial. As I told you, I saw what they were doing with my own eyes. I won’t apologize for trying to stop it.”
“This situation is certainly unfortunate,” Varycibe said, “but I believe the makalang’s actions were warranted. The kaliman have made their choices, and choices have consequences.”
“I agree,” Ceriniat said.
Missok slammed her hands down on the table.
“I apologize for the position this has placed you in,” I said. “But it was unavoidable from where I stand.”
“What exactly are you asking us to do here, Missok?” Racerak asked. “Because if it involves any punitive actions against the makalang, I cannot support that.”
“Nor I,” Varycibe said instantly.
“Or I,” Ceriniat said.
That was three votes in my favor. And though Uhagian had said nothing, I knew from Kisarat – the daughter of her cousin – that she was horrified at what the Gates of the Golden Staff had been doing.
Missok let out a cry of frustration. But then she composed herself. “Fine. But this is not the end of this.”
◆◆◆
 
The very next day, Ceriniat requested a meeting between the two of us. I brought Narilora as my second, along with Meridrian and three other linyang. Her guards showed us up to her meeting room in the crystal sphere on top of her house. They closed the doors behind me and Narilora, leaving us alone with Ceriniat and her second.
By human standards, Ceriniat looked to be in her sixties, though she was still lean and taut. As befit the leader of a mercenary group, she wore tactical clothes most of the time and kept her graying black hair back in a tight braid much as Narilora often did.
“Makalang,” she said, “We have certain things to discuss.”
“Your meeting request was rather vague.”
“That is because this is a matter of great sensitivity.” She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I have been informed that Narilora is carrying a male child. Is this true?”
I tried very hard not to react. It wasn’t my place to say anything here, and I was deeply unsure what to tell her. How had she learned about this? I’d kept it within my inner circle, but that didn’t preclude someone else from having overheard it. Fortunately for me, Narilora made the decision for me.
“Yes, I am, clan leader,” she said.
Ceriniat grumbled softly for a moment or two. “How long have you known?” she asked.
“That is a matter between me and my wife,” I replied. “Now that she has chosen to tell you, say whatever it is you have to say.”
“We all made an agreement that you would raise your own children. That agreement did not address male children, because none of us expected them to come. The last male born to the linyang was my son, eLia’gad, ten talons ago.”
“I am aware of that fact. But children are children. You agreed I would raise them.”
She stared at me fiercely. “You mean to do this thing?”
“I want no quarrel between us, Ceriniat. I value my close relationship with the linyang. It has been a major element in the successes I’ve had here.”
“And I am aware of that fact.”
“I’m willing to give you all the input you feel you need in our son’s upbringing. I’m not willing to hand him over to anyone.”
“Nor am I, clan leader,” Narilora said. “Anyone attempting to remove me and my son from our house will have to do so over my blade.”
Normally, seconds never spoke during these meetings, so what Narilora was doing here was a serious breach of decorum.
Ceriniat grumbled again. But she answered Narilora. “You are one of the finest warriors in our clan, and now one of the most accomplished. You are bright, resourceful, and extraordinarily brave, as well as being a rare beauty. Great things await you, if you are prepared to take them. You remind me very much of myself at your age.”
“I do not want to be clan leader,” Narilora said.
“Very often what we want and what we get are not the same, girl. Do not fear your potential. Some of us are born to greatness, others have it thrust onto them.”
I’ve heard that before, I thought. Shakespeare? Silas lived in Phan-garad, after all. Who knew what he’d told people about Earth?
Narilora was silent.
“All that may be true,” I said. “I would merely ask that you leave it to her and me to decide.”
Ceriniat stared at me for a few moments. “For now, I will.”
“But since you raised this issue, there’s something else I may as well tell you. The male children borne by my wives will be different from Taitalan males.”
I realized this not long after fixing Narilora’s child. Only Narilora and Asarane knew, but it was time to stop keeping it a secret.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, as a result of the changes I have made to correct Taitala’s gender imbalance, Narilora’s son will be linyang. A linyang male.”
Ceriniat’s jaw dropped. It was a while before she could say anything.
“How?” she finally asked.
“To be honest, I’m really not sure. I can only imagine the historic appearance of Taitalan males is tied up with their lack of vigor. I’ve corrected the latter with my children, and that may have changed the rest of it.”
Her eyes went unfocused. “A linyang male,” she said.
“Imagine what this means for your clan. All I ask is that we have primary responsibility for raising him.”
Ceriniat was, above all, very practical, and I could see the wheels turning in her head. “To the extent your offer of allowing us input into his education continues, I agree to this.”
“Thank you.”
“There are going to be others, aren’t there?” she asked.
“Yes. There is a talalong male on the way as well.”
She was startled. “Kisarat?”
“No. Another. She can say what she chooses when she wishes to.”
Ceriniat finally looked up at Narilora. “You do realize, girl, that any attempt to escape your greatness in our clan will be futile after this. Your name will be known twenty kumala-talons from now, long after mine has been forgotten.”
Narilora sighed. “I know.”
◆◆◆
 
After we got back, I checked in with Kisarat. She told me the council visitors to the house in Yama-Kana had grown increasingly insistent on talking to Sheedlyn, but that she and Asarane, with some help from several of my other wives, had finished moving all the records back to our house.
“There is little reason for us to be there now,” she said.
“Agreed. But I want to keep that place if we can. I don’t want that circle falling into someone else’s hands. And it’s useful as a place of operations in Yama-Kana if we need it.”
“There may be a way to resolve this,” she said. “If we can convince them that the cult has left and sold the house to someone else.”
“How do we do that?”
She smiled slyly. “I have enough of their records to forge a sale agreement.”
“Will that work?”
“I do not think it would work in Phan-garad. But things are rather chaotic in Yama-Kana, as you saw. Unless the way the city does business has changed significantly since I lived there, which I seriously doubt, we should be able to make it work.”
“Okay, let’s give it a shot.”
◆◆◆
 
That night, Mereceeree and Girasani came to me while I was in the office.
“We need to know what the kaliman and the cult are doing,” Mereceeree said.
“I’m not disagreeing with you,” I said, “but I’m a bit afraid of what you’re about to suggest.”
“You need someone there watching them,” Girasani said.
“Meaning you two?”
They looked at each other. I could see the sparks, the attraction, plain as day.
“There is no one more qualified among your wives,” Mereceeree said.
“And conveniently, it allows the two of you to spend some time alone together,” I said.
Girasani laughed softly, covering her mouth. She wasn’t capable of it, but Mereceeree came as close to blushing as I’d ever seen her do.
“We will return regularly with reports,” Mereceeree said. “Do not worry for your penis, my tsulygoi. I will not forget it.”
I laughed. “You’re right, of course. But I don’t want either of you taking any risks. None, do you understand? Whatever you learn is not worth more to me than your lives.”
Girasani leaned in and hugged me. “I wish to remain your wife, Will. Be assured I will do nothing to jeopardize that. And I will keep Mereceeree from doing anything foolish.”
Mereceeree smiled. “You will try, my awasa-late.”
“Okay,” I said. “Go. And good luck. Don’t be gone long.”




Chapter 20

Cassie and Hunter settled into my house and family easier than I expected. Hunter, being three, adapted quickly to any place that allowed him to run around freely and climb on things, and there was plenty of that in and around the house. The only thing he seemed to miss was television, and that passed quickly enough.
For Cassie, it was as if I’d given her permission to live permanently at Disneyland, which just happened to be her favorite place on Earth. She loved all my wives, loved the different clans, loved my house, and was thrilled that I could “do real magic” here. Walking back the day we arrived through Phan-garad, with its weird mix of fairy tale and science fiction, almost overwhelmed her.
Though she never quite came out and said it, I knew she loved something else – there was no fighting and screaming here. No one shouting at her and throwing things. No one whacking her hand with a wooden spoon for not eating all her vegetables, or threatening to burn all her favorite toys because she dropped a plate. In my house, everyone loved each other and was nice to each other.
From the very first, she bonded with Eladra and Lorelat, who adored her in turn, essentially adopting her as a little sister. She was soon following them around all day helping with the house. And one night as I put her to bed, she looked up at me expectantly.
“Daddy, can you give me bunny ears like Lorelat?”
It was such a ridiculous request that I just laughed and brushed her blonde locks back from her face as I kissed her goodnight.
“Sure, honey, some day. Not now.”
I figured it was just a phase, that she would soon forget about it. But she didn’t forget about it. Instead, she began pestering me about it regularly. Almost every night, she asked when she could have her bunny ears.
The idea was preposterous. I wasn’t going to do that to her. I would just have to ride this out. And yet, after a few sampars of begging, she started to get upset about it, and something occurred to me.
She was going to stay here. She would tell me now and then that she missed Jacqueline, but she never once asked to go back to Earth. Not once. Ever.
And I knew if she did stay, she was going to grow up a sort of freak – The Girl Who Wasn’t Anything. She would have no clan to belong to like all my other daughters would. I knew girls well enough to know that could become a problem one day. It was likely the root of her request in the first place.
Cassie was six, of course, too young to make a decision like that. Except, I knew I could put her back if I had to. I could see what I would have to do to make it happen, and it was something I could undo. It wasn’t all that different from what I’d done to myself. And if I did do it, she might barely remember when she got older.
One night, I sat her down in her room. “Honey, about the bunny ears. Are you really sure you understand what you’re asking?”
“I want to be cunelo,” she said firmly. “Like Lorelat and Eladra.”
“That means you won’t be human anymore. It would be hard to go back to Earth.”
“I don’t want to go back to Earth. I like it here.”
“You’d lose the ears on the side of your head and have a tail.”
She nodded eagerly. “That’s what I want.”
After I put her to bed, I went to find Eladra and Lorelat. They were with Loreloo and the other bunny-girls in the common room on the third floor that had become the bunny-girl hangout, where they and my other cunelo wives congregated at night to sit and socialize. I knew from having been to Eladra’s village and meeting her mother that this was just a thing the cunelo did. They were a communal clan and that continued after becoming wives.
Of course, as soon as I walked in, the younger ones all exclaimed “Bunny-daddy!” and jumped up to hug me. I returned the hugs for a few moments, enjoying all the plump breasts pressing against me, before getting Eladra and Lorelat’s attention.
“I need to talk to you two.”
“Just talk?” Lorelat said, grinning.
“Yes, actually.”
I extricated myself from the group hug and took them up to the office. We sat down on one of the couches.
“It’s about Cassie.”
They looked at each other.
“She wants to be cunelo,” Eladra said.
“I know. Which, I hope you understand, is not a small thing.”
“Of course,” Lorelat said. “It isn’t something I would have thought was even possible before you came along.”
“But we love her, Will,” Eladra said.
“We love her to death,” Lorelat said. “She’s up there every night with the rest of us. We all love her. You know that.”
“She’s your daughter, and it’s your decision,” Eladra said. “But I have to tell you, Will, she feels cunelo to me, if that makes any sense. She just . . . gets it.”
“I agree,” Lorelat said. “I feel the same thing from her.”
“It would be a transition,” I said.
“We would take care of her,” Eladra said. “And I can’t speak for any of the others, but . . . I would love to her have as a big sister to our child. A real sister.”
“Yes. Me too,” Lorelat said. “We’ll do what it takes to make it work, to help her adjust and be part of the clan. Eladra and I have talked a lot about this, actually.”
She glanced at Eladra. Eladra nodded quickly.
“And Will,” Lorelat went on, “the thing is, she doesn’t have a mother anymore, now that she’s here. You know what I’ve told you, about what I want out of my life. If you do this, and it’s okay with you, I could, you know, if it works for her, kind of take over that . . .”
I stared down at my hands. “Let me think about this.”
But I knew the decision I’d made.
We had to go down to the Crimson Star to do it. Any doubts I had vanished when we got back to the house and I saw the three of them come together in a big squealing hug. Thereafter, I found her with the other bunny-girls in their third-floor slumber party every single night when it was time for bed. She was perfectly happy, and she never looked back.
◆◆◆
 
I hadn’t forgotten the kaliman or the Gates of the Golden Staff. Mereceeree and Girasani returned regularly as they promised, reporting events in the cavern. They had little trouble staying hidden and spying on things during the night. Sheedlyn’s defeat and the loss of the kaliman unit had been noted, as had the collapse of the tunnel down to the Crimson Star. Just as Asarane predicted, it flooded a long way up the mountain. There was a great deal of concern and anger over all of it.
Sheedlyn and the Triad were arguing at length about what to do. They were still unable to create any new basayangs, but it seemed like they were making slow progress. The loss of the only kaliman male was driving tension in the city to the breaking point. There were no signs of unrest yet, but Girasani was convinced it was only a matter of time. I asked if they had heard anything about Yama-Kana or Silas’s house, but they had not.
After several sampars, I was unsure whether to let them continue. Their operation was a risk, and it was no longer clear to me that the kaliman represented a real threat to me, or Phan-garad.
◆◆◆
 
I was in the fifth-floor garden watching the sunset one night when Ayarala and Merindra appeared. I’d had one of the big lounge beds from the third-floor pool area brought up here a while back so I could relax and enjoy the view when I felt like it.
The two of them sat down on the bed. They’d changed into the filmy little wraps they usually wore in the evenings, the ones that left them nearly nude. Merindra had a bottle of malvina and Ayarala had three glasses. She passed them out and Merindra poured the booze. Then they cuddled up on either side of me.
“What’s the occasion?” I asked.
“Does there need to be one?” Merindra asked.
“I guess not. What’s everyone up to tonight?”
“Kisarat and Asarane are working in the archives,” Ayarala said. “Eladra and Lorelat are down with the others. Mereceeree and Girasani have not come back yet. Narilora is working out. So we thought we would see what you were doing.”
I just lay there holding them, gently scratching Merindra’s ears as they slowly played with each other’s fingers on my stomach. I could feel the love and relief in Ayarala that I had come back safely, along with the fierce devotion in Merindra, the feeling of our having faced death together repeatedly and prevailed.
I turned back toward the sky and took a sip. It was a warm night, and the sunset was even more colorful than usual, with scattered clouds catching the sun as it went down.
“I used to sit up here and wonder about the sunsets on Taitala. They’re so much more purple than they are on Earth. Now I know why, and it’s not the same.”
“The sunsets are the same, Will,” Ayarala said. “It is only you that has changed.”
“You’ve changed Taitala, and it’s changed you,” Merindra said.
“You are not same as that day we met,” Ayarala said,” the night we mated for the first time. You are so much stronger and better a person now.”
I pulled them to me and kissed Ayarala, then Merindra. “I used to think I knew what love was. What it meant for you, and the person you loved. I didn’t. I do now, and it’s not the same either.”
“That’s good,” Merindra said. “Rest assured, if Jacqueline ever crosses my path, she will not draw another breath.”
I laughed softly, shaking my head. “That won’t be necessary. I’ve done worse to her than you ever could.”
Ayarala sat up and took my head in her hands. “Cassie and Hunter are happy here. They do not wish to go back, and I do not wish them to go.”
Merindra sat up as well. “None of us do,” she said. “They are part of our family.”
I hugged them again. “If the rest of them are busy, how about the three of us find something to do?”
They laughed.
“Lead me, my tsulygoi,” Merindra said.
I opened their wraps and gently played with them for a minute as they sat in front of me. As much as I loved Merindra’s breasts, Ayarala’s were very nice too, firm and smooth with wonderful little nipples.
“Should we go down to bed?” Ayarala asked.
I smiled, looking at the two of them. “I kind of like the view up here, to be honest.”
That was when I saw Yisaraq coming toward us from the stairwell.
“What’s up?”
“Am I interrupting you?” she asked.
I paused. I could see something in her eyes I didn’t like. “No. You’re as much my wife as the rest of them, Yisaraq. What’s going on?”
“I just came from my sister’s. She insisted again that I leave you and return to the clan. I refused. I promised to remain with you, and I will. But there is something else you need to know.”
“What?”
“She is leading an expedition to find the kaliman. She means to make contact with them and attempt a reconciliation.”
My stomach sank. “After everything I told her?”
“She refuses to believe the worst of it. She is blinded by her dream of reuniting our clan.”
Ayarala squeezed my arm in distress. “This cannot work, can it, Will?”
“No. The kaliman have no interest in a reconciliation. They don’t see themselves as dwenda at all. They hate the dwenda with a passion. And if Missok’s expedition actually finds them, it’s going to be a bloodbath. We have to stop this.”
“That is the problem, my tsulygoi,” Yisaraq said. “They have already left.”
◆◆◆
 
The story continues in The Ebony Void: The Makalang Book 5




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 clan leader of the linyang.
Cunelo – (coo-NAY-lo) one of the Taitalan races. They have rabbit-like ears and tails.
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.
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.
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-e-LOO) the clan leader of the cunelo, later succeeded.
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.
Sampar – (SAM-par) a period of time equal to ten days.
Sepabo – (SEH-pah-bow) a Taitalan sport combining elements of soccer and rugby.
Sorai – (SO-rye) one of the Taitalan races. They have fox-like ears and tails.
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 living in Yama-Kana.
Varycibe – (vary-SEE-bee) the clan leader of the sorai.
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