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  At long last, Will Hawthorne has corrected the genetic conflicts that had doomed Taitala to extinction. But all is not well on his adopted world, as the leader of the dwenda is determined to track down the elusive kaliman and attempt a reconciliation. Meanwhile, a heavily armed force of kaliman is marching on the city of Yama-Kana, led by none other than Sheedlyn, the leader of the Gates of the Golden Staff.


  Hoping to avoid a bloodbath, Will and his wives travel to Yama-Kana, where they discover that the cult may not have been eradicated from the city as thoroughly as he thought. As the dark clues pile up, the group comes in conflict with an old enemy who is determined to conceal her role in aiding them.


  With time running out, Will must race to expose the secrets and prepare the city for the arrival of the kaliman in time to prevent a slaughter.


  The Ebony Void is the fifth book in the Makalang series and contains explicit adult scenes and graphic violence.
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    Chapter 1


  


  The technology on my adopted world lagged behind Earth in a lot of ways.


  Lacking significant deposits of metal, Taitala had no firearms, electric motors, or internal combustion engines. They fought with crystalline swords and crossbows. They had no internet or television, and they were mostly still using the equivalent of horse-drawn carriages to get around.


  But there were also areas where Taitala was far ahead.


  They had solar panels that put to shame anything scientists on Earth had ever dreamed of, and crystalline batteries that held enough energy to power entire buildings for days. They had portable lasers that could bore through solid rock. They had smartphones that linked into the planet’s gravitational resonance field so that there was no such thing as bad reception.


  Then there were the beds.


  Don’t ask me how they got to this point, or why they devoted so much more R&D to the subject here. But I slept far better since arriving on Taitala than I ever had on Earth.


  Lacking metal for springs, they never developed the sorts of mattresses we had back home. Instead, having far more advanced plastic and fiber technology, Taitala had invented something akin to memory foam that alone was almost enough to keep me from ever wanting to go back to Earth. It provided perfect support while also maintaining an ideal body temperature – it kept you cool when you were hot, and warm when you were cold.


  Being able to sleep well was important when I shared my bed with seven extremely hot girls who needed regular attention.


  When I took the house I lived in from its previous occupant, a Taitalan male named aJia’jara, I was naturally not terribly interested in using his bed. So I procured a replacement as soon as I could, but I wasn’t very long before I grew dissatisfied with it.


  Unlike Earth, with its almost universally rectangular mattresses, Taitala had all sorts of beds in a variety of shapes, many of them far larger than Earth beds. The reason for that was that each clan had different sleeping habits. The talalong, for example, slept curled up like serpents, and preferred round beds for that reason. The cunelo slept like rabbits in a burrow, and preferred large, square beds onto which they could pile themselves together in a big heap. The linyang and sorai had their own styles, while the dwenda had sleeping habits closest to those of Earth.


  So I initially got a long rectangular bed simply because that was what I was used to. But I soon realized that it forced us to sleep in a long row, with me in the center of my wives, and that meant I was, at best, sleeping between two of them. And that just didn’t seem right.


  In time, I decided I didn’t care for that arrangement.  I wanted to try something else, and after discussing it with the girls, I ultimately settled on a circular bed that was about twelve feet across, the largest I could find. That allowed me to sleep in the center while my six or seven closest wives (nocturnal Mereceeree came and went from my bed as she pleased) slept around me like Jupiter and its many moons. I wasn’t separated from any of them, and there was more than enough room for them to cuddle up to various parts of my body, or each other, or alone, as they preferred.


  With all the extra space this provided, I found that they and I tended to migrate around the bed in our sleep. The wives I went to sleep next to were rarely the ones I woke up against. That was fine with me, and them.


  So when I awoke that morning pressed between two luscious, nubile bodies, spooning with one and the other against my back, it took me a little while to realize who was on either side of me.


  The soft, silky ears against my face, plump breasts in my hand, and soft butt against my groin meant I had cuddled up against Eladra. Meanwhile, the firm breasts against my back and fluffy tail over my legs meant Merindra was behind me.


  There might not have been a better way to wake up.


  I loved all my wives, and I loved them equally – if in different ways and for different reasons – but Eladra and Merindra had my two favorite bodies.


  Even with her fox-like ears and tail, Merindra would have been working as a lingerie or fitness model within ten minutes of arriving on Earth. Every inch of her was lean, defined, and toned, because she’d been training for combat since she could walk. But she’d also been blessed with firm, perfectly teardrop-shaped breasts that I never got tired of playing with.


  Eladra was different. She was fit enough in her own way, but unlike Merindra, she was all curves and soft, silky flesh I could get lost in without even trying. She had some of the most wonderful breasts I’d ever encountered, which, as firm as they were, still overflowed my hands.


  They were both now about five months pregnant, but you wouldn’t know it from looking at them. And that was another weird thing about Taitala, though it had taken me until fairly recently to realize it.


  I had assumed, naturally enough, that the gestation period for Taitalan females was about the same as for human women on Earth. I’d been through two pregnancies with Jacqueline and knew how it worked. So when, a few sampars ago, I began to wonder when my first group of wives would start going through the same changes she had, I mentioned it to Ayarala. That was when I learned another big difference between Earth and my adopted world.


  Pregnancies here tended to last a lot longer, and exactly how long varied between females. Just as Taitalan females could make themselves fertile, they also had some control over the pace and duration of their pregnancies. Typically, gestation took about a talon – roughly two Earth years – and if the circumstances were such that giving birth wasn’t ideal or desired at a certain point in time, a Taitalan female could hold things off even longer.


  Which, given all the travel and combat and general uncertainty that had been going on, was exactly what most of my favorite wives had been doing. I was mildly shocked at this revelation until I vaguely remembered that there were animals on Earth that could do the same thing. So maybe that was the explanation.


  Eladra finally rolled back against me, wanting to face me, and her movements pushed me against Merindra, who woke up in turn as I rolled onto my back. The two of them cuddled closer to me as I put my arms around them.


  I felt Merindra’s hand sliding down to envelop my lingering erection. She’d always had a thing for morning sex, and I could tell what was coming. But for now, she was still half-asleep and contented herself with holding me.


  “Are you going to leave again?” Eladra asked softly.


  “I really, really hope not. Believe me, the last thing I want to do is chase down Missok and her idiotic expedition.”


  I felt Merindra’s hand tighten around me, but she said nothing.


  “Why is it your responsibility?” Eladra asked.


  “It’s not.”


  “So?”


  “The other clan leaders won’t do anything. If they find the kaliman, it’s not going to end well.”


  Merindra began stroking me very slowly and gently.


  I sat up a bit and looked around us. The bed was otherwise empty. Mereceeree and Girasani were still spying on the kaliman and likely wouldn’t be back for a few more days. Ayarala, my awasa-lina, or mother-wife, was in charge of the house and usually got up early to check on things. Narilora liked to work out with the other linyang in the morning and didn’t sleep in much either. Kisarat sometimes slept late with me and sometimes didn’t, but she wasn’t here now.


  “It will be sampars before they find anything, Will,” Merindra said.


  “I know.”


  “You’ve done so much for everyone,” she said.


  “Exactly. I’d like some time to just enjoy my family and not have to worry about getting any of you killed.”


  Merindra usually reacted badly to any concerns about putting her at risk, but this time she just pulled herself closer to me. That might have been because she’d suffered a compound fracture of her femur in our last battle with the Gates of the Golden Staff, which I’d had to stitch back together. I wasn’t going to forget her agonized screams of pain for a long time, and I suspected she wouldn’t either.


  Eladra’s hand joined Merindra’s, and my bunny-girl laughed softly against my neck when she found a hand there already.


  “I see you have the same idea, awasa-late.”


  Merindra laughed with her. The two of them played with me together and gently kissed my neck as I held them. I kissed one, then the other. Merindra pulled away from me and kissed her way down my chest. Eladra joined her a moment later.


  The two of them used their mouths on me, alternately and together, for several minutes. I just lay there and enjoyed the feel of their lips and tongues licking and fluttering and sucking on me. Eladra took me all the way down her throat, then withdrew to let Merindra do the same thing.


  I stood it as long as I could before pulling their hips up to me, pulling their thighs over my chest. I licked at both of them in turn, back and forth, sucking on one of them while pleasuring the other with my fingers.


  When I couldn’t take it any longer, I sat up, reversing Merindra and rolling her over onto Eladra. They wrapped their arms around each other’s butts and dove in. I climbed behind Merindra, lifted her tail, and entered her as Eladra licked up at us, guiding me in with her tongue. I held Merindra’s hips and pounded her firm butt until she began to shake and I felt her contracting strongly around me. She let out a low growl as she came.


  I rolled them over and moved around behind Eladra. Merindra plunged her tongue into her awasa-late, opening the way for me. I buried myself in my bunny-girl’s wonderful tightness, feeling her soft butt pressing against my groin. Then I began pounding her as I’d done to Merindra. In a minute or two, she cried out and I felt the rhythmic spasms of her orgasm as Merindra finished her off from underneath.


  I wanted Merindra again. They rolled over once more, and I entered my fox-girl’s wetness a second time. Eladra pulled herself up to suck on my balls, and that was about all I could take. As Merindra shook around me again, I exploded deeply inside her, pounding her butt until every drop was out.


  I fell back, but they weren’t done with each other. I watched as Eladra cleaned up what I’d left behind until Merindra drove her into another orgasm.


  They rejoined me when they’d caught their breath. I pulled them close to me on either side as their hands slid down again, finding me still hard.


  “I don’t think you’re done, Will,” Merindra said.


  I laughed softly. “You guys decide.”


  They did, sliding down. The two of them worked on me together as they had before. Then Eladra climbed on top, taking me inside her, and began slapping her hips against me. In another few minutes I really was done.


  ◆◆◆


   


  The girls went to bathe. I pulled on some pants, got some massit, and went looking for Ayarala. I found her down on the first floor talking with a few of the cunelo servants. By Earth reckoning, Ayarala was maybe twenty-three or twenty-four, but she’d taken to her role as manager of my personal and household affairs on Taitala with a passion. I rarely had to ask her to take care of something twice, and usually not even once. She’d developed a keen sense about what I wanted and needed, often before I realized it myself.


  I let her conclude the discussion before getting her attention.


  She came over and gave me a quick kiss. “Good morning, my tsulygoi. I assume from the absence of her morning meeting that Eladra has delayed you.”


  I laughed. Eladra was in charge of wife management, essentially making her my HR director, but she took a much more laid-back approach to things than Ayarala did. “Yeah, you could say that.”


  “Is there anything you need, Will?”


  “How’s the house? Everything okay?”


  “I was just reminding them about how you combined the guards and your wives. I’ve noticed occasionally that they do not give the guards’ rooms the same attention as some of the others.”


  “I hadn’t noticed.”


  She smiled. “I am glad to hear it. I do not want you to notice things like that.”


  I laughed again.


  “Hunter is with Therani, and Cassie is with Lorelat,” she went on. “Both are fine.”


  “Okay. I’ll go check in with them in a bit. I wanted to ask if you’d heard anything else from your clan about Missok’s expedition.”


  Her pleasant mood dropped a few notches. “Nothing more than I told you a few days ago. I can ask again, if you want. As far as I know, they are still in Yama-Kana preparing for the trip into the wilderness. It is not going well, apparently.”


  “Yeah, check again if you can.”


  “I will.”


  I kissed her and let her get back to work.


  I found Therani on the third floor playing with Hunter in one of the sitting rooms. She, like Kisarat, had been a student at the university in Phan-garad. She’d been studying something roughly equivalent to elementary school education when the talalong clan leader selected her to mate with me, after I’d been captured by aJia’jara. Like Merindra and Lorelat, who were in that same first group, she stuck around afterward. She and Kisarat had since become good friends.


  So when I returned from Earth with my kids, Therani had volunteered to help take care of Hunter and teach him and Cassie what they needed to know here. She had emerald hair like Kisarat’s and a similar build beyond being somewhat on the busty side for a talalong.


  “Hey, guys.”


  Hunter came running over, and I picked him up.


  “Good morning, Will,” Therani said.


  “How’s it going up here?”


  “We were playing until Cassie gets done with Lorelat. Then we’ll work more on their Taitalan.”


  I discovered to my surprise that whether through some connection to me or the passage through the wormhole, Cassie and Hunter were able to communicate here just as easily as I could. But I still wanted them to learn the language as I was trying to do.


  “I really appreciate all your help with this.”


  She smiled. “Of course, my tsulygoi. I love working with them.”


  “I expect it’s going to get pretty busy around here within a talon or two. When you start needing help, let me know.”


  Therani smiled. “It is what I wished to do with my life. I love children, even ones from other planets.”


  I laughed. “Good.”


  Just then, Cassie came in with Lorelat. She ran over and hugged Therani.


  “How are you this morning, Cassie?” Therani asked.


  Cassie paused and concentrated for a moment, bunny ears going up to points. “I am going to have thirty-two baby sisters and two baby brothers.”


  I cocked an eyebrow at her, because she’d said it in fairly good Taitalan. Cassie had already made more progress in four sampars than I had in four months.


  Therani hugged her again. “Very good!”


  “Did you hear me, Daddy?”


  “I did. Very good, honey.”


  The three of them went off together, leaving me with Lorelat.


  “Was she counting them up this morning?” I asked.


  Lorelat laughed in that intensely sexy-cute way she had. “Of course.”


  Lorelat wasn’t one of my inner circle of seven, but along with Asarane she was still one of my favorite wives outside that group. She had wonderful caramel-colored blondish-brown hair, and as a cunelo like Eladra, she also had a body like a bikini model. Since she was in charge of “new wife orientation” as I’d come to think of it, I got to enjoy that body on a regular basis.


  “What’s on the schedule for today?” I asked.


  “Believe it or not, you’re all caught up. No one new.”


  “Huh. I guess we’ve been pretty busy lately.”


  She smiled, bunny ears twitching at me. “I have some free time now, if you were expecting something . . .”


  I laughed. “I just left Eladra and Merindra a few minutes ago. But I wanted to talk to you about all that.”


  I led her out onto the balcony overlooking the greenbelt, where the Makalang Festival was spread out over the field in front of us. Things had stabilized at about two thousand girls, and we were picking about five or six of them every sampar. Since most of the new wives went back to their clans after mating and getting pregnant, we now had a pretty regular cycle going.


  I initially wanted to keep all the pregnant ones and raise the children here, but it quickly became clear that just wasn’t realistic. There were simply too many of them. So I agreed to let those who wanted to leave go home. And most of them had. Altogether, over the roughly five months I’d been living in Phan-garad, only about twenty-five had elected to stay with me permanently – the core seven, plus Asarane, Lorelat, Therani, Sherala, Yisaraq, Loreloo, and about ten or twelve others. Add that to the guards I’d mated with, who were now essentially wives as well, and that was where Cassie’s baby count had come from.


  “What about it?” Lorelat asked.


  “I was just thinking, now that things have settled down and I’ve been able to focus on what we need to do here. There are a lot of girls out there who hope to be picked but probably feel like they don’t really have a chance, and that doesn’t seem fair to me. I think it’s okay to broaden the standards. They don’t all need to look like you and Merindra. Pretty and quirky is fine.”


  She laughed. “More girls like Asarane, you mean.”


  “Ah, I didn’t want to put it like that, exactly.”


  Lorelat and Asarane were an item and clearly very stuck on each other. “No, it’s fine,” she said. “That’s what I love about her. She’s not like other girls.”


  That was putting it mildly, for a lot of reasons. “Okay, well that’s the basic idea,” I said.


  She pecked me on the cheek. “Consider it done, Bunny-daddy.”


  “So how’s it going with Cassie?” I asked.


  One thing I hadn’t entirely anticipated about granting Cassie’s request to make her cunelo was how my cunelo wives would deal with it. I knew Lorelat and Eladra had bonded with her and supported the idea, but I hadn’t thought much beyond that. But something else also happened.


  All of my cunelo wives welcomed Cassie as a member of their clan, but having done that, they now viewed her as they would any other cunelo child. That meant, of course, because of how communal the cunelo were about everything, that they immediately formed a close family group around her – a group, led by Loreloo, that now viewed itself as the custodian of a cunelo girl without a birth mother. Cassie loved it, but the speed with which it happened surprised me.


  Lorelat smiled. “It’s wonderful. I love her so much. I’m so happy with how it’s worked out.”


  I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I appreciate you taking this on. You think she’s doing okay?”


  “She needs a mother, Will. And yes. Some of things she’s told us about Jaqueline . . . ” She shuddered. “I feel so bad. But she seems so much happier now.”


  I knew enough by this point to know that a cunelo mother who behaved like Jacqueline did would have had her child taken away by the elders in short order. So my cunelo wives fully understood and supported what I’d done in taking Cassie and Hunter away from her.


  There was even a word for it – kelanga. Though it literally meant something like “bereft,” the connotations were about as bad as they got. To be kelanga was to be someone who had been blessed with a thing few Taitalan females ever enjoyed, only to have thrown it all away. It was hard to come up with an accurate Earth analogy for it, but if you imagined someone who won the lottery, then deliberately set all their money on fire, that would come close.


  “There was a reason I brought her and Hunter here,” I told her.


  Lorelat pecked me on the cheek again. “I know. And I’m glad you did.”


  




  

    Chapter 2


  


  Since the battle at the Crimson Star and finally correcting my connection to Taitala so that my male progeny would avoid the degeneracy of other Taitalan males, I’d been trying to take a few minutes every day to appreciate how fortunate I was now. I’d gone from being a lonely single dad with a job I didn’t care about, and no one in my life except a toxic ex-wife who was still playing head games with me, to being the savior of an entire world.


  I had my kids here safely away from Jacqueline. I had a very large and very nice house, and more than enough money to do whatever I felt like doing. My connection to Taitala gave me some pretty impressive abilities. I had the love and affection of a whole bunch of amazing, beautiful females, even if they were a collection of alien races. And if all that were not enough, I had a steady stream of hot alien girls coming to the house wanting to mate with me.


  Life wasn’t perfect, but I had precious little to complain about.


  Still, there were some concerns.


  I had enemies among the cunelo, a pair of elders who objected to my bunny-girl wives remaining with me after becoming pregnant. They were responsible for a bloody assault on my house that had killed three of my wives. Fortunately, they’d since gone into hiding and didn’t seem like they posed much of a threat.


  Sheedlyn, the former leader of the Gates of the Golden Staff, was still out there and still presumably wanted me dead. The issue of Missok and the kaliman would be considerably less of a problem were she not mixed up with it.


  My captain of the guards Meridrian and I had kept up with the drilling and martial exercises, just to keep everyone sharp. Between the guards and the wives with combat training, I could now field about thirty fighters with a first-rate set of weapons, armor, and equipment, all of whom were now battle-hardened and used to fighting together as a unit. They were an even mix of linyang and sorai plus a few cunelo, the latter comprising Eladra and the former clanguard Loreloo brought with her when she was deposed as clan leader.


  They weren’t a Marine Raider platoon, but for Taitala, a world that hadn’t seen a real war in about forty talons, they were a force to be reckoned with. After what they had managed at the Crimson Star – wiping out a numerically superior force with only a few injuries and no KIAs – I was confident Sheedlyn was not likely to tangle with us again if she could help it.


  Mereceeree and Girasani had been watching things in the kaliman cavern and checking in with us over the tablets, but they hadn’t seen any trace of Sheedlyn. I pretty much knew that was because she had the same ability I had to shield herself from observation. I didn’t know what she was up to, and I didn’t like it.


  So, lacking clear targets to go after, I decided to do whatever we could to shore up our defenses and precautions. That meant locking down anything my enemies could use to get at us.


  The biggest of them – the Crimson Star – was now sealed up as tightly as I could manage. The main problem was the array of crystal circles the cult had used to get around. I’d seized or driven them away from all of them, but they were still accessible, and I knew that was a potential problem. Sheedlyn knew where they were, and she used them after we drove her out of Silas’s house.


  The circle I created near the Crimson Star didn’t need anything more. It was situated on a nondescript rock in a nondescript section of the forest several miles from the entrance to the cavern. Sheedlyn didn’t know where it was or where to look. She surely suspected I’d done something like that, but finding it would be another matter. Unless you were standing right over it, there was no way to even know it was there.


  The other circles were a different issue. Unless I secured them, Sheedlyn could very well appear without any warning in Phan-garad, or the house in Yama-Kama, along with who knew what else.


  So Kisarat and I had been working on a solution for the last few sampars.


  We started in Yama-Kama.


  Securing the circle in Silas’s house wasn’t too challenging, since it was already sealed off inside the basement storeroom. I had the wooden door to the room replaced with a much heavier crystal one, along with a security system to watch the circle and keep anyone from getting through the door. That took only a few days.


  But there was more to do to Silas’s house if I wanted to continue using it. As far as anyone in Yama-Kana knew, the building still belonged to the Gates of the Golden Staff. That had to be changed, and it was Kisarat who came up with the idea of forging a sales agreement using the documents we found in the cult’s archives.


  At first, I was deeply unsure about this proposition. Kisarat assured me that the Yama-Kana city government’s outward appearance of being in control of things was deceptive. In fact, it was far too handicapped by the general Yama-Kanan obsession with exalting passions above everything else to pay much attention to mundane matters like property deeds. For the most part, issues like that were left to the honor system or, when necessary, citizens settling things on their own through a duel.


  So we cooked up a bogus sale agreement, filed it, and no one objected.


  That taken care of, I hired a local firm to remodel the place, gutting all the cult’s furnishings and possessions and turning it into a house I would be comfortable living in when necessary. The top floor was a single large living area, and I retained that arrangement, ordering another giant circular bed and having the broken stained-glass window replaced. The second floor I converted into bedrooms with one comfortable sitting area, while the first floor would be the training, eating, and meeting areas. Finally, I had them create an entrance on the roof so the panikang could come and go without needing to use the front door. I eventually wanted to keep a detachment of fighters there, but for the moment, I didn’t have enough of them to feel comfortable splitting them up.


  The next issue was the panikang circle in Phan-garad. Securing that one was a bigger project, but we were now almost done with it. Kisarat had grown up in the city and understood how things worked here better than any of my other wives, but she was somewhat lacking in the contacts she needed to make sure the job ran smoothly. For that, I asked Loreloo for help, given her experience as clan leader. The two of them quickly got things moving.


  The panikang had created the circle many talons ago in an abandoned building to allow them to move back and forth quickly and easily between their mountain village and Phan-garad. After I claimed Mereceeree as a wife, she showed me where the circle was, and the panikang had not objected to my using it. The circle was on the second floor of the building, and to protect it from discovery, the panikang destroyed the stairwells and any other easy means of getting up there without being able to fly.


  Until I’d attacked the Gates of the Golden Staff, that was sufficient security. The cult and the panikang simply avoided each other.


  Now, it needed a lot more. After talking with Phareewee, Mereceeree’s mother and the clan leader of the panikang, she agreed to my idea. Since the building was abandoned, and Phan-garad was full of buildings no one wanted, claiming it was a matter of simply moving in. No one really cared.


  The building was located in an otherwise seriously run-down area of the city, though it wasn’t that far from the city center. The panikang had chosen it for that very reason. Though there was a lot of superficial damage and weathering, the bones of the building were still in good shape.


  I first hired a construction team to come in and repair the damage to the first-floor entrance and stairwells and get the solar panels and electrical systems working again. Given its location and condition, I encountered some deep confusion from the construction company when I contacted them – at least until I made clear I had my reasons for doing it and would pay whatever was necessary. After that, they did their jobs. I was the makalang, and Phan-garad had figured out by now that I did things differently.


  Once the major repairs were taken care of, I had another team install a first-rate security system to prevent anyone from getting in from the outside. Finally, I had another team – the same one that had built the gate securing the Crimson Star and the circle in Yama-Kana – create what amounted to a crystal safe around the circle.


  And so after I got done talking with Lorelat that morning, Kisarat, Asarane, and I went over to conduct a final assessment of the work and begin the last part of my project.


  Per my instructions, the construction firm had done nothing at all to restore the building’s exterior except to the extent it was necessary to secure the entrances. So we had to navigate a fair amount of refuse and random debris to get inside. The job supervisor, a middle-aged talalong, greeted us in the building lobby along with her assistant and one of the company managers.


  “Makalang. It’s good to see you and your wives again. I think you’ll be pleased when you see the last phase.”


  “All good?”


  “Yes. I checked over everything this morning.”


  The main entrance was sufficiently secured now. They bricked over all the original windows so the only way in from outside other than the front door was by flying in and landing on the roof, something only the panikang could manage. The interior was lit and powered by a new set of solar panels and a large battery.


  A single stairwell led up, and in the center of the otherwise empty floor was a huge crystal block surrounding the room with the crystal circle. The walls, floor, and ceiling around the circle were now six inches of fiber-reinforced ceramic composite, the most solid material I could buy – the same stuff I’d used to secure the other two sites.


  “See anything that concerns you?” I asked Asarane as we walked around.


  She had studied architecture and construction at the university, and while she hadn’t done much of it outside of blowing up a few buildings, she knew a lot more than I did.


  She shook her head. “No, they did a stellar job from what I can see. There’s a reason this cost so much.”


  The supervisor showed us how everything worked, and I set up the security on the safe. I would come back later to set up Mereceeree’s permissions so she could allow the other panikang to use it. I didn’t want to do that in front of the construction crew.


  There was a surveillance system here as well, but with the panikang coming and going, I didn’t intend to turn on the alerting function. I figured it would be simpler to let them watch the place.


  “It all looks great,” I told the manager and supervisor when we were done with the inspection. “Just what I had in mind here.”


  The manager nodded. She knew by now not to bother asking why I was doing all this. The crystal construction team knew about the circles and how they worked, since I’d had to use the circles to take them and everything else over to the cavern. I just hadn’t told them why all this security was necessary.


  “We very much appreciate your business, Makalang,” she said.


  “I’m sure you do.”


  They laughed politely. This project had actually made a slight dent in the fortune aJia’jara left me, but I didn’t care.


  When the construction folks left, I turned to Asarane. “One last thing to do now.”


  She dropped her backpack on the floor and drew out what looked like three large crystal necklaces. Each of them was composed of a dozen dark crystal blocks connected by thick crystalline cables. Laid out on the floor, they were about six feet across. Kisarat handed her a pouch, and Asarane opened it up. Inside were several dozen bright crystal cylinders the size and shape of Vienna sausages. She began screwing the cylinders into the blocks.


  Each of the necklaces was a specialized bomb Asarane and Briella had created. The crystal cylinders were the detonators, which Kisarat had been carrying for safety.


  I had secured the crystal circles I wanted to continue using, but there were three others created by the cult that I wanted gone. One was on top of the mountain above the panikang valley, and the other two were in ruined villages that the cult emptied of residents for their experiments into creating the basayangs. Sheedlyn used one of them to rejoin her cultists after we’d captured Silas’s house, and to prevent her from using them again, I intended to destroy them.


  At first, I didn’t see a way to do it without stranding myself in the middle of nowhere. I was stuck until I mentioned the dilemma one night at dinner, and Asarane – of course – suggested a bomb with a timer set to go off after we were safely back home. After working with Briella for a few days, they came up with a design that seemed like it would work.


  They first considered drilling holes around the circles to plant the explosives, but I was concerned about doing anything that might break the connection until we got back. Eventually they came up with the necklace idea. I didn’t need them to uproot the whole thing, just shatter the crystals that made up the circle.


  She stood up with one of the necklaces. “Okay, this one is ready.”


  We stepped into the circle. Both of us could use them, but for obvious reasons, I wanted her concentrating on the bomb.


  I saw the other circles. The three of them were still there, but nothing else. I knew that destroying them didn’t preclude Sheedlyn from making a new one, but having done it myself, I knew that was no simple matter.


  I took us up to the mountain laboratory. As Asarane set up the bomb, I looked around briefly. Nothing appeared to have changed since the last time we’d been there. The frozen, desiccated bodies of the cultists we’d killed still lay outside on the rocks.


  “Okay, it’s all set,” she said after a minute or so.


  I stepped back into the circle with her, and she set the timer. I pulled us back to Phan-garad. Kisarat tried to hide the apprehension in her eyes, somewhat unsuccessfully.


  “It’s good,” I said.


  We waited out the timer. Asarane and I went back into the circle. The one in the mountain no longer appeared to be there.


  “Looks like it worked.”


  “Yeah,” Asarane said, beaming with pride.


  We did the other two the same way. After we blew the third one, I went back in and spent a minute or two searching outward just to reassure myself there was nothing left.


  The cult circles were gone. I couldn’t sense any trace of them. But just as I was about to step out, I noticed something else. Something much fainter, something I hadn’t noticed because I wasn’t looking for it and it wasn’t quite the same thing. But once I saw it, I knew right away what it was.


  The wormhole to Earth was still open.


  I thought I’d closed it, but either I hadn’t done it right or I hadn’t finished the job. Or, perhaps, it had reopened on its own. As I stretched my perspective, I saw an almost infinitesimally thin thread of energy connecting Taitala and Earth. And very, very faintly, I saw the connection at the other end.


  It was the cave where I left the glow-sphere. I’d been afraid of doing anything to it for fear of collapsing the wormhole while I was still on Earth. I assumed the glow-sphere would eventually die on its own. But it hadn’t. In a sort of feedback loop, it was drawing on the connection to power itself, and the illumination from it was sustaining the connection.


  But did it matter?


  The likelihood of anyone finding that cave and then the wormhole seemed awfully slim. I knew I was surely being pursued on Earth for child abduction by now. The police would have found the rental car in the same lot where I left my car the first time. They would assume I had some kind of hideout in the woods and would be scouring the forest again. For all I knew, they had called in the FBI – what I’d done was straight-up kidnapping.


  Yet even so, it was hard to imagine them exploring the cave as part of their search. They would be looking for an RV, or a cabin, or a tent – some kind of actual shelter, not a ten-foot-deep hole in the ground from which it would be very difficult to climb out.


  “Will?” Kisarat asked.


  I pulled my attention back to Phan-garad. There was no point in telling them anything about this. Kisarat had been upset enough when I went back to Earth without telling anyone except Ayarala.


  “It’s nothing. I was just making sure. The circles are gone.” I hugged Asarane. “Good work, as always.”


  




  

    Chapter 3


  


  I was in the office later that afternoon when Meridrian stuck her head in the door.


  “Tsulygoi? We need you downstairs. There’s . . . something you need to come and see.”


  “What is it?”


  “We have some . . . I don’t know how to describe this. Some volunteers.”


  I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Volunteers? For what?”


  “To serve you. But not to mate. You should come down.”


  I got up from the desk. “Okay.”


  I followed her down to the first floor and out to the front courtyard, where I found four linyang waiting for us. Several of the guards were standing around them.


  When the four of them saw me, they all dropped to one knee. One of them spoke.


  “We wish to serve the makalang and Narilora, the mother of the first male linyang.”


  There were soft gasps around us. Meridrian knew, but no one else standing with us did.


  I weighed my response carefully. “What do you think you know?” I asked.


  “There are rumors within the Long Claw,” she replied. “Things that were spoken at a meeting between you and the clan leader.”


  I read their emotions for a few moments. They were completely sincere.


  “Only four people were at that meeting,” I said sternly. “I can’t think of anyone who would have repeated what was said, unless Ceriniat’s second violated the confidences she was trusted with. Are you accusing her of doing so?”


  The penalty for that, I knew, would have been severe. At least under normal circumstances, and that was assuming Ceriniat herself had not shared the information.


  The linyang’s voice broke. “I––I do not. Makalang, if we are mistaken, I apologize.”


  I looked at Meridrian. The expression on her face was just as carefully neutral as I expected it to be.


  No one said anything for several long moments.


  “Come with me,” I said finally.


  I went back inside. The linyang, Meridrian, and two of the guards followed me into one of the training rooms.


  “Get Narilora,” I said to the guards.


  “Yes, my tsulygoi,” they both said.


  We stood in silence for about a minute before Narilora returned with them.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  The four linyang dropped to their knees again as Narilora entered the room. I dismissed the guards, shut the door, and turned to the linyang. “Repeat what you said to me.”


  The one who had spoken to me did. I watched Narilora’s face transition from shock, to anger, then finally to acceptance.


  “This is your decision, pussy-cat,” I said finally. “Not mine.”


  She took a deep breath. “Why?” she asked them.


  “Wife of the makalang, if this is true, it is our duty to the clan. We must defend you.”


  Narilora turned to me and leaned into my chest. “What do I do?”


  “‘Some of us are born to greatness, others have it thrust onto them.’” It was what Ceriniat had told her at that meeting.


  After a moment or two, she nodded. Then she turned to the linyang. “I accept your service. You may tell others, as you choose. I will accept those who swear their loyalty to me and the makalang, on pain of death.”


  Four faces gradually went pale in amazement.


  “So it is true?” one of them asked.


  “It is.”


  The four linyang dropped their heads one by one. The one who had been speaking to us spoke up again.


  “We swear our loyalty to you and the makalang, on pain of death!”


  The three others repeated her oath.


  Narilora looked at me, then Meridrian.


  “We’ll make it work,” Meridrian said.


  “There will be others,” Narilora said. “A lot.”


  Meridrian nodded. “I know.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  Indeed there were, more than we had room for, in fact. After the second group showed up, I told Meridrian I was only interested in the most skilled and experienced fighters, ones with the temperament to integrate well into the training and fighting style we developed. She agreed even before I finished explaining what I wanted, and she assured me she would weed out any of them who were unsuitable.


  And once again, Meridrian validated my trust in her. She had instincts for assessing military bearing and fighting ability that rivaled a Marine gunnery sergeant. Over the next few days, she sent back about two-thirds of the linyang who arrived at the house. After word spread about her standards, the quality of volunteers shifted considerably, and most of them made the cut.


  I was careful to assess them myself as well, but I saw nothing of concern. Every single one of them was inspired by Narilora’s child and the chance to play a part in the history of their clan. And it soon became clear that they rivaled the existing group in fanaticism for my cause. They were basically ready to lay down their lives in the service of the mother and father of the first male linyang.


  Within a sampar, we were running out of space to put them. The only solution was moving some of them to the house in Yama-Kana, as I’d hoped to do anyway. I told Meridrian to start rotating guard duties between the two houses, now that we’d refurbished and redecorated Silas’s old house. Then I asked Ayarala to order another set of uniforms and gear for the new fighters.


  We had a large enough group now – almost fifty – that I realized we needed a cadre of non-commissioned officers to assist Meridrian. By the time I got around to mentioning it to her, she’d already come up with a list of candidates she wanted to promote, assuming I agreed with her suggestions. I did. All of them were from the first group of linyang and sorai, the ones I took from aJia’jara or who had been sent over by Varycibe, the leader of the sorai, after I killed him. These were the ones who had been with us the longest and been part of everything I’d done. The reorganized group began training with the new members, and all in all, they looked very good.


  ◆◆◆


   


  A couple of days after that, a messenger arrived from Varycibe inviting me to dinner that night. I had no other obligations, and I knew an invitation from her was never as innocuous as it might seem. She had business to discuss, and it was usually to our mutual benefit. So I told Merindra about it and accepted.


  Once we were geared up, Merindra and I walked over, accompanied by Sherala and three other sorai in full armor and weapons. I had no concerns about any danger; it was just how the sorai did things. They were a militaristic clan just as much as the linyang, and I was expected to arrive in a show of strength, even though this was a social call.


  That Sherala was still around surprised me just a bit. She was one of the very first group of sorai Varycibe sent me for mating, and she stayed after getting pregnant because she and Merindra had been friends in adolescence. But after she essentially died during the attack on the cult in Yama-Kana and I had to pull her back from quasi-death, I offered her the chance to step back from combat duties and just focus on her child.


  I could still remember her response: “My life is no longer mine, my tsulygoi. I am yours to do with as you wish.” So I decided to let her continue serving with the other fighters.


  A crowd of girls from the Makalang Festival followed us over as they usually did when I had business around the city center. Varycibe’s guards greeted us and showed us into her house, which was one of the most unusual residences I’d ever seen.


  There were seven transparent crystal cylinders, one for each color of the spectrum, arranged in a random order around a neatly landscaped and manicured garden. An array of glittering crystal bridges connected them, some about mid-way up and others at the tops.


  Varycibe’s attendant led Merindra and me to the orange cylinder, and we followed her up a stairwell to a room at the top while Sherala and the others went off to eat with the guards. I hadn’t been in this tower before, and we found a formal dining area in the center of a lush indoor garden. We had a 360-degree view of the residential area, and I could see my house not far away.


  Merindra greeted her grandmother with a warm hug.


  “Had I known what was in store for you child, I might well have thought twice about sending you to the makalang,” she said.


  “Grandmother, I have lived more fully since that day than I could ever have imagined,” Merindra replied. “I would not trade a moment of it.”


  Varycibe nodded. “I am all too aware of that fact.”


  “You sent me a very capable wife, clan leader,” I said. “If you did not want me calling on all her skills, perhaps you should have chosen a less exemplary member of your clan.”


  Varycibe laughed. “Yes, I did, didn’t I? But I must say I expected you to value her beauty far more than her fighting skills, as considerable as they are. But we live in strange times, it seems. That blade you carry is not the sword any of us expected you to be wielding in the service of this world.”


  I laughed at her double entendre. “I have used both to great effect, I think.”


  “Indeed. Come, sit. Let us eat before getting down to business.”


  I waited for her to bring up whatever it was she wanted to discuss, and she did not do so for some time. We drank and ate and talked about mundane matters around Phan-garad before turning to our expedition over the mountain. With a couple of exceptions, I felt no need to keep any of it a secret, so Merindra and I recounted the trip in detail for a while.


  She was particularly interested in what we found in the kaliman cavern. I gave the council the highlights when we returned, when Missok called a meeting to discuss the discovery, but Varycibe wanted to hear everything. I told her almost all of it, leaving out only a few things about the Crimson Star and what I’d done with it.


  “Nothing you have told me suggests Missok has any chance of managing this reconciliation,” she said after I was done.


  I shook my head. “Frankly? I don’t see how she does. It’s a one-sided reconciliation. The kaliman don’t view themselves as dwenda and feel no kinship with them. If anything, they view the dwenda with hostility because their history of the schism makes them the victims. From their perspective, the only unfinished business here would be taking revenge for what they remember as an expulsion.”


  “The one you took as a wife, what was her name?”


  “Girasani.”


  “She still feels the same way?” she asked.


  “Yes. She understands now that the history they remember is not so clear-cut, but she’s been emphatic that most of her people believe it without reservation.”


  “Hmm. And how is she adapting to this new life of hers?”


  “Well enough.” I didn’t feel like discussing her mission with Mereceeree, because I’d never let on the full extent of my spy network around Phan-garad with the panikang.


  “She’s happy here, with the rest of us,” Merindra said. “I am glad to call her awasa-late.”


  Varycibe laughed softly. “I suppose so. She is very pretty, and I have heard quite a few . . . interesting things about your household, Makalang. Times have certainly changed since I was a wife.”


  I couldn’t help laughing.


  Merindra blushed slightly, but smiled. “I love all my awasa-lates,” she said.


  Varycibe smiled. “That is quite clear, child. Certainly I made friends with some of mine, but to have bonded so closely to a linyang of all people, that would have raised some eyebrows.”


  Merindra just smiled. The linyang and sorai were traditional rivals, which made her tight relationship with Narilora, especially as awasa-lates, rather notable.


  “Speaking frankly, as you said,” Varycibe went on, “what is your feeling about the kaliman? What sort of people are they?”


  I had to pause for a few moments to consider my answer. “I know there’s good among them. Girasani is proof of that. What she’s told me about her people makes it clear they’re no more good or evil than the sorai or linyang or the other clans. But their leaders have allied themselves with evil, and there are other kaliman who are complicit in this.”


  “The cult?”


  “Yes. I told you what we found in Yama-Kana. Sheedlyn is continuing it with the kaliman, with the knowledge and blessing of the Triad. Some of the kaliman are helping the cult directly in trying to re-create the basayangs. They’ve given them workspace and support. We saw evidence they may actually be killing people to aid these experiments.”


  “What evidence?”


  I told her about the rope marks Narilora and I had seen around the necks of some of the bodies they were trying to reanimate. “Pretty simple way to get a fresh body with no real damage.”


  Varycibe grumbled.


  “And they assisted her in what she was doing with the Crimson Star,” I went on, “something that could have imperiled all life on this planet. As much as I would like to live in peace and enjoy my family, I have to oppose that.”


  “Agreed.”


  “The problem, though, is that they don’t see it that way. They believe Sheedlyn is helping them, and they believe what she’s told them about me. Whatever doubts they might have had about her version of events were surely erased by what happened when we were there. They blame me for their misfortune.”


  “The male who died?” she asked.


  “Yes. aXiqian. Without his help, we might not have found the Crimson Star. But that led to a battle in which many kaliman were killed. All that has surely allowed Sheedlyn to further twist their minds against me, and against all the other clans. They already have a history of perceived persecution. This has played right into it.”


  She turned to Merindra. “What is your sense of this, child? You lived through all of it.”


  “I agree with Will. I have come to know Girasani well enough to share her worry about her people. What their leaders are doing must be stopped.”


  “They no longer have a male among them? None at all?”


  “No,” I said. “And you know as well as I that cannot continue for any length of time.”


  Varycibe nodded. “They will act,” she said. ‘Somehow.”


  “Yes,” I agreed.


  “Thus your considerable and ongoing precautions. Which, I must add, I applaud wholeheartedly, even if they did not also serve to protect my granddaughter and her child. And that, I suppose, conveniently brings us to the point of my invitation.”


  We had finished eating. Varycibe waved to one of her servants, who brought up a bottle of excellent malvina and began pouring it for the three of us.


  “Your drink of choice, Makalang.”


  “Yes. Thank you.”


  “You have taken a number of new linyang fighters into your service recently.”


  “I have.”


  “And I have heard a very surprising rumor about why. A rumor I would find very difficult to credit had you not already upset a great many things I previously believed.”


  “It’s true,” I said.


  Varycibe’s eyebrows rose. “Is it?”


  “Yes.”


  “A male linyang?”


  “And a talalong,” I said. “And there will be others.”


  There was a male panikang as well, but I didn’t think anyone else needed to know that.


  Varycibe gasped. “Sorai?”


  I looked at Merindra. I told her about it a day or two ago, but no one else knew. She nodded ever so slightly.


  “Yes,” I said.


  Varycibe sat back in her chair and took a long drink of malvina. She couldn’t say anything for several moments. But she’d seen me glance at Merindra, and she stared at her now.


  “Who?”


  “Not Merindra. One of the girls from the crowd in front of my house. She’s already gone back to her family. She doesn’t know.” I’d sensed it myself, though. The shift in the energy flows was impossible to ignore.


  “You didn’t tell her?”


  “I was weighing what to do. I hadn’t decided. Her life is going to change in ways she can’t imagine. That’s already clear from what’s happening with Narilora.”


  Varycibe stared past me into the night, out beyond the crystal wall behind me.


  “But the thing is,” I went on, “I can already tell there are going to be a lot more of them. Everything just feels different now. So maybe it doesn’t matter that much after all.”


  “Do you know her name?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Well, tell me or not, as you see fit. I think you may well be right, if indeed there are others.”


  “I suppose we will see.”


  Varycibe nodded. “I suppose we will. In any case, we have spoken in the past about your desire to maintain balance among the clans within those who serve you. This event has upset that balance. I would like to restore it.”


  “Meaning?”


  “I am prepared to send you enough sorai to balance out your forces. I have been quite intrigued at your success in integrating them with the linyang. I assume you would like that to continue.”


  That issue had been nagging at me, but I had too many other things to worry about since the linyang began showing up, and there hadn’t been an immediate solution.


  “I do,” I said.


  “Then I will do so. They will be equal to your new linyang in skill. And I will hold out hope they will be enough to induce my granddaughter to focus on childbearing, though I know this is entirely in vain.”


  I laughed softly, looking at Merindra, who only smiled.


  “I am afraid so, Grandmother.”


  




  

    Chapter 4


  


  Varycibe’s offer, as it always was in dealing with her, was not as altruistic as it seemed. She and Ceriniat were rivals, and they jealously protected their relationships with me. The last thing Varycibe wanted was for me to get overly dependent on the linyang.


  I knew she understood and agreed with my concerns, but she had to weigh the risk of openly opposing the kaliman, and by extension, Missok. Supporting me indirectly served both interests. As long as I was leading an evenly balanced group of wives and fighters, no one clan could be blamed for any of my missteps.


  ◆◆◆


   


  I was in the office, about ready to call it a night, when Girasani appeared.


  “Hey, you’re back.”


  “Yes, my tsulygoi.” She came over and sat in my lap, putting her slim arms around my neck. I hugged her back for a few seconds before she withdrew and kissed me. “I missed you, Will.”


  I gazed into her huge blue eyes and perfect face, brushing her long silver hair back over her ears. She wore it longer than any of my other wives, almost down to her butt.


  “I missed you guys, too. All okay? Where is Mereceeree?”


  “She will be back later tonight. She needed to meet with some of the panikang. I told her I would tell you what we learned.”


  The look on her face told me I wasn’t going to like this. “What happened?”


  “The kaliman have set out in search of a male. A large force left the cavern a day ago and has descended the mountain. They intend to circle the range and enter Yama-Kana to capture one.”


  I groaned. I’d been expecting something like this based on what they had told me, but it seemed like something that was still being debated. “How many?”


  “Perhaps a hundred.”


  “And they left yesterday?”


  “Yes. We wanted to be sure where they were going before returning here. And they are moving quickly.”


  “Do you know if Sheedlyn is with them?”


  She took a deep breath and sighed. “Yes. She is. We saw her, finally, when the group exited the mountain.”


  “You’re sure?”


  She rolled her eyes at me. “Will, how many elderly talalong do you imagine are living with my people?”


  I laughed. “Mereceeree is rubbing off on you.”


  “I am sorry. I do not mean to be disrespectful.”


  I shook my head. “I want all of you to speak your minds to me, whenever necessary.”


  Girasani smiled. Then she pulled me close again. “My mind is that I have not mated with you in more than a sampar.”


  I held her in my arms. She had a body like a ballerina, all long limbs and taut muscles and definition.


  “You guys have been very busy,” I said. “Don’t think I don’t understand or appreciate the risks you’re taking here.”


  “You need us,” she said.


  “I do.”


  “And now I need you.” She stood, pulling me to my feet. “Come. I have missed my awasa-lates as well, and they are waiting for us.”


  So I picked her up and carried her to bed.


  ◆◆◆


   


  Mereceeree returned for her share of attention before dawn, waking me with her mouth as she liked to do. When she was sated, the sun was coming up, and I knew I wasn’t getting back to sleep. So I got up and brewed a pot of massit. She drifted over from the bed as I sat down across the room on a couch to watch the sun. She cuddled with me, laying her head on my lap as I ran my fingers through her long black-brown hair.


  “Okay. Tell me what the hell is going on over there.” I kept my voice low so as not to wake the others.


  “Girasani told you about the kaliman leaving?”


  “Yes. But not a lot of details before we got distracted.”


  Mereceeree smiled. “She missed you a great deal.”


  “Good thing you had each other.”


  “It is something, to be sure. But not enough for either of us, as you know.”


  I laughed softly. “Yes. The kaliman?”


  “We have heard discussions about an expedition to search for a male for quite some time.”


  “You’ve told me that.”


  “And based on what we have heard others discussing, Sheedlyn has argued against it, as I told you. She has been telling them she can restore aXiqian to life. She has managed to preserve his body, but no more. So there is tension between them on this point. The Triad’s patience apparently ran out a sampar ago. They ordered the new leader of the guards to pull together a group to make the trip, and it happened in a matter of days.”


  “They just left?”


  “Yes. We shadowed them on the way down the mountain. They observed the entrance to the cavern of the Crimson Star from a distance, but no more. After they continued on, we went to the circle and came back.”


  “Sheedlyn is going with them?” I asked.


  “They need her to get to Yama-Kana, and to assist with the search when they get there.”


  “That makes sense. Girasani said you finally saw her.”


  “We did,” she replied. “You told us to be cautious, so we have not entered the restricted areas of the city where her activities take place. I believe she has been hiding in there all this time, which makes it easier for her to hide her voice.”


  “She also said they’re moving fast.”


  “Yes. I am not sure how Sheedlyn kept up with them, but she did.”


  She was almost certainly drawing energy from Taitala to sustain herself. I did it myself routinely. “Do you know what they intend to do when they get to Yama-Kana?”


  “I do not believe they know themselves. Only whatever is necessary to return with a male.”


  I nodded. “They don’t know for sure what they’re getting into, and they know that.”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s your take on the group they’re bringing?”


  “About eighty fighters, all heavily armed. Most of the rest are carrying the extra gear. There are three or four I would call representatives of the Triad.”


  “So they’re definitely ready for trouble.”


  “Yes. Most certainly.”


  I knew from what she’d told me that the battle at the Crimson Star, where they’d lost the entire group that was assisting Sheedlyn, had shaken the kaliman badly. So they weren’t going to be taking any chances here. “Okay. Go back to bed. You earned some rest.”


  Mereceeree sat up and kissed me, then went to cuddle up beside Girasani.


  The news they brought was concerning but unsurprising. Obviously, kaliman society could not survive without a male to mate with and sire children. Since Sheedlyn had been unsuccessful in creating one or resurrecting aXiqian, they’d had to leave the cavern and go find one. That meant leaving the wilderness and returning to the settled lands on the other side of the mountain range.


  There were basically two options for doing it: climbing over the mountain to the area around Phan-garad, or circling the range to Yama-Kana. The former route was much shorter but extremely challenging, as I knew firsthand. Coming down one side of that mountain had been hard enough; going completely over it with a force of a hundred or so might be possible, but the toll it would take on them would be considerable. And they would still need to get back.


  From what I knew, the route all the way around the range to Yama-Kana was level and mostly straightforward, but the distance they would be going was considerably longer. A march from Phan-garad to Yama-Kana would take about a sampar, and there was a good road between the two cities. Going the other way would have to take at least twice that long, especially for a group of that size carrying all the supplies they would need through the wilderness. I hadn’t been over there, but the cult had previously made the trek to find the Crimson Star. Sheedlyn surely suggested it as the preferred alternative, especially if she was there to guide them.


  A force of a hundred was not enough to take over Yama-Kana, but it was certainly enough for a raid, if they found a target. There were multiple males in Yama-Kana. I even knew one of them.


  The question was what we did about it. And maybe the answer was nothing.


  I certainly had no obligation to defend Yama-Kana. I wasn’t sure I even had the inclination. The last time I visited openly, the result had been an innocent person getting executed for proclaiming me as the makalang. So if the kaliman tore the place up and kidnapped some random male, it was hard to see how that affected me, or why I should even care.


  On the other hand, Missok and the dwenda delegation were there. If they got caught in the middle of it, the results could be very unpleasant. I had an interest in keeping Missok happy, and I had a soft spot for the dwenda as a clan because of Ayarala.


  Then there was Sheedlyn. This could be an excellent opportunity to take her out once and for all. She was known in Yama-Kana and might well let her guard down.


  Even on a forced march, assuming they could keep it up, the kaliman expedition would not reach Yama-Kana for two or three sampars. So I had some time to think this over. I intended to use it.


  ◆◆◆


   


  I expected it to take a few days, but Varycibe’s first group of new sorai fighters showed up that afternoon. Merindra, Meridrian, and I took them up to the workout room on the second floor to assess what she sent me. She’d been as good as her word – all of them were up to our standards. I discussed things briefly with Merindra and Meridrian, and both of them were satisfied.


  Meridrian explained the style we’d developed, that they would be fighting alongside linyang and would be expected to protect them while they used their crossbows. Then she told them about Zoralai and Kollona, the two sorai who died with us fighting the Gates of the Golden Staff, and the three others who died defending the house from Moshera and her clanguard. She took them out front to visit the graves and asked if they had any reservations. None of them did.


  Finally, just as I’d been doing with the new linyang, I explained how we did things here, that I was willing to mate with the fighters who proved themselves and their loyalty to our family. I could tell they hadn’t been expecting this, and when Meridrian told them to kneel and swear themselves to us, every one of the fox-girls did so without hesitation. 


  The rest of them showed up over the next two days, and we went through the same routine. Meridrian was satisfied with all of them, and we now had a force of sixty-plus. Not all of them had seen combat, but some of the new ones had, and between that and the original group, it felt like we had a solid team.


  Ayarala ordered another batch of gear, and the armorers came out to the house to fit the new sorai for our style of armor. There were enough fighters now that I had to station about thirty of them in the house in Yama-Kana. Because the space for training and exercises there was pretty limited, Meridrian and I came up with the idea of training the expanded group in the ruined neighborhood around the crystal circle in Phan-garad.


  It worked. No one was really using the area at all, and there were enough reasonably intact but abandoned buildings in the immediate area to practice the house-to-house and room-to-room fighting style we used. Meridrian and her new non-commissioned officers drove them pretty hard, but none of them quit.


  




  

    Chapter 5


  


  While all this was going on, I relocated to the house in Yama-Kana, though I remained inside at first.


  Most of the core wives came with me; only Ayarala, Eladra, Lorelat, Loreloo, and Therani remained in Phan-garad to manage the house there. I asked Mereceeree to bring some of the panikang along as well. I wanted them to start conducting surveillance of the city and the forest around the end of the river, where it reached the lake on the other side – where the kaliman force would be coming from. I wanted to know when they were getting near, because we had things to do before they arrived. Between the wives, the new fighters, the panikang, and some servants we brought as well, the house was basically full.


  On my first visit to Yama-Kana, I was reminded of New Orleans, and not just because the city occupied two sides of a river. It was smaller than Phan-garad, more well-preserved, and livelier. There were few if any abandoned buildings, more lights, more color, more people in the streets. The city at night was well-lit, and it had a nightlife that Phan-garad largely lacked. But its greater passions had a dark side – its citizens often took things well beyond any sense of self-preservation. The morning after I arrived that first time, we found bodies in the street from revelers who had drunk themselves to death the previous night.


  I was known in Yama-Kana, but that didn’t mean it was the best idea for me to wander around like a clueless tourist.


  The last time I was here, the city council voted in favor of a finding that I was not, in fact, the makalang. There were all sorts of political undercurrents around the why of it, but the upshot was an official pronouncement that I was a fraud.


  So I wasn’t particularly interested in engaging with official Yama-Kana again. That being said, I still needed to know what was going on. Fortunately there was one native resident who I figured would be willing to help us – uQe’kiral, the male friend of Feylani’s who helped me when we went there to investigate the Gates of the Golden Staff. I had two of the sorai deliver a message that I was in town and wanted to see him.


  The other issue was Missok. She and her expedition were trying to prep for a trip to locate the kaliman, not realizing the kaliman were on their way here. It took Mereceeree and the panikang only a few hours of flying around and listening to the chatter in the city to figure out where they were staying.


  So once the sorai left with my message for uQe’kiral, I called Yisaraq to me to discuss her sister. This house was smaller than the one in Phan-garad, so I was conducting my sensitive business in the living area on the third floor.


  “Look,” I said to her, “my goal here is to save the dwenda from themselves. You’ve talked with Girasani. You understand what the situation is with the kaliman. You know what’s going to happen if they just march in there hoping for a big group hug.”


  “Yes, my tsulygoi,” she said. “Your goals are mine.”


  “So how is Missok going to react when she finds out we’re here?”


  “I cannot say, Will. I am sorry. She will not be happy, but you know that. I am fairly sure she will at least listen to whatever you have to say, as long as I deliver the message.”


  “That was my intent.”


  She nodded. “Lead me, my tsulygoi.”


  “Just tell her we’re here and want to help her. That I have important information for her about what she’s trying to do. No more than that. I need to meet with her.”


  “I will do so.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I am yours, Will.”


  I reflected for a moment on the fact that, before I’d come to Taitala, I’d have been thrilled to death to be dating a woman as hot as Yisaraq. While she was older than my other wives, who were all in their twenties by Earth reckoning, she was still about the same age as me.


  “I don’t say this often enough, but I appreciate the fact that you’ve stayed with me. I value what you bring to my life here.”


  She put her hand on her stomach, and the message was clear enough. “I said I would not leave you, my tsulygoi, and I will not. I did not love aJia’jara. I was his servant, no more.” She smiled at the look on my face. “A strong tsulygoi has many wives, Will, and must divide his attentions. I know you value me in ways aJia’jara never did, and that is enough. My needs are not great.”


  I nodded. “You know there’s room for you in the bed any time you want to visit. None of the others would object.”


  She looked down. I had mated with her maybe three or four times in the five months I’d been here. That was largely because she tended to keep to her own business around the house, mostly assisting Ayarala.


  “I do,” she said.


  “Okay. Go see what your sister has to say.”


  “Yes, my tsulygoi.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  uQe’kiral responded not long afterward by inviting me to visit him that night. Yisaraq came back about an hour after that reporting that she had met with her sister and delivered my message. Missok had nothing to say other than that she would consider my request and get in touch with me later. So be it.


  I took Kisarat and Merindra with me to uQe’kiral’s house, since they had come with me the last time I visited him. uQe’kiral lived on the other side of the river from my house, in a residential area where most of the city’s elite lived. This district was adjacent to the city’s main bar and entertainment district, and the revelry was already getting started as we approached.


  His home was just across the street from Feylani’s old house. I wondered what had happened with it after her death – as far as I knew, she had no heirs. The two houses were separated only by a very large, ostentatious dwelling I would have called a McMansion back on Earth. It looked like something built by a poor kid who was drafted number one overall by the NFL.


  uQe’kiral’s pretty dwenda wife Heralda answered the door and let us in.


  “Welcome, Makalang,” she said. “And Kisarat and Merindra. It is good to see you again.”


  “Thank you for having us,” I said.


  uQe’kiral waited inside for us. As before, he was wearing clothes, which Taitalan males normally did not. But knowing I preferred to be dressed, he had done likewise.


  The girls went off with Heralda to visit with his wives. uQe’kiral poured drinks for the two of us, and we sat down in his sitting room.


  “I am a bit surprised to find you here again,” he said, “given the reception you received last time.”


  “To be honest, I would rather not be here myself,” I replied, “but there are things going on that I am at least partly responsible for.”


  “You are aware that the Gates of the Golden Staff left Yama-Kana rather abruptly?” he asked. “And that someone else has apparently taken over Silas’s former home?”


  I pondered my response for a few moments. “I am.”


  “The look on your face tells me you know more about this matter than I do.”


  I swirled my drink around a few times. “You had a relationship of sorts with them before. But surely that must have been affected by what they did to Feylani.”


  He stared at me for a moment. “I met with them a few times as a courtesy, no more. Whatever happened, I think this city is well rid of them.”


  I nodded. “I will agree with that.”


  “There is nothing more you wish to tell me?”


  “You’ve been helpful to me and a gracious host. I don’t want to get you mixed up in things that may place you and your wives at risk.”


  His eyes narrowed. “You had something to do with their disappearance, didn’t you? Frankly, I suspected one such as you would not let an attack like that go without a response.”


  I reached out, reading him briefly and saw nothing of concern. “So you wish to get mixed up in this, despite my warning?”


  “I would prefer to know, rather than take a risk with my ignorance.”


  I tossed back my drink and spent about ten minutes explaining everything, from the last time we talked all the way up to today. uQe’kiral listened, saying nothing as his face grew increasingly grim.


  “I understand your caution in sharing this information,” he said finally, “but it is fortunate you came to me with this. If word of what you have done gets out, you will have made some powerful enemies here.”


  “Broakware? The one who opposed Feylani?”


  “Her and others. They were not part of the cult, but they and the cult often used each other’s influence to their mutual benefit. The disappearance has been met with a considerable amount of consternation.”


  “Do you think they know already?” I asked.


  “I do not. At least, they are not behaving as if they do.”


  I told him how several members of the city government had visited the house looking for the cult.


  “Yes,” he said. “There has been an investigation of sorts.”


  “Am I suspected?”


  “Not to my knowledge. The events with Feylani were ten sampars ago, and in Yama-Kana, that is an eternity.”


  “What do you think is likely to happen when Sheedlyn and the kaliman arrive?”


  He was thoughtful for a short while. “I would expect Sheedlyn to make contact with Broakware and the others. I have long suspected that Broakware’s relationship with Sheedlyn went much deeper than a political alliance. Feylani believed this as well, and suggested to me on more than one occasion that she was aware of things Broakware was doing that needed to be stopped.”


  “What things?”


  “She did not elaborate. She said she did not have sufficient proof and did not want to make accusations until she did. Recall that I was on the council at the time. Had she done so, I would have been obligated to assess her accusations for truthfulness and report it to the council, even as a friend.”


  I nodded. “That makes sense.”


  “To be perfectly honest, the politics of Yama-Kana have begun to grate on me. I enjoy the city, but not what living here entails for a male such as me. I suppose I am about ready to become one of those males who disappear into the wilderness, or at least to a quiet rural setting where I can pursue my own interests and not be bothered by such things.”


  I’d been on Taitala long enough to understand that. The younger males focused on mating and gathering wives, but the older ones usually tired of all the drama and politics inherent in dealing with the females who ran everything. After a certain point, they tended to withdraw from Taitalan society, either partially or completely.


  I laughed softly. “I have a house in the forest I’m no longer using, if that ever interests you.”


  “The one you took from that tsulygoi when you first arrived?”


  “iXa’ailq.”


  “Ah. Yes. I did not know him, but I know the name. I believe he once lived in Phan-garad and withdrew to that village in later life?”


  “He did.”


  “I appreciate the offer, but I am thinking of something more remote.” He laughed. “Remote and inaccessible to eager young females.”


  I nodded. “So do you think Broakware was a member of the cult?”


  “No. I have never gotten that impression. In my experience with the Gates of the Golden Staff, the members were almost uniform in their fanaticism about things, and in their obsession with certain topics to the exclusion of almost everything else. All of that makes much more sense after what you have just told me. But I have never gotten that feeling from Broakware. She is far more subtle than any of the cultists I met.”


  “So, what then? They were using each other somehow?”


  “I believe so. How, I cannot say.”


  I thought about that for a moment. There were a lot of things about Taitala, and Earth for that matter, that I didn’t know all that much about. But there were a few areas where I knew my stuff.


  “Do you think the relationship could have been financial?” I asked. “What does Broakware do outside of serving on the council? I know she must be wealthy.”


  He nodded. “She is, most definitely. She also owns a quite a few bars and restaurants around the city.”


  “Is she in trouble? Does she owe people money? On my planet, things like that can get really complicated, and I don’t pretend to understand how all of it works here, but I know you have banks and those banks loan people money.”


  uQe’kiral shook his head.


  “Yes, that is true. But as to Broakware, I have no idea. I only know that her business operations are quite large.”


  I knew from my years as a financial analyst that the profit margin on bars and restaurants back on Earth was awfully thin. There was a reason so many new restaurants went out of business after a year or two. But I had no idea if the same thing was true here.


  “Who would know?”


  But that was the moment that Heralda stuck her head into the room. “Dinner is ready, my tsulygoi.”


  uQe’kiral stood. “There are some suggestions I can give you, but let us continue this discussion after we eat.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  uQe’kiral had three wives living with him, Heralda and two cunelo, Lyria and Blisook. Both of the cunelo were unmated, and I recalled what Lorelat told me about males wanting to keep their cunelo wives around as long as possible. They’d prepared a kabayang roast with vegetables, and after tasting it, I understood uQe’kiral’s motivation.


  “How many wives do you have now, Makalang?” Lyria asked.


  “Ah, I’m not sure exactly. Things are kind of fluid around the house because so many of them come and go. About twenty-five have been staying with me permanently, but there are probably fifteen or twenty others at any one time.”


  “And you mate with all of them?”


  This was not the kind of dinner-table conversation we had on Earth, but I was used to it by now. “That’s the idea.”


  “Both of you are with child,” Blisook said to Kisarat and Merindra, “yet you remain? This is confusing to me.”


  The girls looked at each other, then me. “The makalang does things differently,” Kisarat said. “We wish to remain.”


  “I have heard you brought children from your world,” Heralda said.


  “Yes,” I said. “The children I had with my human wife. She . . . she was not fit to continue taking care of them.”


  Heralda nodded. “Ah, so she was kelanga?” she replied. “But she had no family to take care of them instead of you?”


  “Not really, but I would have taken them anyway.”


  “I am curious,” Kisarat said. “After the council ruling regarding Feylani, are there many people here who no longer believe Will is the makalang?”


  “There are some,” Lyria said. “I believe, but I know others who are unsure now.”


  “What Sheedlyn did during the meeting was not what it appeared,” Kisarat said. “She was not being truthful with many of the things she said.”


  uQe’kiral’s wives looked down.


  “I am sad about Feylani,” Lyria said.


  “She lived her life fully,” Blisook said.


  “Has anyone noticed that her body is not there, in the river?” Merindra asked.


  “Not that I am aware of,” uQe’kiral said. “The bodies do not always stay there long. While they are not common, there are certain fish in the river that are large enough scavenge them. And to be honest, the city has moved on from that incident. I would be surprised if anyone cares.”


  After dinner, uQe’kiral gave us some ideas about where to dig further into Broakware’s affairs. There was a city office that kept certain records, and he knew at least a few of the places she owned. So we would check those out. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, we might find, but if there was anything left of the cult in Yama-Kana, I wanted to know about it.


  




  

    Chapter 6


  


  Since we were already on that side of the river and uQe’kiral’s house was near the entertainment district, I decided to walk over with Kisarat and Merindra. I called Narilora on my tablet to let her know what we were doing and that I didn’t know how late we would be out.


  In accordance with the customs in Yama-Kana, we were armed with light weapons but no armor. Merindra had a couple of short blades strapped to her thighs, while I had a single crystal blade on my hip. My katana was just too big and attention-grabbing a weapon for what we were doing. I didn’t expect trouble, but trouble had a way of finding me on Taitala anyway.


  It was fairly late by now, and things were in full swing. The noise and music were audible well before we reached the street outside the residential area where the bars and restaurants began.


  The last time we came through here, we were riding on a wagon, and a crowd rapidly formed to follow us. I hoped the same thing wouldn’t happen again.


  There was a big crowd there already. It resembled a popular bar district on Earth on a Saturday night. The street was full of people walking around, drinking and singing and dancing in various stages of undress. The bars and cafes were all packed in both directions. Quite a few females were visibly intoxicated, even on the verge of passing out.


  Here and there on the benches along the street or up against the walls were couples and even groups making out and more. No one passing by seemed to care. Unlike Earth, there was no law enforcement presence, and I knew there wouldn’t be. This was just a thing in Yama-Kana, and everyone liked it the way it was.


  When we reached the street, people began to notice us, but the reaction was more subdued than I was worried about. Several females called out to us from the crowd, but there was no mad dash in our direction. The crowd seemed to be drunk enough to take my presence in stride.


  Still, some of them did start coming over, laughing and yelling “Makalang!”


  “What do you want me to do?” Merindra asked.


  “Let’s not cause any trouble. I don’t think they mean any harm.”


  A group of eight or ten girls, a mix of linyang, sorai, and cunelo, quickly formed around us, moving with us down the street. They peppered us with questions as we walked.


  “You’re back!”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Where are you going?”


  “We’re looking for a place called ‘Bloody Innocence,’” I said. “I was told it was up that street.”


  “We’ll show you!” one of the linyang said. “It’s right up there.”


  “Why do you want to go there?” one of the cunelo asked. “That place hasn’t been good in a while.”


  “We just want to check it out.”


  “You’re Varycibe’s granddaughter, aren’t you?” one of the sorai asked Merindra.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “What is it like being the makalang’s wife?”


  She looked at me, trying not to smile. “It’s good.”


  “You’re so pretty,” the cunelo said.


  “Thank you,” Merindra replied.


  The girls led us across the street and through an intersection, then down a couple of blocks further into the district. More females saw us and called out, but the group around us didn’t grow significantly.


  Eventually we reached a bar that was lit up by an array of red crystals on the front, the lights synchronized to make it look as if there were streams of blood flowing down the exterior. But the effect was dampened because some of the crystals weren’t working. I saw right away what the cunelo girl meant. It looked like a place that had once been a lot more impressive than it currently was, but the lack of maintenance and upkeep was clear. And unlike most of the other bars, it wasn’t especially crowded.


  The cunelo came up to me. She wasn’t quite as cute as Lorelat or Eladra – few cunelo were – but she was still pretty hot. She had green eyes and long tan-blonde hair, and she wore low-cut leggings with a little cropped top that was barely managing to hold up her big breasts.


  “It used to be fun,” she said, “but it’s kind of lame now.”


  “Yeah, there are better places to go,” the linyang girl said. She was also pretty cute, with light gray hair shot through with black, like a Siamese cat.


  “What’s your name?” I asked the cunelo.


  She smiled and put her hands behind her back, squirming for a moment in embarrassment. “I’m Breanne. Cunelo. I haven’t mated.”


  “I’m Filaria,” the linyang said. “I haven’t mated either.” They seemed to be friends.


  “Well, girls, where would you suggest? Do you know where Temptations is? And Brookside Club?”


  Breanne’s eyebrows went up a little. “Yeah, but wow, who is giving you recommendations? Those two and BI are like the three worst clubs in town right now.”


  I nodded. “Can you show me, at least? Then you guys can suggest somewhere to go. I’m buying.”


  The girls all chattered excitedly. Breanne and Filaria led us back up the street and around a corner. Up ahead was another club lit up like Bloody Innocence, but also showing distinct signs of neglect.


  “That’s Brookside,” Breanne said.


  It too looked as if it had once been a fairly upscale restaurant and bar with a view of the river, but the exterior was heavily weathered and not in a good way. As with the first club, many of the crystal lights on the outside weren’t working.


  “It used to be better?” I asked.


  “Yeah, like a couple of talons ago,” Filaria said. “But it’s gotten gross. The last time I was there, half the bathrooms didn’t even work.”


  The last place was three blocks over, and when we came around the corner, I saw a big crystal sign saying “Temptations” in Taitalan.


  But it was dark, and the building was shut up.


  “Wow, when did it close?” Breanne said.


  “It was open a few days ago,” one of the sorai said.


  We walked up to it. The interior was dark, and there was no sign of anyone inside.


  “See?” Breanne said to me. “I’m not surprised, honestly. It hasn’t been any good in a long time.”


  The other girls murmured agreement.


  “It’s been bad for a while,” the sorai said.


  “It would seem that none of them are doing much business, Will,” Kisarat said.


  “Yeah, that’s pretty obvious.” I turned to the girls. “Did you know these three places are owned by the same person?”


  None of them seemed to. Breanne shook her head. “No,” she said. “But that kind of makes sense. They all started to suck around the same time.”


  “When?”


  “Brookside has been a dump for a long time,” the sorai said.


  “But it wasn’t falling apart like that until recently,” Filaria said. “And Temptations and BI were okay.”


  “Until like six or eight sampars ago,” Breanne said. “It’s been a while.”


  I nodded. The timing was interesting, though I didn’t know what it meant. “Okay. I appreciate the tour. Where to?”


  The group of girls around us began rapidly discussing where to go. After a minute, they seemed to center on a place called Ebony Void.


  “But it’s kind of expensive,” Breanne said. “Is that okay?”


  “How expensive?” Kisarat asked.


  “It’s pretty much the priciest place in town,” Filaria said. “But it is the best club, if that’s what you want. It’s really nice inside, especially upstairs.”


  The other girls nodded in agreement.


  “Let’s check it out, then,” I said. “Lead on.”


  Ebony Void was back on the main street in the center of the bar district. I realized I’d noticed it before, when we arrived in Yama-Kana the first time. It was a big three-story building faced entirely in glittering black crystal. Blinking lights across the facade made it look like the night sky, and the lights were synchronized so that they periodically spelled out the name of the club, which then morphed into various female figures of each race. There was a large crowd out front, and the females in line were dressed up better than most of the others we’d seen.


  “Shit, look at that line,” Filaria said.


  “Any way to jump it?” I asked.


  “If you have enough money, maybe,” Breanne said. I saw the hopeful look in her eyes.


  Because Taitala didn’t have credit cards or ATMs, I’d made a habit of carrying a few thousand pikala on me simply because it came in handy occasionally. I had a shit-ton of money, so it didn’t really matter if I lost it.


  Our group of about a dozen flowed around the line until we got to the entrance. The females in line all looked up as we approached, murmuring and pointing. There were two rather fierce-looking sorai at the door who seemed prepared to stop us.


  “Let me handle this,” Merindra said.


  I handed her a 100-pikala plate. “This might help.”


  She walked up to the sorai in front, who were initially resistant. But after talking to her for about ten seconds, their defiant demeanor suddenly evaporated, and they waved us forward. I got the distinct impression that Merindra had just played the “Do you know who I am?” card. They pulled open the doors, and she handed one of them the plate as we went through.


  Inside, the club was dark, loud, and packed. The first floor was almost entirely open. A band played on a round raised platform in the center, while several hundred females danced around them, many of them naked or nearly so. The decor was modern and upscale, but unlike nightclubs on Earth, it wasn’t dark. Instead, a multicolored array of lights flashed on and off all around the room. The effect was almost like taking a bath in a sea of rainbows. We drew some attention as we moved across the floor, but it was already so crowded that our presence had little real effect.


  Breanne and Filaria had been here before and led us up to the third floor. This was clearly some kind of VIP area, but it wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before.


  There were no tables as such, or even chairs. Instead, there was a ring of about two dozen fur-lined depressions of various sizes in the floor, which circled an opening that looked all the way down to the dance floor at the bottom. Windows looking out on the city and the river stretched about three-quarters of the way around the room.


  The whole area was roped off at the top to the stairs, and only about half the fur-bowls were occupied. Some held groups of females drinking and talking in various stages of undress, while others were being used for group sex. The smallest bowls had couples or triples, while one of the larger ones had six or eight females writhing around in a big pile of flesh.


  A pretty talalong with copper hair and a crystal tablet walked up to us, regarding me with barely disguised amazement.


  “This is what’s kind of expensive,” Breanne said.


  “Welcome,” the talalong said. “Would you like a nest for tonight?”


  I pointed to the largest one in the far corner, the only one that looked big enough for my entourage. “How much is that one?”


  “Five hundred pikala. Drinks are in addition to that.”


  I had enough money, and I was in the mood for some fun. “That’s fine.”


  I paid her, and she led us through the rope and past the other nests. The females in them looked up at us as we walked by, eyes going wide.


  The nests were lined with something like the memory-foam stuff that made up Taitalan mattresses, covered in long fur-like material that resembled a tacky ’60s couch. But when I sat down, I changed my mind. It was incredibly silky soft, and frankly it felt real and almost alive, like sitting down on a giant cat.


  “What can I get you?” the talalong asked.


  “A bottle of your best malvina and a bottle of kerasak if you have it.”


  She smiled, no doubt realizing how much I was prepared to spend here. “We do. Do you want a bottle of this year’s production, or an earlier year?”


  “What’s the oldest you have?”


  Next to me, Breanne’s face went slack in amazement.


  “I will have to check,” the talalong said. “I am afraid we do not have anything going back terribly far.”


  “Fine. Find the oldest bottle, and get whatever else they want.”


  Breanne and the rest of them put in their orders. The girls settled in around me, laughing in excitement at the experience and thanking me for bankrolling it, which they should have, given that the bar tab came to almost 700 pikala.


  “I’ve never been up here,” the sorai said.


  “I’ve only been up here once,” Breanne said.


  “How come there isn’t anything like this in Phan-garad?” I asked Kisarat.


  She shrugged. “We are more serious than this.”


  “I’ve never been to Phan-garad,” Breanne said. “But I’ve heard it’s really dull.”


  “Compared to Yama-Kana, yes, it is,” Merindra said.


  The talalong came back accompanied by a very pretty dwenda with golden hair like Ayarala, who was helping her carry the drinks. They had a large, fur-covered object that proved to be a sort of ice chest. All the liquor and other drinks were inside. They set it down in the center of the nest. I paid the talalong, and the dwenda started serving everyone. When she was done, she sat down just outside the nest, apparently waiting to see if we needed anything. Something about the cast of her face struck me as familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.


  Merindra started talking to Filaria and the sorai, whose name was Kareelyn, while Kisarat just settled in next to me, watching the groups around the room. The other girls began chattering to each other and guzzling down all the liquor I’d just bought them. Breanne was on the other side of me. I turned to her, trying to ignore the orgy going on in the nest right behind her.


  “Thanks so much,” she said. “This is really great of you to bring us along.”


  “I’m trying to get a feel for things here, and this is part of it.”


  She laughed, making her breasts bounce in their barely adequate containment. I could tell she saw me noticing it, and her bunny ears twitched nervously.


  “Yeah, for sure,” she said.


  “So what do you do, Breanne?”


  “Filaria and I work for a crystal mining company. I work in the office keeping the books and accounts straight. I love the crystals, but my job is kind of boring, which is why we come out here most nights.” She laughed nervously again. “I can’t believe I’m out drinking with the makalang. This is the most exciting thing that’s happened to me in, like, ever.”


  “Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying it. Are you two together?”


  “Um, sort of. Not seriously. We’re best friends, but not together like you mean.”


  “Never thought of mating?”


  She blushed, eyes going a little wide. Then she glanced at Merindra and Kisarat. “The elders didn’t pick me. And I’m not really wife material, don’t you think?”


  Kisarat had been listening to this and laughed. “You’d be surprised. Will has a thing for cunelo. Ask him about his ‘bunny-girls.’”


  I stifled some embarrassment as Breanne’s eyes got even wider.


  “Your what?” she asked.


  I explained where the term of endearment I’d been using for my cunelo wives came from. A flush of arousal spread over Breanne’s chest as I did.


  “I heard you have like a hundred wives, and you’ve already mated with all of them.”


  “That might be a slight exaggeration,” I said. “Although, I guess if you count the ones who came and left, it might be around that many.”


  “Are you really picking wives from the girls out in front of your house? Someone told me that, but I didn’t believe it.”


  “Pretty much. There’s a lot of them out there now.”


  “Wow. So, then what are you doing in Yama-Kana?”


  “I have some business here.”


  She pulled her feet up under her and leaned a little closer to me. “Is it related to why you wanted to see all those other lame clubs?”


  “Something like that.”


  “How did you know they’re all owned by the same people?” she asked.


  “It’s someone I’m looking into, for various reasons.”


  “Do you mean Broakware?” someone said behind me. I spun around and realized it was the dwenda waitress.


  “Yeah. Do you know her?” I asked.


  “She’s my mom.”


  I had to let that sink in for a moment. Now I understood why she seemed familiar. I saw the resemblance immediately. I cursed myself, wondering if I’d just blown my cover before we’d even gotten started.


  “Your mom owns all those clubs?” Breanne asked. “What are you doing working here?”


  The girl shrugged. “We don’t really get along. I worked at Temptations for a while, then quit.”


  I stared at her, trying to get a read on her with my crystals. I sensed a huge degree of apathy in her, as if she’d long since stopping giving a fuck about anything, particularly her mother.


  “Why don’t you come over here and talk with us, then?” I asked.


  She sat up and took a breath. “It’s 150 pikala for me to get in the nest with you, but I’ll do whatever you want.”


  It was a second or two before I realized what she meant, and it took me aback for a moment. I thought I’d gotten used to the open sexuality on Taitala, but it kept sneaking up on me like this. She hadn’t just been waiting there to see if we needed a refill.


  “I don’t . . . ” Then I stopped. What did it matter? “Okay.”


  “You need to pay Shoon. Let me get her.”


  She stood up and went to get the talalong. She and Shoon came back a minute later. I paid for her, and Shoon smiled at us.


  “She is yours for the rest of the night. If you find her unsatisfactory, please let me know and I can find you someone else.”


  “It will be fine.”


  “I’m sure. Bellina is one of our most popular nest-mates.”


  Bellina climbed down into the nest. She’d been wearing a sort of uniform wrap that she now untied and slipped off. Underneath, she was virtually naked except for a sort of strappy bodysuit that barely covered her sex and nipples. I suddenly realized that there were several other females in the other nests wearing similar outfits. We weren’t the only ones with a nest-mate.


  The other girls in our group looked Bellina over hungrily as she went around refilling everyone’s drinks. Merindra gave me a sly look but said nothing. When Bellina got to me and Breanne, the bunny-girl laughed nervously.


  “This is so cool,” she said to me. “Thanks for doing this.”


  Bellina knelt in front me. I could still sense the apathy in her, but she’d taken on a deeply submissive posture that told me she was ready to do whatever was asked of her. The looks of desire on the other girl’s faces told me they were expecting things here.


  “Lead me,” she said.


  “Let’s talk about your mother.”


  “You’re trying to get back at her for what she did to Feylani, aren’t you?” she asked.


  “That has something to do with it, but it’s not the whole issue, or even the central one. How much do you know about her businesses?”


  “She’s broke, basically. That’s why Temptations shut down. She couldn’t pay the staff. She’s probably going to have to close some of the others, maybe all of them. I don’t know exactly what’s going on now. She and I haven’t really seen each other since I quit.”


  “Do you know why she’s having so much trouble?”


  Bellina shrugged. “She spends more money than she makes. Temptations was doing fine for a while, but she wasn’t doing anything to keep it going. Stuff would break, and she would tell us to fix it ourselves. When we couldn’t, she just left it. So people stopped coming. She cut the staff, since we weren’t doing as much business. That’s when I quit. It kept going like that until a few days ago. One of the staff told me she just locked everyone out the other night.”


  “When did it start?” I asked.


  “It’s been like that for a long time, but it’s gotten a lot worse recently.”


  “How recently?”


  “I guess maybe eight or ten sampars.”


  That was pretty much exactly when we’d driven the Gates of the Golden Staff out of Yama-Kana.


  “Think back to that point,” I said. “It would have been a sampar or two after the incident with Feylani. Do you remember anything happening, her getting upset or reacting strongly to anything in particular, even if you don’t know what it was?”


  Bellina’s face had gotten a little pale, even for a dwenda. “Yeah. I do.”


  “What was it?”


  “I don’t know what set it off. It was right after the council elections, maybe two sampars after Feylani got thrown in the river. She’d been really pleased with herself ever since then, just so full of herself because she’d gotten Feylani out of the way for good and won the council seat. But one night she went completely berserk, screaming and throwing things around. She wouldn’t tell me what was going on, and then stormed out of the house.”


  She looked down at her hands.


  “And you know,” she went on, “now that you ask, that does seem to be the point when things really started going to shit. A few days later she came into Temptations to yell at the manager about our receipts. The manager asked her about fixing some stuff, and my mom just told her to fuck off. It was a few days after that when she fired a bunch of people, and I quit because I couldn’t deal with her anymore. I moved out of the house and in with a friend of mine.”


  Kisarat had been listening intently. She was smart enough to know what it meant. She leaned over toward me. “She was getting money from them,” she whispered. “Somehow.”


  “But for what?” I turned back to Bellina. “How much do you know about your mother’s relationship with the Gates of the Golden Staff?”


  Bellina shuddered. “There’s something, but I really don’t know what. They came to the house fairly often. I don’t know what for. My mom never let me sit in on their meetings, not that I wanted to.”


  “What were you doing at Temptations?”


  “Same thing as here.”


  “Just nowhere near as nice,” Breanne said. “They didn’t have nests like this. Just private rooms, and they were kind of gross.”


  “Yeah, it was bad,” Bellina said. “This place is a lot better.”


  She sat back, looked around at the other girls, and tried to shake off the heaviness of this discussion with a forced smile. “So, do you guys need anything?”


  I could tell she was done talking about her mother. That was fine. We could follow this up later.


  “Do what you want, folks,” I said. The looks on their faces told me they intended to.


  




  

    Chapter 7


  


  I sat there for a while just listening to the music and drinking my malvina. It was the amber bourbon-like variety uQe’kiral had served me. I liked the rum-like version from Phan-garad best, but this was still very good.


  I watched the other girls taking turns with Bellina, who had shed her bodysuit and appeared to be enjoying herself from all I could tell. The girls certainly were. But Breanne was still next to me, and after a few drinks she cuddled up to my side, pressing a plump, barely covered breast against my arm. Merindra and Kisarat had swapped places and were talking on the other side of me. Shoon came by to check on us, and I assured her that everything was fine.


  “Is it true what Kisarat said?” Breanne asked softly.


  “About what?”


  “You liking cunelo?”


  I smiled. “Yes, I like cunelo.”


  She laughed. “You claimed our clan leader. You must have some really beautiful cunelo wives.”


  “I do.”


  “I heard there was one who ran away from the clan to be your wife. Loreloo tried to stop her, and you said she had to stay, because you loved her.”


  “Yeah. That was Eladra.” That wasn’t exactly how it happened, but it was close enough not to bother correcting her.


  She leaned against my head, breath hot against my neck. I could smell the malvina she’d been drinking with me.


  I felt Merindra’s hand on my thigh, stroking it gently. She leaned in, nipping affectionately at my other ear.


  “Found another wife, Will?” she whispered. “She’s cute. I like her.”


  I turned away from Breanne for a moment. “Maybe,” I whispered back, “we’ll see.”


  “Kisarat thinks you should claim her.”


  I kissed Merindra quickly and turned back around. Breanne was now laying back against the fur behind us, looking up at me. She had long hair a lot like Lorelat’s, just a shade or two lighter. Lorelat’s hair was like caramel, while Breanne’s was closer to the pale tan foam on top of a cappuccino. Her blonde-furred ears were as relaxed as the rest of her.


  “You should come back to the house with us tonight,” I said.


  Breanne’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? You want me?”


  “I do.”


  She smiled, a little drunk. “The makalang wants me. What do you like so much about cunelo?”


  My eyes dropped to her chest, and she laughed softly. She looked down at herself, then pulled the straps of her top to the sides, freeing her breasts and exposing her nipples. They were smaller than Eladra’s or Lorelat’s, both of whom had fat nipples almost as big as my fingertips. Breanne’s were about the size of BBs. I reached over and began playing with her gently.


  “Is that all?” she asked.


  “No. I love the way you’re all so happy and affectionate all the time.”


  “We’re only that way with people we really like.”


  “So?”


  “I really like you.”


  I leaned in and kissed her. She kissed me back, sliding her arms around me. She was a little older than Eladra and Lorelat, maybe twelve or thirteen talons, and she was not inexperienced. I slid my hand under her top, and she lay there letting me play with her. Her breasts were just as nice as Eladra’s, firm and soft at the same time.


  I felt Merindra moving behind me, over and around us to lie on the other side of Breanne, who came up for air as Merindra cuddled up to her, taking a breast in one hand and Breanne’s hair in the other.


  “Hi,” she said.


  Breanne looked up at her nervously, clearly a little apprehensive at being so close to Merindra’s incandescent beauty.


  “Have you claimed her, Will?” Merindra asked.


  “Not yet.”


  Merindra looked down and gently brushed her fingers over Breanne’s face. “You have such pretty eyes.”


  “Thanks.”


  She leaned a little closer, rubbing her thumb over Breanne’s nipple. “You could be my awasa-late, Breanne. And so you understand, Will likes it when his wives are together like this. We could be together. I’d like that.”


  Breanne was breathing hard between us. “I’d like it too.”


  “Your clan and I have an understanding,” I said. “If I claim you, Racerak won’t object, nor will your elders.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’d like to claim you as wife.”


  She lay there gasping for breath for a few seconds, clearly unable to believe what was happening here. “I want to say yes. I do. It’s just . . . I have a job and friends and a life here. Would I have to go back to Phan-garad with you?”


  “I have a house here and wives here. Other side of the river.”


  “You do?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “I could stay here?”


  “Absolutely.”


  She smiled. “Then I’ll be your wife, Will.”


  Merindra bent down and kissed her. The two of them kissed eagerly for five or ten seconds for Merindra pulled back. “Welcome, Breanne.”


  Breanne laughed. “Where is your house?”


  “It’s where the Gates of the Golden Staff used to be.”


  Her eyes bulged. “That’s you? You took the building when they left?”


  “Yes. There’s a lot we’ll need to tell you. But it’s all good.”


  Merindra laughed and leaned in to kiss her again. “Don’t worry, bunny-girl. Your world is about to get a lot bigger.”


  They went back to making out. I looked over at Kisarat, who had been watching us. She leaned over, and I put my arm around her.


  “More cunelo,” she said, laughing softly.


  “I know.”


  She kissed me on the cheek. “You are happy, so I am happy, Will.”


  The other girls seemed about done with Bellina, who was now crawling over to us, flushed, sweaty, and rather disheveled. I could still sense the core of apathy inside her, but she’d apparently beaten it back with a lot of sex. Behind her, the girls were lounging around on the fur, all of them half-to-completely naked.


  “Take a break and have a drink,” I said.


  She nodded, pouring herself a stiff glass of kerasak and adding in one of the mixers from the furry ice chest. She took a long drink, then knelt down in front of us and pushed her golden hair back over her head. She glanced briefly at Merindra and Breanne, who were paying no attention to anyone else now.


  “Do you need anything?” she asked.


  “I’d like to talk to you some more. But it doesn’t have to be tonight.”


  “You have a place here?”


  I explained where we were.


  She didn’t really react when I told her. “That’s funny.”


  “Yeah.”


  “They just disappeared,” she said. “Nobody knows why.” A light came into her eyes. “Did you have anything to do with that?”


  “As I said, let’s talk more later.”


  She nodded. “Got it.”


  I handed her another 100-pikala plate.


  “You’ve been very helpful tonight.”


  She laughed softly. “Yeah, you could say that. Thanks.”


  She put her bodysuit back on but didn’t leave, sitting down next to Kisarat. They began talking about Kisarat’s time here when she was in school.


  I stood up and looked around. It had to be really late, but the club was still mostly full. A few of the nests had been vacated, and the orgy next to us had settled down to just drinking and talking. I checked the ice chest. We’d drunk most of it, but I didn’t see a need to get anything more. Everyone, including me, had too much to drink tonight. Even Kisarat was giggly and starting to kiss and flirt with Bellina, who was clearly receptive.


  I climbed out to look around. I needed to piss, but I had never done it in a place like this. This was a world without men’s rooms, and thirty-eight years of habit was holding me back from the idea of going into the ladies’ room in a big, overcrowded nightclub. But I wasn’t sure what else to do.


  Shoon saw me standing next to our nest and came over. “Do you need anything, Makalang?”


  “Is there a restroom up here?”


  “Of course.” She pointed me toward a door across the floor. It was behind the rope, so it was apparently the VIP restroom. That was good. It wouldn’t be too crowded.


  “Will there be a problem with me using it?”


  Shoon looked at me curiously. “I’m sorry. Is there a problem? Are your needs different?”


  “Do Taitalan males ever come in here?”


  “Not that I am aware of.”


  I shook my head. I really had to go, and there didn’t seem to be any other options. I thanked her and walked around the ring of nests to the restroom.


  Taitalan bathrooms didn’t have urinals as we thought of them on Earth, but they did have something akin to them, a sort of narrow bowl that stuck out from the wall so that females could just walk up and sit down on them to urinate.


  When I walked in, steeling myself against my discomfort, there were half a dozen females from the VIP area in there taking care of business. They looked up in mild surprise, though none of them said anything. But when I opened my pants to use one of the urinal-things, all of them circled around me to watch. And when I pulled my dick out to piss, four of them pulled out tablets to take videos of me as all of them gasped and murmured to each other.


  I almost said something. But I decided to let it go.


  When I was done, I buttoned myself up and nodded to them. “Have a good night, ladies.”


  A couple of them waved, and most of them laughed to each other.


  The life of the makalang.


  ◆◆◆


   


  When I went back out on the floor and walked toward the nest, Merindra and Breanne were still groping each other, hands now down each other’s pants. Bellina had opened Kisarat’s wrap and was down between her legs. She clearly knew what she was doing, because Kisarat was moaning and pumping her hips at Bellina’s mouth.


  I leaned against the railing looking down at the band. One thing kept bubbling up in my mind. What the hell had Broakware been doing for the cult that they would support her financially to such a degree? It was obviously a significant amount of money if her cash flow went completely to shit in a matter of sampars after it got cut off. But a situation like that didn’t arise overnight. It seemed like she’d had a successful business at some point. She’d been able to open and operate a group of bars and restaurants for quite a while. That wasn’t easy.


  After almost half an Earth year on Taitala, I knew that finances here didn’t work the same as they did back home. They used an accounting system completely different from the double-entry method I was familiar with. But while the nuts and bolts were different, the bottom line was the same: income had to exceed expenses for a business to survive for any length of time.


  So at some point, Broakware started getting funding from the cult. She allowed that to distort the finances of her businesses, and in time got things seriously overextended. That wasn’t anything unusual. I’d seen it in my old job. It was one of the reasons that cash flow from operations was separated from cash flow from financing when you did the financial statements.  You needed to pay attention to where your cash was coming from, because a business that was getting most of its cash from somewhere other than its core operations had a problem. Broakware had apparently gotten sloppy about that.


  I watched the girls down below dancing and singing to the music, most of them seriously intoxicated. After my last trip here, I wondered how many of them would not live to see tomorrow morning.


  ◆◆◆


   


  When the girls all finished each other off, I collected the group and told them it was time to go. No one really argued. We said good night to Bellina. She promised to come by in a day or two. We filed out of the club, with Kisarat, Merindra, and Breanne clinging to me and the rest of them following.


  Breanne and Filaria drunkenly said good night to each other, hugging and yelling about how awesome the night had been. All the girls hugged me as well, thanking me loudly and profusely for showing them such a great time. Then they cheered for Breanne’s accomplishment in catching my eye. Finally, we headed back to the house. Things had calmed down outside, but there was still quite a bit of drinking and revelry going on.


  I was the least hammered of the four of us, which meant I had to guide the other three. On the way, I couldn’t help looking for dead bodies. We’d seen a bunch the last time. But tonight, for whatever reason, no one had drunk themselves to death. There were plenty of girls passed out on benches, but I didn’t sense a single one who seemed in danger. That gave me a good enough feeling to get us home in one piece.


  With the exception of the guards on duty, the whole house was sound asleep. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with Breanne, if she was expecting to mate with me tonight. When we got to the bedroom, the three of them drunkenly pulled each other’s clothes off and fell onto the bed.


  But that was it. Within a minute or so, all three had passed out.


  I was really tired, so I decided I was fine with that. I undressed and got in bed with them.


  




  

    Chapter 8


  


  I awoke to a throbbing head and someone nuzzling me gently but insistently. I cracked open an eyelid and saw Narilora.


  I groaned, reaching out, half pushing her away. “No . . . ugh, I need mas––”


  A warm mug entered my hand. I opened my eyes all the way and saw that she had handed me a steaming cup of fresh massit. I sat up and took a long swig.


  She climbed into my lap facing me as I rubbed my head.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  I groaned again. I hadn’t been this hungover in quite a while. “I will be.”


  She brushed her hands over my face, picking at my tousled hair. “Okay. Will, love of my life, father of my child, my endlessly inspiring tsulygoi . . . can you tell me something?”


  “What?”


  Her eyes went over my shoulder. “Who is that?”


  I turned around, seeing Breanne out cold on her back tangled up with Merindra. The sheets were all over the place, leaving both of them effectively naked. The rest of the evening came back to me.


  “That’s, uh, that’s Breanne.”


  Narilora’s eyes narrowed. “Did you actually go out drinking and come back with another wife?”


  “Yeah, pretty much.”


  She laughed softly. “She’s cute, I’ll give you that much. But Will, really, another cunelo? Kisarat is right, you’re obsessed.”


  “I’m obsessed with linyang too, I just don’t want you to have to share my attentions.”


  She leaned forward and kissed me. “That’s the right answer.”


  “It wasn’t just me. Merindra was really into her too.”


  Narilora smiled. “I’m not sure why you’ve never picked up on this, Will, but Merindra likes what you like.”


  “Well, yeah.”


  “No, what I mean is, if something turns you on, that turns her on. You’ve never noticed? I’ve seen this happen before.”


  I thought about it for a minute. I hadn’t looked at it that way, but she was right. “I guess that’s why she’s so into you.”


  She kissed me again. “That’s another right answer.” She slid off the bed, pulling me to my feet. “Come on, you need to eat something.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  The rest of them appeared from upstairs while we were eating. Kisarat came in first, moaning and putting her head down on her hands.


  “Will, why did you let me drink so much?”


  I rubbed her back. “We were all having fun. It will pass.”


  “I feel like I was trampled by a herd of kabayang.”


  Narilora looked up, and I saw Merindra coming in with Breanne. Merindra had given her one of their wraps.


  “Hi. I’m Narilora, of the linyang and Will Hawthorne, who is my tsulygoi and the makalang. I have mated, and I am with child.”


  I’d wondered if I might feel differently about Breanne in the sober light of morning, but it seemed my eye had been good. She was still very cute, if also very hungover. Her ears hung limply on either side of her head.


  She moaned. “Uh, I’m Breanne, of the cunelo, and I guess Will too.” She moaned again. “I’m sorry, I feel like I died in my sleep.”


  She dropped down heavily next to Kisarat. Merindra sat next to me, leaning against my shoulder. I reached up to scratch her ears.


  Narilora poured everyone some massit.


  Breanne looked at it strangely. “Is this massit?”


  “Will likes it in the morning, and we’ve all gotten used to it.”


  “It helps,” I said.


  Breanne took a small sip, then a longer one. “Huh. It does.”


  Girasani came in and introduced herself. I briefly explained what happened last night.


  “So you claimed her and mated with her last night?” she asked.


  I glanced at Breanne. “We never got to the mating. Everyone was too drunk and tired when we got back here.”


  Narilora and Girasani looked at each other.


  “So we didn’t miss anything?” Narilora asked.


  “No.”


  I noticed that Breanne’s eyes had gone wide. “So it’s true? You really mate with all your wives right away?”


  “It is,” Girasani said. “And, my new awasa-late, I think it will be nothing like what you are expecting.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Narilora laughed. “All the myths and legends about the makalang when it comes to mating, Breanne, they’re all pretty much true.”


  Merindra recovered enough to laugh with her. “I told you last night. You’ll see.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  After a meal, a hot bath, and a lot more massit, I began to feel closer to normal. By lunchtime, it was clear my eye for finding compatible wives been accurate again, as Breanne proved to be a good fit with the rest of them. Their hangovers mostly subsided, Breanne and Merindra, along with Girasani and Narilora, went over to Breanne’s place to get all her things. By the time they got back and finished moving her in, Breanne had fallen into that same happy-affectionate-content mood I usually saw in all my cunelo wives.


  Meanwhile, Kisarat and Asarane went over to the city records office to see what they could find about Broakware’s properties. I wanted to go with them, but I concluded it was a bad idea because of the attention it would attract. The office was in the same building as the council chambers, and the last thing I wanted right now was for anyone to know what we were doing – least of all Broakware, who might very well be there and see me. I still couldn’t read Taitalan well enough for something like this, so I wouldn’t have been much help in any case.


  I was still nursing my hangover in the third-floor sitting area when one of the new guards, a cute linyang named Lysindrae, quietly knocked on the door.


  “Tsulygoi? There is someone here to see you.”


  I sat up. “What? Who?”


  The number of people in Yama-Kana who knew I was living here was not large.


  “A talalong. She gave her name as Shoon.”


  It took me a moment to place it, simply because it was one of the last names I would have expected to hear. It was the VIP manager from the club last night.


  “What does she want?”


  “She just asked to speak to you briefly.”


  “Uh. Okay. Show her into the main hall.”


  “Yes, my tsulygoi.”


  Lysindrae left. I got up and checked my appearance, deciding I was presentable. I came down the stairs to find Shoon waiting patiently in the entryway. She seemed to be about Kisarat’s age – maybe thirteen talons – but she was pretty in the same way Asarane was, approachable without being overly stunning. She had copper hair and wore a trim, stylish wrap.


  “Makalang, I am very sorry to bother you at home. I simply wanted to come by and thank you very much for your business last night. It was wonderful having you in our club, and I hope we will see you again.”


  Given how much I’d spent there – well over 1,000 pikala – this wasn’t surprising.


  “We had a great time.”


  “I am very glad to hear that. I am the third-floor manager, and I like to have a personal relationship with all our most special guests, just to be sure all their needs are met. Was everything to your satisfaction last night? Did you find Bellina enjoyable?”


  “It was all good. Bellina was great.”


  “Wonderful. She spoke very highly of you and your friends as well.”


  I wondered if she was telling the truth about that, not that it really mattered. But Bellina was certainly how Shoon had found me here.


  “That’s good to know,” I said. “Was there anything else?”


  “I just wanted to let you know that I can offer you a special package on your next visit. The same nest and selection of drinks, along with Bellina and a second nest-mate.”


  My head still hurt, but I thought I might take her up on it. Not tonight, though. “I appreciate that.”


  “Just let me know when you’re thinking of coming.”


  She gave me a little crystal plate with her contact information on it, then left after another round of profuse thanks. 


  ◆◆◆


   


  Kisarat and Asarane returned at dusk after the records office closed. They’d been there all day. The three of us retired to the room I’d been using as an office on the first floor.


  “The good news is that we found a lot,” Asarane said. “The bad news is that we’re not sure what any of it means.”


  Kisarat nodded. “There is a practice in Yama-Kana that when a debt is not paid, the person claiming the debt has to file a record of it in order to collect through official channels. The idea is that everyone else dealing with that person will know about the debt. Under normal circumstances, that’s supposed to create pressure to pay it.”


  “And you found some things filed against Broakware?” I asked.


  “A lot of things,” Asarane said. “All within the past six or seven sampars.”


  “They are almost all claims for goods and services for her clubs and restaurants,” Kisarat said. “Also unpaid wages from some of her staff.”


  They’d taken pictures of various documents with their tablet and walked me through it. Even with my limited Taitalan, I could tell that Broakware was in deep trouble.


  “How much all together?”


  Asarane took a deep breath. “About 300,000 pikala.”


  My jaw dropped. “Shit.”


  No wonder she had the money for that silver necklace I’d seen her wearing. If that amount represented her lost cash flow from the cult over the past eight sampars, they had been paying her an absolute fuck-ton of money.


  But for what?


  And, I wondered a moment later, from where? The cult had significant resources, but were they really that significant? I’d found nothing whatsoever around Silas’s house to suggest that. The place was actually pretty spartan when we’d taken it over.


  I did some rough math in my head. Assuming that figure was accurate, it added up to almost three million pikala every talon. I hadn’t paid that much to fortify all the circles, and the bill for that had been huge. Given the many significant differences between Taitalan and Earth society, it was basically impossible to come up with a meaningful purchasing-power comparison, but for a lot of things, I’d come to feel like one pikala was roughly equal to about ten dollars.


  So in effect, the cult was paying Broakware around $15 million a year. Where the fuck was that money coming from? Had I overlooked something?


  “Is that all you found?” I asked finally.


  “For her debts, yes,” Kisarat said. “But Asarane found something else.”


  “I only knew how to do this because of all the construction I studied at school,” Asarane said. “There are things you have to do maintain ownership of buildings, and it’s about the same here as it is in Phan-garad.”


  “Like the sales agreement we made up.”


  Kisarat nodded. “Yes, exactly.”


  “But what it means is that if you know how to look through the records, you can find every building they own. Which we did.”


  “What did you find?” I asked.


  “All of her clubs and restaurants. There are eight, some of which we knew about. There are a few that seem to have been closed for a while. We found her house. But we also found a couple of other buildings, and here’s where it gets weird. One of them is a warehouse on the other side of the river, by the docks. And there’s a document filed for it that gives the cult the right to use it.”


  “Wait, she was renting a warehouse to them?”


  “Yes,” Kisarat said.


  “What for?”


  “It did not say.”


  “Huh. So we need to go check that out.”


  Asarane’s face got a little pale. “Will, I think I know what might be there.”


  “What?”


  “Do you remember all the records we found about the basayangs? There was a lot of paperwork about what they were doing. Because I thought it was all happening down in the basement, some of it didn’t quite make sense to me. There were records for purchases of a lot of chemicals and equipment that we didn’t find downstairs. I wondered if they had gotten rid of it, or used it all up. But when I found the record of the warehouse today, something just clicked. I think they were making them over there, too, or at least doing something related to them.”


  “Fuck.”


  “Will, nothing has happened in Yama-Kana since they left,” Kisarat said. “If they were still over there, still making those things, we would surely know by now. It has to have been abandoned.”


  Kisarat was probably right, but this was a wrinkle I didn’t need.


  “Even so, we definitely should check it out,” Asarane said. “Just to be sure.”


  “Agreed. Let’s do it first thing tomorrow.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  I went up to the bedroom to think, but I found Mereceeree just waking up.


  “Good evening,” I said.


  I lay down with her, and she cuddled against me. I was a pretty big guy, and Mereceeree was tiny, so when I wanted to I could almost wrap myself entirely around her.


  “Who was that cunelo I found in our bed this morning?” she asked after a few moments. “Did you claim another wife?”


  “Breanne, and yes. You’ll like her.”


  “Have you mated?”


  “Not yet. Tonight. So maybe don’t go anywhere just yet.”


  She laughed softly and sat up. “I would not miss it, my love. I will go find her. Hopefully she will not be frightened of me.”


  “Narilora already warned her about you. It should be fine.”


  She gave me a kiss and went downstairs.


  I stayed there on the bed thinking about what Kisarat and Asarane found. The cult had some enormous source of wealth, but where was it? If they had it all in a bank, why hadn’t we found any records of that at all? And frankly, based on what we had found, Sheedlyn seemed like the last person to trust anyone outside the Gates of the Golden Staff with her private affairs. I supposed it was possible they might have had some stronghold elsewhere to keep their money, but we’d found so many other key records and materials in this house that seemed unlikely. They would have kept it here, the same place they kept their most precious possession – the Silas basayang.


  So where was it? What had I missed? Was there something hidden here?


  I wondered for a moment if I could sense it. If there was a hidden safe here, it would probably be made of crystal. I had never bothered to look simply because it had never occurred to me to do so. We’d found more than enough stuff the cult had left behind to bother searching for hidden caches.


  So I closed my eyes and concentrated. A thick concentration of crystal would affect the flows of energy around me. And after a few moments, I saw it.


  About halfway along one of the exterior walls, I sensed big block of crystal. The walls in this room were faced in elaborate tile, which would have easily concealed any hidden joints. And when I walked over to where I sensed the crystal, I couldn’t see anything initially. But looking more closely, now that I knew something was behind it and exactly where, I could just make out a rectangular seam in the tiles that matched the shape of the block.


  The question was how to open it. After fiddling around for a minute or two, I found a tile that seemed a bit loose in the wall. I pushed it, and it went in with a clunk. A rectangular section of the wall popped out an inch or so.


  Behind it was a crystal safe about the size of the one in my office back in Phan-garad. But the thrill of discovery was immediately dampened by the realization that I had no easy way of opening this thing. It was surely keyed to Sheedlyn alone, and she was no longer around to open it.


  I'd learned how these things worked from playing around with the other safes I had and talking to a crystal engineer in Phan-garad. They drew on Taitala’s energy field to power themselves – the engineers called the process tahablar – and the crystal structure of the walls created a disorder in the flows through it. It was that disorder that kept the door and the body of the safe held tightly together, and only by resolving the disorder would the door open.


  The lock was essentially an artificial version of how my focus crystals were paired to me. Only I could use them because only I could guide the flows through them. The door worked more or less the same way. It was paired to a specific individual, and only physical contact with that individual in a specific spot on the door could reorder its flow. By now, I was familiar enough with Sheedlyn to recognize her imprint on it. But that wouldn’t help me open it.


  I went back down to find Asarane. She was in the second-floor sitting area with the rest of them: Merindra, Narilora, Kisarat, Mereceeree, Girasani, and Breanne. Breanne was clearly still trying to get used to Mereceeree’s presence, though I could tell she was just flustered at meeting a panikang for the first time. They all looked over when I came in.


  “Come see what I just found,” I said to Asarane. “I need your advice here.”


  She got up, but the rest of them came with us. As we entered the master bedroom, I could hear the gasps of surprise behind me when they all saw the safe.


  “This has been here the entire time?” Merindra asked.


  “Yep.”


  “It was Sheedlyn’s,” Asarane said.


  “Yes. So how do we open it without her? Can we just break through it somehow?”


  She shook her head. “If this is made from the same stuff we used for securing the circles, and it looks like it is, not really. It’s a ceramic that’s formulated to be extremely hard, so anything you hit it with is going to shatter, either quickly or progressively. And even if you managed to crack the door, the fiber reinforcements built into it will still hold everything together. They’re fused under tension, so the more crystal you break, the tighter the whole thing will get. I mean, you could probably do it eventually, but it would take sampars of work.”


  “There’s nothing we could do?” I asked.


  She continued staring at the safe, then took a long breath and sighed. “The whole idea is to make it as tough as possible to break in. I mean maybe if you had some kind of big industrial––”


  Then her jaw dropped, and her face lit up. She looked over at me.


  “The rock-welder.”


  My jaw dropped with hers. “Oh.”


  We had gotten a portable heavy-duty laser to seal up the tunnel into the cavern of the Crimson Star. Getting it from Phan-garad through the circles to the cavern had been a royal pain in the ass, but we’d managed it over a couple of days. And because I had no need of it back at the other house, I decided to store it down in the basement here.


  “But how do we get it upstairs?” she asked.


  That wasn’t a trivial question. The rock-welder was essentially a tracked, self-propelled battery with a high-powered laser mounted on top. It was the size of a small golf cart, weighed a ton, and we would have to get it up three flights of stairs.


  “Would it work?” I asked.


  “It should. The ablation setting will burn through just about anything. We’d need to be careful not to destroy whatever is inside, but I’m pretty sure we can do it if we just cut around the door frame.”


  It was getting late, and this felt like too big a job to start tonight. I looked around at the rest of them.


  “Okay. Let’s tackle this tomorrow, then.”


  As the novelty of this discovery began to wear off, Merindra and Narilora came up to me, each taking an arm.


  Merindra leaned in to nip at my ear. “After all, Will, you have something else . . . someone else, that is . . . to get inside of tonight.”


  I looked over at Breanne, who was smiling in nervous anticipation. I laughed.


  “Okay. First things first.”


  




  

    Chapter 9


  


  It had been a long day, so I suggested a group bath first. The bedroom had a large bathing area that was almost the size of a small swimming pool. As spartan as the rest of the house had been, Sheedlyn apparently enjoyed her baths – not that I wanted to know what she’d been doing up here. There was a large water-heating system on the roof that was connected to the solar crystals, so in no time we had the pool filled with steaming hot water.


  All of them quickly got undressed and got in. For a few minutes, I just relaxed in the water, feeling my muscles unwind and watching seven hot, naked females happily washing each other, laughing, and splashing around. Then they turned to me. I groped at random soapy breasts and butts as their hands moved all over my body. I was quickly hard as a rock, and four or five hands were caressing my cock and balls.


  Before things went too far, they rinsed me off, and we all got dry and moved to the bed. Breanne lay back, and I regarded her lush body – big breasts, broad hips, firm round butt. Her hand was between her legs as she looked up at me, fingers gliding through her wetness. I saw the apprehension in her eyes. The other girls began to join her.


  Narilora stepped in front of me, smiling and putting a finger on my chest. “Breanne is nervous. She wants to watch first. So you can have her after you take care of the other six of us.”


  She turned toward the bed. Girasani and Mereceeree lay on one side of Breanne. Mereceeree bent to suckle a plump breast. Merindra did the same on the other side, as Kisarat laid her head on Breanne’s stomach next to Girasani. They watched as Narilora knelt between Breanne’s thighs and took Breanne into her mouth. Asarane climbed around and settled her hips onto Breanne’s face. Breanne reached for Asarane and began to lick up at her.


  Breanne had now all but disappeared under my other wives. I would need to unwrap this present to enjoy it.


  I took Girasani first, gently rolling her on her back against Mereceeree. I parted her thighs and slipped my tongue into her as Mereceeree reached down to caress her firm little breasts. When she was moaning and rocking her hips at me, I climbed up and gently moved into her. She was still almost painfully tight, and her breath caught as I filled her up. I looked down into those huge blue eyes and began rocking myself against her.


  I didn’t want to hold back with any of them. Since connecting with the Crimson Star, I no longer needed to draw energy from my wives’ orgasms to sustain myself. I was able to tap into Taitala itself. So I matched my arousal to Girasani’s, driving her rapidly toward her release. When she arched her back and dug her nails into my butt, I thrust hard and joined her in orgasm.


  “I am your wife,” she whispered softly. “I love you, Will.”


  I kissed her as I caught my breath. “You too.”


  I withdrew, climbing past her to Mereceeree. She was on her stomach, and I slipped into her from behind, bottoming out against her tight little butt. She kept her mouth on Breanne’s nipple but lifted her hips to me. I reached under her to take her sex in my hand and began rubbing her.


  Narilora and Merindra were still working on Breanne, and Breanne was still pleasuring Asarane. Kisarat lay there watching me, caressing Breanne’s stomach as Narilora licked at her. I saw Kisarat’s other hand down between her legs.


  Breanne began to rock herself under the rest of them, moaning up against Asarane. Narilora matched her movements, and a few moments later, Breanne gasped and thrashed on the bed in release. Narilora kept going.


  Under me, Mereceeree was nearing her release as well, pumping her butt back at me. When I felt her nearing the edge, I buried myself into her. The contractions of her orgasm milked out my release as well, and I came hard against her.


  I pulled out, moving to the other side. Girasani had taken Breanne’s breast from Mereceeree. I rolled Kisarat over and slipped into her wetness. She wrapped herself around me as I filled her, tail going tight around my ankle.


  I kissed her deeply, penetrating her from two directions. I flicked my tongue against her fangs, making her laugh under me. She was wound up enough from waiting that it took only a minute before she was writhing under me, urging me on. Then she let out a loud hiss and I felt her spasming around me. It was too soon for me, and I had to pound her firm body for another minute until I came again.


  I withdrew, sitting back to watch the girls. Narilora had moved aside for Mereceeree, who was now pleasuring Breanne and pushing her toward yet another release. Asarane was riding Breanne’s tongue rapidly, moaning and gripping her breasts.


  Merindra wiggled her butt at me, lifting her fluffy tail in the air. She was so wet her sex glistened before me. I took her hips in my hands and entered her easily, despite her tightness. She let out a growl as I bottomed out.


  Breanne came again, thrashing around under Mereceeree. Asarane joined her a second later, throwing herself to the side.


  Like Kisarat, Merindra had been waiting too long, and the penetration alone was almost enough to set her off. She pounded her butt back at me as I thrust forward. Then she shuddered and pinched down around me, convulsing in release. But even after three orgasms, I loved being inside her, and it took only a minute longer before I joined her.


  She fell to the side, gasping for breath. I climbed off the bed. I moved Mereceeree aside and pulled Asarane down between Breanne’s thighs. She bent down to return the orgasm Breanne had given her as I lifted Asarane’s tail and entered her from behind. Breanne watched us raptly.


  I wasn’t going to come with Asarane. Our connection through Taitala’s energy field was too intense, and our mutual orgasms were almost enough to knock both of us out. The others had seen it and understood it, but it was too much for Breanne’s first time. So instead, I held myself back and just worked on her. She was still highly aroused, and it took little time. But even then, Breanne came yet again, pumping her hips at Asarane’s mouth even as I felt Asarane contracting around me in release.


  That left Narilora, who was waiting patiently. As Asarane fell to the side, she returned to pleasuring Breanne, kneeling down and lifting her tail for me. Breanne moaned as she began to lick.


  “Oh . . . I don’t know if I can take anymore.”


  The rest of them laughed, cuddling in against her. They had no doubts about her stamina. Kisarat and Girasani took her breasts in their mouths, suckling firmly.


  I entered Narilora, feeling her purring intensely around me. She was so wet from all of this that I could barely feel her. I had to pound her roughly against Breanne’s sex, but that was what she wanted as well, meeting me stroke for stroke. In a minute or so, she shook around me, clamping down, just as I erupted inside her with a groan.


  Finally it was Breanne’s turn. Narilora moved aside. Breanne lay there, open and ready for me.


  “Will it hurt?” she asked.


  Merindra laughed. “Not after all that.”


  “It shouldn’t,” Asarane said. “I’d had sex before, like you have. He’s bigger than a finger, but it feels about the same.”


  Breanne stared at me. “He’s a lot bigger than a finger.”


  Asarane laughed. “Just relax yourself as much as you can, awasa-late.”


  I climbed over her, and she put her hands on my hips. The girls withdrew a bit to give me room. I slid forward, finding her incredibly wet. She was tight, nearly as tight as Girasani, but there was no resistance to entry. She gasped as I moved into her, and I savored the look of surprise and discovery in her big green eyes.


  When I was completely inside her, I bent down and kissed her for a few moments. She kissed me back, arms going around my back. I looked down at her, long tan-blonde hair spread around us and pale blonde–furred bunny ears twitching in agitation.


  “Okay?”


  She nodded.


  I began to move gently inside her, watching her arousal, weary but still burning. In a minute or two, she was moaning and moving with me, gasping against my neck. I bent to suck on her little nipples, wet and swollen from the girls’ attentions. After taking all the others first, I had all the control I needed, and I focused on her, reaching inside her to feel exactly what I was doing.


  After another minute, I felt her getting close, and then she whimpered against my neck, wet flesh contracting strongly around me. I kept it up, pushing her into another orgasm, then a third, before she fell back onto the bed, gasping for breath.


  “I’m done,” she laughed weakly. “Please, I’m done. I can’t come anymore.”


  The girls laughed with her. I released the brakes and finished myself deep inside her. Then I rolled to the side.


  One by one, most of the girls cuddled up to me. Breanne nuzzled under my right arm, making happy, affectionate noises against my neck. Merindra and Narilora sandwiched themselves together against my other side. Kisarat coiled up behind my head, caressing my face with her tail. Girasani wedged herself under Breanne’s thighs and laid her head on my stomach.


  Asarane generally liked sleeping by herself when Lorelat wasn’t around and went down to her room after saying good night.


  Mereceeree leaned in to kiss me as she went off on her nightly rounds. “Asarane told me about the warehouse. We will inspect it and report back.”


  “Okay, be careful.”


  Then I went to sleep in a pile of warm, contented female flesh.


  ◆◆◆


   


  Mereceeree returned just before dawn to report that the warehouse was sealed up as tightly as Silas’s house had been when the cult occupied it. The few windows were boarded over or bricked up, and there was no apparent entrance beyond the main door, a very heavy wooden affair with a modern crystal lock mechanism. There was also no sign whatsoever of any recent activity. All she could tell us about what was inside was a vague feeling of wrongness. That made sense, if Asarane’s suspicions were correct. I thanked her as she went to sleep, deciding a few of us would go over there ourselves later.


  Getting the rock-welder out of the basement required the help of ten or twelve of the guards. While its rubber-like tracks could climb the stairs, it couldn’t negotiate the tight landings at the bottom and top, requiring us to lever it around both corners. That took about three hours. It had considerably less trouble with the main staircase in the entryway, though we still had to push to keep it from slipping.


  Far more challenging were the spiral stairs up to the third level. It didn’t take us long to realize that there was simply no way to get it up there without knocking out a wall. It was just too damn big. And when I suggested widening the stairwell out of frustration, Asarane shut that down immediately. She pointed out that it was a load-bearing structure and doing anything like that would bring down part of the third floor on our heads.


  “So what do we do?” I asked finally. “Could we take the welder apart somehow?”


  After examining it for a few minutes, it was apparent that disassembling it would not be too challenging. But the core problem was the battery, and even without anything else attached, it would be tough to get it through the stairwell, even ignoring the problem of how much it weighed, which was a lot.


  Then I had an idea. The laser itself was a self-contained unit mounted on the top, that looked a lot like a two-foot length of four-inch PVC pipe. It was connected to the battery by an array of thick crystal cables.


  “What if we took the laser off and found some longer cables? Could we just take that part upstairs?”


  Asarane looked it over again. “It looks like it might work. But this isn’t my thing. I’m not sure what kind of cables we would need.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  I managed to get ahold of the company that sold us the rock-welder over my tablet. It turned out that we weren’t the first customers to run into this problem, and there was indeed a way to disconnect the laser and hook up a longer set of cables. Eventually the engineer I talked to connected us with a company in Yama-Kana that had the kind we needed. Because of how far it was from the bottom of the stairs up to the safe, we needed three sets of the longest cables they had, but the engineer insisted people had done it before and it would work.


  Conveniently, the cable supplier was located in the dock district not too far from the warehouse. So after lunch, Asarane, Merindra, Girasani, and I walked across the bridge to kill two birds with one stone.


  We found the warehouse in a quiet section of the docks, about two blocks up from the pier where the fishing barges were tied up. It was about twice the size of Silas’s house and roughly three stories tall. There was little to distinguish it from several other similar buildings nearby. The first floor was brick, with a wooden structure above that and a slightly peaked roof. There had once been a few windows on the first floor, but as Mereceeree reported, these were now bricked up. Other openings in the upper level were also closed off – not simply boarded over but built up from the inside to seal them off altogether.


  I sensed the same thing Mereceeree did, a vague sense of wrongness about the building that I couldn’t place. I’d felt it before, with a lot of elements of the cult. It might be the basayangs. It might be something else.


  The entrance was at one end. A small, gated courtyard surrounded it, but the gate was not locked. Inside, it was pretty clear no one had come through in many sampars. The courtyard was full of windblown dust, leaves, and other debris, some of it piled up against the big double wooden doors.


  It appeared that the lock mechanism had been retrofitted onto them. The whole thing was solid and solidly mounted into the walls.


  “We could probably blow this if we had to,” Asarane said. “It’s the same kind of thing Sheedlyn had on the bedroom door.”


  Girasani seemed deeply uneasy as she looked around. She alone of the four of us hadn’t faced the basayangs, so she was left with her imagination and the stories we’d told her. I noticed that she’d drawn an arrow and held it in the same hand as her bow.


  “Whatever is in here isn’t getting out today,” I said.


  She nodded, pulling her long silver hair back over her shoulders. “I am fine, my tsulygoi.”


  Merindra looked over. “It’s nothing you can’t handle, awasa-late. They are slow and do not fight well. You’re fast, and you do.”


  I turned back to Asarane.


  “I don’t think we should break in until we have a better idea of what’s inside,” I said. “If we blow the door, we kind of lose the ability to keep whatever’s in there, in there.”


  She nodded and looked up. “Could we get up there and try looking through one of those old windows?”


  I looked up as well and tried to assess things. Assuming the wooden elements of the roof were in good shape, there appeared to be plenty of places to anchor a rope.


  Mereceeree hadn’t been able to look in, but she was small and not terribly strong. If we rigged something up, Narilora and I might be able to get up there and knock the boards open. But we would need to do it at night. I didn’t want anyone knowing what we were up to.


  “Worth a shot later. Let’s go get those cables.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  The crystal electronics supplier was a few blocks down and away from the river. The cables were not cheap – three roughly thirty-foot cables set me back about 600 pikala – but the transaction took only a few minutes, and we headed back to the house.


  I woke Mereceeree and apologized for what we were about to do. She sleepily told us to go ahead and went downstairs to one of the other bedrooms.


  Safely disconnecting the laser assembly, running the cables upstairs, and getting it all connected correctly took about an hour. But it worked. Asarane braced herself on a table and started to cut through the safe.


  The first shot set off some kind of security system, sending a blast of energy across the front of the door. Since none of us were standing anywhere near it, no one was hurt.


  Asarane had to adjust things a few times to focus the beam on the edge of the door and avoid frying the contents, but in a few minutes, she was making steady progress. The security system kept going off, but it finally seemed to short out after about ten minutes from the damage to the crystal.


  The laser beam was not actually visible to the eye. Instead, the system had a pair of goggles that allowed her to see and aim it. The beam didn’t melt the door, either. In this mode, it fired a series of very short, intense pulses that blasted away a layer of crystal with each shot. Once she penetrated the door for the first time, she adjusted the beam again, as she had it set a bit too narrow.


  I was worried about the mess this might make, but the ablated crystal just seemed to evaporate rather than throwing off a lot of dust. Instead, the room was soon filled with a sour, ozone-like odor. We opened all the doors and windows to clear it out.


  After an hour, Asarane had managed to cut about halfway around the door. She took a break for a few minutes, and I went over to look at the safe. There were a few spots where there was a gap open to the inside, but even with a flashlight, I couldn’t see much of anything besides some glittering reflections. I had a pretty good idea of what they were.


  Asarane had cut maybe three-quarters of the way around when there was a sudden flash through the entire crystal of the safe. The door fell straight down with a thud, then forward onto the floor, sending a loud boom through the entire house. We’d cracked the safe, and the contents were now visible.


  Asarane stood up from the laser and pushed the googles off her head.


  “Good work,” I said.


  She just stared into the interior of the safe. “Wow.”


  “Yeah.”


  Inside were several things. Most of the space was taken up by the stacks upon stacks of pikala crystals I’d glimpsed through the gap in the door. A thin book sat on one shelf. Two odd wooden boxes sat on the shelf below it. Both looked very old. One was low and broad, while the other was squat and rectangular.


  I looked at the chests first. The broad one was actually some kind of case, and I was not terribly surprised to see the engraving on a brass plaque in the center of the lid: Capt. Silas Jeroboam Johnson. I lifted the case out and opened it. Inside was a brass sextant and a pair of calipers. The metal content alone made these things worth a fortune on Taitala, and I wondered how they had survived intact for so long.


  At least, I wondered until I opened the other chest. It was heavy, about ten inches wide and eight deep. Inside were what at first appeared to be blackened disks that ranged in size from a silver dollar down to a quarter. I picked one of the larger ones up. There were Arabic letters and vague patterns on both sides, one of which resembled a crown. Around the crown were the letters FERDND VI D G HISPAN ET IND REX. The pattern on the other side was unclear, but as I turned it around in my fingers, I realized it read 1753 along the edge.


  Then it hit me what I was looking at, and everything made sense.


  These were the Spanish silver coins Silas had been carrying when he fell through the cave. The chest was still about a third full, but out of Earth context, I hadn’t recognized them for what they were.


  The cult had probably been selling the silver to wealthy females for a long time, perhaps ever since Silas’s death, but what was left was still worth a king’s ransom.


  The proceeds of what were presumably recent sales took up the rest of the safe. Asarane had been counting it while I looked at the chest.


  “This . . . is insane,” she said. “There are millions of pikala in here.”


  “This is what they were paying Broakware with.”


  “But where did it all come from?”


  I showed her the silver. Her eyes almost popped out of her head when she realized what she was seeing.


  “It was Silas’s,” I said. “He brought this from Earth.”


  “How did he have so much?”


  “Silver isn’t worth anywhere near as much on Earth as it is here, and it isn’t that rare. This was just his money supply for a voyage he was planning.”


  Seeing all of this made me wonder how silver had come to be worth so much on Taitala in the first place. It wasn’t meteorite iron, the only real metal native to this world. So when Silas first arrived, his silver would have been a mere curiosity, too rare to have any real market value, because there was no demand for it. That would have had to build over time, as more wealthy females learned of its existence. The gleam of pure silver was unlike anything else on Taitala, as suitable for fine jewelry here as it was on Earth. At some point, lust for it among the wealthy would have been sparked.


  Yet Silas hadn’t mentioned any of that in his journals. He actually needed to sell his mating services when he first arrived in Yama-Kama. That suggested to me that Neeroy, the first leader of the Gates of the Golden Staff, might have been responsible for it. She or one of her underlings realized what Silas brought them and found a way to exploit it. This was how they sustained themselves for so long with no apparent source of income. Kisarat and Asarane hadn’t seen anything like that in their records, but we hadn’t been looking into the cult’s finances until very recently.


  Merindra, Kisarat, and Narilora came into the room and were now gaping at the contents of the safe. Asarane tried to explain what I’d just told her.


  The last item was the book. I opened it up. It was a sort of ledger – I recognized the so-far-incomprehensible-to-me Taitalan accounting system. There were entries going back quite a while.


  I showed to Kisarat. “Can you make sense of this?”


  She looked through it. “I . . . I am not sure.”


  Merindra leaned over her shoulder. “Isn’t this what Breanne does?”


  I’d completely forgotten what Breanne told me about her job. “Go get her.”


  Merindra went downstairs and returned with Breanne a minute later. I let her marvel at the safe for a few moments before showing her the book. “Can you tell what this is about? Is this what you’ve been doing?”


  She looked through the book for a minute, blonde bunny ears going to points as she focused on the entries. “Yeah. This . . . this looks like a record of their payments to Broakware. The amounts are different, but it looks like they were paying her about 20,000 pikala every sampar.”


  “Can you tell what for?”


  “It’s for something. Units of something. Each entry seems to record how much they got from her. This column is labeled ‘collections.’ I can’t tell what that means. There’s no explanation of what they were collecting from her. But most of the entries range from ten to twenty a sampar.”


  “So about a thousand pikala a unit, whatever it is.”


  “Exactly,” she said.


  “Can you tell how many total units they got from her, whatever they were?”


  Breanne flipped through the book for a minute, counting. “Roughly . . . at least a thousand, maybe more. The amounts are a lot lower earlier in the book. It seems to start about four talons ago.”


  I cursed internally. What the everliving fuck were they getting from her that was worth so much money, in such volume? And where had it all gone?


  “That’s all you can tell?”


  “Pretty much. I’m sorry, there’s just not a lot of detail in here.”


  I pulled her to me and kissed her forehead. “No, this is great. You’re already a valuable addition around here.”


  She beamed, hugging me back, ears brushing my face affectionately. “Thanks.”


  




  

    Chapter 10


  


  If we still didn’t know everything, the outlines of it were becoming clear.


  Broakware had something Sheedlyn needed and was paying her an awful lot of money for. That income, tens of thousands of pikala every sampar, had disappeared. Broakware let herself become dependent on it and was now paying the price.


  I wondered briefly why Sheedlyn hadn’t come back for her hoard, given what it represented for the cult. The obvious answer was that she couldn’t. We’d chased them out of every hiding place until they’d destroyed the last crystal circle at the Crimson Star to stop us. During that period, she was surely focused on regrouping what remained of the cult, until she finally had no way to get back to Yama-Kana – except on foot.


  I had a feeling the answer, or at least part of it, was in that warehouse. The cult left it secured, and who knew whether Broakware could get in, or even cared about it when her main business was falling apart.


  As we were trying to get the bedroom back in order and clear out the debris from cracking the safe, Yisaraq appeared in the doorway. “Tsulygoi, we have received a reply from my sister. She wishes to meet with you.”


  I stood up. “Now?”


  “She said she would like meet this afternoon.”


  “Ah, okay. Fine. Get ready. Tell Girasani I need her to come with us, along with four of the sorai.”


  “Yes, my tsulygoi.”


  I made myself presentable and strapped on my katana. By the time I got to the first floor, Girasani was waiting with Yisaraq and four sorai, who were fully geared up.


  “Where are we going?” I asked Yisaraq.


  “A house in the same residential district across the river, where you were last night. I was given directions.”


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  We walked downriver to the bridge and then across to the residential district. Yisaraq’s directions took us right past Feylani’s house, and I was a bit surprised when I suddenly realized that our destination was the McMansion – the huge, ostentatious house between Feylani’s place and uQe’kiral’s.


  It sprawled across a broad outcrop into the river, which was covered in meticulously manicured trees and shrubbery. A gravel path led from the street up to the house – except, once we walked onto it, I realized the path was covered in crushed crystals, not gravel.


  As we approached, there were several armed dwenda waiting for us. We greeted them as we usually did at these meetings, and the sorai went off with them while another dwenda led us into the house.


  The interior looked like something from a celebrity lifestyle show back on Earth. Every surface – floors, walls, and ceiling – was covered in polished slabs of crystal or intricately engraved sheets of hardwood. The furnishings were just as impressive, beyond even what aJia’jara had collected. This was wealth on a level I hadn’t encountered on Taitala before.


  The dwenda attendant led us through a long entryway and around a corner into an open atrium facing the river. We turned another corner and entered a plush sitting room off to the side, the furniture a mix of ornate crystal fixtures and soft leather and furs. I saw Missok sitting there, and then I saw the explanation for this house.


  Broakware was sitting next to Missok with a smug expression on her face.


  “Welcome, Will Hawthorne of Earth,” she said. “I won’t address you as Makalang, since we know that isn’t who you are.”


  I struggled to regain my composure for a few moments. “I don’t enjoy being ambushed, Missok. If you have something to say to me, you could have done so.”


  “This is what I have to say to you,” she replied.


  “Have a seat, Will,” Broakware said. “The rest of you can leave.”


  I looked at Girasani and Yisaraq. “Go wait outside.”


  They left, and I sat down.


  “Missok has been telling me a great many interesting things,” Broakware said. “Starting with your unprovoked assault on the Gates of the Golden Staff, and your theft of their home and possessions.”


  “You have an interesting definition of ‘unprovoked.’”


  “Nothing you think they did could be proven.”


  “No? Are you sure about that?”


  “You would need to prove it before the council. I think you know what the outcome there would be. I can call on more than enough votes to have you and all your wives executed.”


  “So why haven’t you?” I asked.


  “I could have you arrested right now.”


  “You don’t want to do that.”


  She smiled. “You would compound your guilt by assaulting my guards. And I can call upon more than the few you brought with you.”


  “I am not threatening violence.”


  “Then what?”


  I sat back and stared at them for a few moments. “You called me here for a reason. There’s something you want. What is it?”


  “I am offering you the opportunity to vacate Yama-Kana and never return. Leave that house, leave behind everything you took, and forget the Gates of the Golden Staff. Tonight. I know you have the capacity to do it.”


  “Why?” I asked. “I’m just curious.”


  “You are here to interfere in the reunion and reconciliation with the lost tribe,” she replied. “Why you care, I do not know. But you will remove yourself from this matter. Now.”


  “Has Missok told you everything I found? Did you even notice who I brought with me tonight?”


  She snorted in derision. “A dwenda. You have many. What of her?”


  I turned around and called to Girasani. She burst into the room almost instantly, hand on her blade. Behind her came two of Broakware’s guards.


  I held up my hand. “There’s no trouble. I just need you to talk to our host for a few moments.”


  She understood now, and walked up next to me.


  “Look at her more closely,” I said.


  Then Broakware got it. “I see. She’s one of them. The one Missok mentioned.”


  “I am kaliman,” Girasani said. “Not dwenda.”


  “You are one of us.”


  “I am not. Nor are my people.”


  “You were,” Missok said. “You could be again.”


  “No longer. And none of my people wish to be.”


  Broakware scoffed. “He has poisoned your mind against us. Surely your people will give us a chance to prove our good intentions.”


  “They will kill you,” she said flatly. “If you try, they will kill you.”


  “Enough of this!” Broakware snapped. “It is not your concern. You will all leave, and leave tonight.”


  “And if I don’t?”


  She narrowed her eyes at me. “I have resources here you cannot imagine. Don’t think you can oppose me. You know what happened the last time you tried.”


  “Except, those resources are not what you pretend. Not anymore.” I looked at Missok. “Did you come to her for assistance with this expedition? Funding for it? You did, didn’t you?”


  Missok didn’t answer me, but I could see the truth in her eyes.


  “And she’s been putting you off about committing anything, hasn’t she?” I asked. “Has she told you why?”


  Missok glanced at Broakware.


  Broakware’s eyes flared. “What are you referring to?”


  “I am aware of the difficulties you are currently in.”


  She snorted again, waving my words away. “You know nothing.”


  “I know more than you think. Quite a bit more.”


  Her composure seemed to waver for a moment. Then she leaned back, smiling thinly at me. “Whatever you think you know, you understand far less than you believe.”


  “Should I tell Missok? She already knows quite a bit.”


  “Broakware has shown me the truth,” Missok said.


  “I could take you over there and show you, if you’d rather see it with your own eyes. We . . . found quite a bit. All sorts of records, and other things. The Gates of the Golden Staff were really quite obsessive with their record-keeping. You have no idea.”


  I stood.


  “Oh, and Silas is dead,” I continued. “He’s actually been dead for a long time, but one of my wives finished him off. So I guess that makes me the makalang now after all.”


  “Wait,” Broakware said.


  “What?”


  She regarded me, her eyes gone to narrow slits. “What is it you know?”


  “Pretty much everything. I know exactly how deep you were with them, down to the last pikala. I know you’re broke now because that money is gone. You’re probably looking into how to sell all this crap you’ve filled your house with to pay the bills. That’s why you can’t give Missok anything for this quest of hers.”


  Missok gasped. “Broakware, is this true?” But Broakware was speechless.


  I went on. “Oh, and I know what they were paying you for, too. I don’t think you want that getting out. I’m pretty sure those votes you’re counting won’t be there if it does.”


  I was bluffing, of course. But I needed to see what her reaction would be. And it came.


  She leapt to her feet. “Lies!” she shrieked. “Who told you? Who was it? Was it Grayma?”


  “Does it matter? You touch me, or any of my females, it will come out. I have proof.”


  Broakware shrieked in rage.


  I turned to Girasani. “Let’s go.”


  As we walked out, Missok and Broakware began shouting at each other. Her guards and attendants looked around in confusion. We walked back up the entryway, and I called for the sorai. They emerged from a room on one side a few moments later.


  Broakware appeared behind us. “If you repeat a word of any of this to anyone, I will have you all killed! You have no idea what I can do here!”


  “I do, actually,” I replied. “I just don’t care. Ask Sheedlyn.”


  Then I turned and left.


  ◆◆◆


   


  I tried not to show it, but I was more than a little concerned about being pursued on our way back. I kept looking behind me until we reached the house and were safely back inside. As soon as the door shut, I called out for Jissalyn, one of the senior sorai whom Meridrian and I had put in charge of the detachment in Yama-Kana. She’d been part of the first batch of wives Varycibe had sent, right after I killed aJia’jara, and she had fought in every one of our battles against the cult. She came running up from the back of the house.


  “Yes, my tsulygoi?”


  “From now on, we’re on full alert here. I want everyone who’s awake fully geared up and ready. Double the guard on all the entrances, and get some eyes and crossbows on the roof. I want to know if any kind of trouble is approaching.”


  “Yes, certainly, but why? What is going on?”


  I explained about Broakware’s threats. She nodded rapidly.


  “And tell everyone to get prepared,” I went on, “just in case we have to pull out of here in a hurry. I don’t quite know what she might be able to bring to bear on us, but I don’t want to get stuck here if it turns out to be more than we can handle.”


  “I will take care of it at once.”


  “Thanks.”


  I noticed Asarane in the corner of the entryway, working on the rock-welder. The laser was still disconnected, and she was coiling up the cables. “You got it back down okay?”


  She turned to me. “You didn’t want to leave it upstairs, did you? I’ve been cleaning up.”


  “No, that’s fine. Just leave it here. We can try to get it back down to the basement later. I need the guards on other things right now.”


  




  

    Chapter 11


  


  Despite my concerns, nothing more happened that afternoon. I sent Asarane and Narilora back to Phan-garad to collect our climbing gear so we could get into the warehouse. They returned at dusk, just as the sun was setting between the two hills across the river, in the same way Silas had written about in his journals.


  When Mereceeree woke up, I pulled her and Narilora together to explain what I wanted to do.


  “Compared to that mountain, this should be simple. We’re just going up the side of that building. You must have landed on the roof?” I asked Mereceeree.


  “Yes. There are places I can easily anchor you on the ends, where the roof peaks. I am not sure about the sides.”


  “So we would need to go up the front or back?” I asked.


  “Yes. But there are windows there.”


  “Okay. Then that’s what we’ll do.”


  We waited until fairly late, when the city outside the entertainment district had gone to bed. We got fully geared up, me in my armor and katana, Mereceeree with her blades, and Narilora and me both with our crossbows. Just to be safe, we covered ourselves with long cloaks to conceal the gear as much as we could.


  The walk across the city back to the docks drew no attention, and Narilora and I passed only a handful of people, all of whom were drunk and walking home from the bars.


  When we got to the warehouse, we filed into the courtyard and shut the gate. Nothing seemed to have changed from earlier that day. Mereceeree flew over and landed just as we arrived.


  We laid out the climbing gear, and I rigged us up. Mereceeree reported that there was a solid wooden beam at the peak of the roof above us. I created a set of three top anchors and two belays for her, and she flew up and set them in place. The ropes hung right down in front of a large, boarded-up window that seemed like our best bet for getting in.


  I wanted Narilora to go first for safety’s sake – there was little point in my going first and having her belay me from the bottom, since I weighed twice what she did. But she could belay me from above once she was up there, using one of the locking devices.


  “Ready?” I asked Narilora.


  “Let’s do it.”


  She scrambled up the brick quickly and soon stood on the ledge at the top of the first story. I took up the rope as she went. Then, somewhat more slowly, she dug her claws into the wooden siding and continued up one step at a time. In a couple of minutes, she’d reached the window and tied herself off.


  I had no claws, so I had no choice but to climb the third rope and walk up the side of the building. There was a time not so long ago – before my divorce, when Jacqueline refused to let me do anything physical or risky – that I couldn’t have managed this, but after a year of CrossFit and half a year on Taitala, I was fit enough to manage it. Narilora took up my belay as I climbed. I reached her side in about minute and tied myself off as well.


  Mereceeree hung upside down above us, feet clinging to the roof edge. “Now what?” she asked.


  “We break in.”


  I had gone back and forth over what tools to bring before deciding that the most useful one would probably just be my right foot. As I’d noted that afternoon, the window was boarded up from the inside. Bracing myself as best I could, I kicked out at the boards right at the edge of window frame. The first kick loosened one of them. The second knocked it loose. A few more kicks had us an opening large enough to get in.


  Then a vile wave of miasma flowed out from the window. It was the humid stench of rotting flesh overlaid with acrid chemical odors.


  Narilora recoiled in disgust. “Whoa.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Can you see inside?” It was too dark for me, but she had excellent night vision.


  “Just a room. Looks empty.”


  Girding myself against the stench, I climbed in and turned on my flashlight, setting it to dim red. Narilora came after me, and a moment later, Mereceeree swung in.


  “This smells worse than your farts after a night of drinking, my tsulygoi,” Mereceeree said.


  Narilora laughed softly, covering her mouth for a moment.


  We were in a small room that might once have been an office or storeroom, but it was now empty. A single door hung half-open in the far wall.


  “Can either of you hear anything?”


  The girls looked at each other. Both of them had far better hearing than I did.


  “Yeah,” Narilora said. “I do.”


  “Something very strange,” Mereceeree said. “Many footsteps, movement, but nothing else.”


  I unstrapped my crossbow and cocked it. Narilora did likewise. I let her go first since she was a lot quieter than me.


  She looked past the door in both directions, then waved us forward, giving the “clear” sign. “Just a hallway, empty,” she said softly.


  The hallway went in both directions. There were more doors on either side of us that led to similar rooms. At either end, the hallway turned to run along the outside wall of the building toward the back.


  I motioned left. Narilora moved down and carefully looked around the corner. She waved us up again. She pointed to her ear, then down the hallway.


  The smell was worse, and it seemed to be coming up the hall toward us as air flowed out of the window we’d opened. As we turned the corner, I could just barely see up ahead that the hallway turned into a catwalk of sorts that was open to the right.


  Now I could hear the noises as well. It sounded like a thousand people walking slowly in circles without talking or making any other sounds. When we made it to the catwalk, I saw that I wasn’t far off the mark.


  The catwalk looked down on the main floor of the warehouse. Almost the entire area was full of basayangs. But they looked different from what we’d encountered before. They were slower, more sluggish, and didn’t really react to my light beyond looking up. The stench in here was almost too much to bear, like an abandoned slaughterhouse on a hot August day.


  As I swept my light over them, I saw the source of the smell. Many of the basayangs lay on the floor, apparently expired, and the others had walked over them again and again until the bodies in many places were mashed into vaguely people-shaped sheets of gore. There were signs some of the dead ones had been eaten.


  There were hundreds of them walking around in here, maybe even a thousand or more.


  “How long do you think it’s been like this?” Narilora finally asked.


  “I assume since we drove out the cult,” I said. “They’ve been in here alone and unattended all that time.”


  “They seem to be decaying,” Mereceeree said. “As if they do not last long after being changed.”


  A sick look spread over Narilora’s face. “This would have happened to me. If you hadn’t fixed it. After you did, I just felt so much better, not just emotionally but physically. Like those other energies were slowly rotting me from the inside out.”


  It made sense. I felt it myself in dealing with these things before. Some seemed half-dead, others more vital. The ones Merindra and I fought when we first came to Silas’s house had been faster, more dangerous. Some even seemed to have shreds of their original personalities left. Those were probably brand new, made right in the basement lab. The ones Sheedlyn sent to attack us in Feylani’s house were not. She probably sent them from here, which looked very much like the place they were stockpiling them.


  “How did Silas last so long?” Mereceeree asked. “If these have lasted only a few sampars?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe it had something to do with him being the makalang. Or maybe there was something they did to maintain him, like when I healed Narilora. If that’s why, my guess it was too much bother for these things, with so many of them. Maybe easier to just get more bodies and make new ones.”


  “What do we do?” Narilora asked.


  “I don’t know. They’ve been here untouched for ten sampars. They’re dying slowly. Short of burning the building down, I don’t know how we could kill so many. And burning it down could let some of them escape. We could guard the outside while we did it, but . . . we’d be attracting a lot of attention.”


  “Then maybe we do nothing, for now,” Narilora said.


  “Nothing we can do tonight in any case.”


  We searched as much of the building as we could without going down to the main floor. We found a set of rooms at the other end that was the source of the chemical odors. The bitter stench of it was so bad I had to cover my mouth. Inside the rooms were vats filled with a thick yellowish slime. As l looked closer, I saw chunks of flesh, limbs, a head, floating inside. I didn’t even want to know what they were doing in here – maybe rendering down the ones that had passed their sell-by dates.


  After that, we withdrew, dropping down the ropes outside the window. Mereceeree untied everything. As we were standing there waiting for her, Narilora suddenly leaned over and vomited several times.


  I rubbed her back. She stood up, wiping her mouth. “Sorry,” she said.


  “If I had known it was going to be this bad . . . ”


  She shook her head. “Better we know.”


  Mereceeree landed in front of us with the gear. I coiled it all up.


  “Let’s get back,” I said. “I don’t know about you guys, but I need a long bath.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  I woke up the next morning in the midst of a pleasant ball composed of Breanne, Narilora, and Merindra. Kisarat and Girasani were up, while Mereceeree was asleep across the bed, having returned without waking me up for once.


  I peeled myself away from the girls. Still half-asleep, they rolled together, closing the gap I left behind. I pulled on some clothes and went down to get some massit from the kitchen.


  After I checked in with Jissalyn and assured myself that things were secure, one of the guards told me a message had come in from Loreloo. I called her, and she told me that the new cunelo clan leader Racerak had requested a meeting – nothing serious, we simply hadn’t met one-on-one yet, and she wanted to get to know me better. I told her it was fine.


  I’d been planning to go back to Phan-garad for a day to see my kids and check in with Meridrian and the rest of them anyway, so this was as good an excuse as any.


  When I got back, I met with Meridrian first because I wanted to discuss how to get the cult’s money somewhere more secure than the busted-up safe we had it in now. Once I updated her on the situation in Yama-Kana, she promised to send over a unit to carry all the pikala plates back to my bank in Phan-garad. I called Kisarat and Asarane to let them know they were coming and asked them to meet the guards in the crystal circle. This would more than pay for all the renovations and upgrades and other things I’d had to do because of the threat the cult presented, so it seemed fitting.


  I spent the rest of the morning with Cassie and Hunter, playing in one of the sitting rooms and then going on a walk around the residential area. A unit of guards came with us but kept their distance. We ate lunch under a tree. As I watched Hunter trying to climb the tree while Cassie lay across my lap having me scratch her bunny ears, I reflected on the irony of having to come to an alien world in order to give my kids a normal childhood.


  “What do you think Mommy is doing right now?” Cassie asked.


  I brushed her blonde hair back away from her face. “I don’t know, baby. She needs some time to learn how to not be so angry about things.”


  “I hope she learns. I like it when she’s not mad at me.”


  “Me too.”


  “Could she ever come to Taitala?”


  I wondered for a moment what Jacqueline would make of this world. I had no idea. “Maybe. I don’t know.”


  We walked back to the house, and Therani took over. I spent about half an hour talking with Ayarala, Eladra, and Lorelat about the state of the house and what had happened in Yama-Kana. As I expected, my two favorite bunny-girls were thrilled to hear about Breanne and wanted to meet her as soon as possible.


  After telling Eladra to get geared up for the meeting and collect Kareina and Nileen, my two former clanguard, I went and found Loreloo up on the third floor.


  I was still getting used to thinking of her as a wife rather than the clan leader of the cunelo, even though we’d now mated several times. She was a bit older than me – about twenty talons – but I found her increasingly attractive the longer she was around. She was in good shape and took care with her appearance, and she’d begun wearing her light-brown hair long and loose like my other wives did. I hadn’t been at all sure how she might transition from a life of sex with other females to being a wife of the makalang, but once the initial awkwardness of our unexpected coupling wore off, she’d proven to be just as lusty as the younger bunny-girls.


  She was waiting in the third-floor sitting room and stood up as I came in. She gave me a quick hug.


  “Welcome home, my tsulygoi,” she said.


  “Any suggestions on how to approach this?” I asked. “Kind of curious why she waited this long.”


  “She has been very busy, Will. There are many demands on a new clan leader. She had to visit all the cunelo settlements first. The politics of Phan-garad, and the makalang, had to wait for that.”


  I nodded. That made sense. “What do you think she’s looking for here?”


  “She has been more guarded with her thoughts since being elevated, as one might expect, but my sense is that she is very concerned about Moshera’s attack on you. It was the deaths that swung opinion in your favor. Whatever the elders believed about your cunelo wives, to kill innocents over such disagreements is not how we do things. So she will want to restore our good relations with you.”


  “Would making you my second for this be constructive or not?”


  She took a deep breath. “I am honored, my tsulygoi, but no. She is the clan leader now. I am your wife, no more. It should be Eladra or one of the others.”


  I nodded. “Got it. Let’s talk when I get back.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  Racerak was still getting her home set up in Phan-garad, but she had taken up residence in a largish building just outside the residential area where I lived. Eladra, Kareina, and Nileen walked over with me. Just to be safe, I brought a unit of guards as well, though they stayed a few steps back and did not approach Racerak’s house.


  Racerak’s clanguard met us outside. I could see some uncertainty in their eyes over how to deal with Kareina and Nileen – who had left the clanguard to join me with Loreloo, and now wore the uniform of the makalang’s guards – but nothing unpleasant was said. One of them led me and Eladra into the house.


  The new cunelo clan leader was waiting in a sitting room near the back of the house with another member of her guard. She greeted me as we entered, and I saw a table set with lunch for four behind her.


  “Makalang, it is good to see you again. Thank you for coming.”


  “Of course. How was your tour of the cunelo settlements?”


  She laughed. “I see Loreloo has prepared you for this meeting. Good. It went fine, for the most part, and that is in fact one of the subjects I wish to discuss with you. But please, let us eat first.”


  Her servants approached with lunch, and while I had been expecting the usual cunelo rabbit food – vegetables and roots – they brought something else. It was little medallions of roast kabayang in a sort of fruit sauce. There were vegetables on the side, but this wasn’t anything I’d eaten among cunelo before, and it just happened to be one of my favorite Taitalan dishes.


  Then I got it. “I see Loreloo prepared you for this meeting as well,” I said.


  Racerak laughed softly. “I am told you have grown a bit tired of the usual cunelo fare.”


  I laughed with her. “I suppose.”


  We ate and kept the conversation casual until the food was gone. She was interested in how Taitalan culture differed from Earth’s, and while that was something I could have talked about for hours, I confined myself to the basics around social functions and reproduction. I knew by now that there were few taboos about discussing mating and sex among Taitalans. She then told me a bit about her background. She’d been a senior administrator for one of the larger cunelo villages outside Phan-garad, and in so doing had come to the attention of a number of key elders.


  When the servants cleared the dishes, she waved one of them over and whispered something. A minute later, the servant returned with a bottle of kerasak, which she proceeded to pour into little glasses.


  “This is from your village, Eladra, though I regret my budget does not allow me to provide anything but this year’s production for now.”


  “Thank you,” Eladra said.


  “I appreciate the gesture,” I said.


  “The story of your buying the last six bottles of Lilianag’s oldest harvest spread rather rapidly, Makalang. So I am aware of your affinity for it.”


  “Thank you.” I took a sip and set the glass down. “Racerak, I don’t have any reason to feel ill will toward you personally, regardless of what some in your clan did to me and my family. So I’m a bit curious about your obvious desire to get off on a good foot here. And it does make me wonder what it is you have to tell me.”


  Racerak leaned back in her chair and took a sip of kerasak. “Loreloo told me not to take you lightly, and I see she was correct. Your observations are astute.”


  “I have been lucky to collect a very astute set of wives. I would say they deserve much of the credit.”


  Eladra shot me a quick smile.


  “Yes, I would agree from what I have seen and heard,” Racerak said. “All right. There are some things I need to tell you that you may not enjoy hearing. Immediately after I was elevated to clan leader, I ordered an investigation into Moshera’s attack on your house. This is because I want you to believe that – whatever some in my clan may feel about your wives – this is not who we are.”


  “It’s who some of you are.”


  She pursed her lips. “Yes. I am sorry. There are a few, which is why I ordered the investigation. What we were able to find is this. Horasa and Meellin were clearly behind it. They had gathered a fairly large group of supporters who favored removing your pregnant wives somehow. There were witnesses to the discussions they had with Moshera about forcing the issue. These witnesses insist that they intended it to happen peacefully. Since the details about the attack came out, these supporters have almost entirely abandoned Horasa and Meellin and cooperated with my investigators.”


  “Almost?”


  “Some fled with them.”


  “So Loreloo was right after all? In having them arrested.”


  Racerak sat back and sighed. “Yes. I will tell you that there is a considerable amount of remorse among the council of elders over that issue now. But what’s done is done. She entered your household and has mated.”


  “Remorse won’t bring back the three wives of mine that Moshera killed. All of them were kids from out in front of my house, that crowd that’s been there almost from the beginning. Girls who just wanted a chance to mate. None of the three had been with me more than two sampars, and I hadn’t had a chance to mate with any of them. I left them there that night because they weren’t ready to join the rest of my fighters, had they even wanted to. That was the only reason they were even out there. They still fought to defend my family, and Moshera’s clanguard killed them.”


  Racerak had been sitting there quietly listening. She let out a long sigh when I was done. “I am here to find a way to make this right. Name it.”


  “Find Horasa and Meellin and make them pay for this, along with anyone else who was complicit in that attack.”


  “The others whose guilt is clear have been punished in our traditional manner. We are trying to find the rest of them, but they have disappeared.”


  There was a possibility I’d been bouncing around in my head since the elders’ meeting, though I hadn’t had a chance to really work out the specifics. I had to stop and consider whether this was really a good idea. But I was convinced we weren’t going to find Horasa and Meellin otherwise.


  “I have people who may be able to help,” I said.


  “Who?”


  “The panikang.”


  Her faced paled. “Meaning what?”


  “They are very good at collecting information and finding things. People tend to talk much more freely late at night when they believe the darkness conceals them. But the panikang can hear. They have helped me in this fashion a number of times in the past.”


  Racerak looked down at her hands. “It may be difficult to arrange a partnership of this nature.”


  “It doesn’t need to be any kind of partnership. They just need to know what you know. Find one person you trust, who can come here and share your information with my wife Mereceeree. Nothing else needs to happen.”


  She nodded slowly. “I can do that.”


  “I’ll talk to Mereceeree and make sure she knows what’s up.”


  “She was the one who killed Moshera?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  Racerak nodded. “I will say that her . . . exclamation during the elders’ meeting has won her a number of admirers within my clan. What Moshera did was abhorrent.”


  I laughed softly. “She’ll be pleased to hear that. And trust me, she won’t rest until this is done.”


  “All right. That is good. That concludes the issues I wished to discuss with you. Is there anything you need to discuss with me?”


  I had been thinking about something else as well, ever since Loreloo showed up at my house and Meridrian agreed on adding her clanguard to our group.


  “It’s about Kareina and Nileen. They are skilled fighters, but they are two among several dozen linyang and sorai in my guard. You know as well as I do that puts them in an awkward and uncomfortable position, especially for cunelo.”


  She nodded. “I do. Is that problem? What can I do?”


  “Ceriniat and Varycibe have supplied volunteers who have joined my guard. I want your people to know that if there are any clanguard at their level of skill and experience who would like to join me as well, I would welcome them.”


  Racerak was pensive for a moment. “I will need to discuss this with the elders. It is possible, and for the reason you mentioned. But I have heard that your arrangements with your guards are a bit . . . unusual.”


  I nodded to her. “I return the loyalty they give me.”


  “I see. You are a most unusual male, Will of Hawthorne.”


  “He is the makalang,” Eladra said.


  “I am beginning to understand that.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  Eladra and I returned to the house. On the way back, I waited until we were in an open section of the greenbelt and turned to her.


  “I’m just curious here, but what did Racerak mean about the ones who were ‘punished in our traditional manner’?”


  She pursed her lips but didn’t look at me. “I assume she meant they were convicted of betraying the clan. Causing a major problem for everyone that also results in people dying would qualify. If that happens, you’re given the choice of taking your own life, or being shut up in a box and buried alive. I assume they chose the first option. The other one . . . takes quite a while, because they leave you a way to breathe.”


  “So if we find Horasa and Meellin, that will happen to them?”


  “Not exactly. What they’ve done is worse. They not only betrayed the clan, they’ve also defied the other elders and the clan leader on something very important. So they’ll be punished the same way, except they won’t be given a choice in the matter.”


  After we got back, the rest of the afternoon was largely devoted to Eladra, Lorelat, and Ayarala showing how much they’d missed me. When I emerged from the bedroom, Asarane and Kisarat appeared to tell me the cult’s money was in the bank, and the talalong who was in charge of my account was thrilled to hear that I would be depositing large sums of money in addition to withdrawing them.


  We all ate dinner together. I’d brought back ten of Silas’s silver pieces of eight with me, and before I left, I sent five each to Ceriniat and Varycibe, along with a somewhat cryptic note of thanks that they had helped me acquire them. Knowing how much the clan leaders valued silver, I knew they would be appreciated.


  Then I headed back to Yama-Kana with Asarane and Kisarat.


  




  

    Chapter 12


  


  It was dusk when we emerged from the basement. All seemed to be in order, but as I walked across the entryway, one of the guards came over to tell me Bellina had arrived while I was gone and was waiting outside. I had completely forgotten about asking her to come over.


  “How long has she been here?”


  “About half the afternoon.”


  “All right, let her in. I’ll meet with her up on the second floor.”


  I went upstairs to the second-floor sitting room. The guard appeared with Bellina about a minute later.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was out most of the day. Have a seat. Do you need anything?”


  She shrugged. “Water? Or malvina. Whatever. I don’t care.”


  I dismissed the guard and went over to the bar in the corner. I poured two glasses of malvina.


  Bellina was dressed casually, in loose pants and a shapeless, well-worn top that did nothing to flatter her, with her long golden hair in a messy bun. It didn’t matter. She seemed to be one of those females who radiate sex appeal whether they’re trying to or not. I wasn’t prepared to call her as hot as Ayarala, but she was awfully close, and sexy in a completely different way, more physical and overt. It was no wonder she’d ended up working as a nest-mate.


  She tossed back the entire glass and held it out again. I gave her a refill and sat down.


  “Thanks for coming over, and sticking around until I got back,” I said.


  She shrugged again. “Not like I had anything else to do until work starts.”


  “Shoon came over here.”


  Bellina laughed. “Offering you a package deal? She asked me if I knew where you lived.”


  “Yeah.”


  “That’s where the club makes most of its money. The margin on the rest of it is pretty thin. The third floor is the money fountain.”


  “Makes sense.”


  “What did she offer you?” she asked.


  “Same nest, same booze, plus you and someone else.”


  She snorted. “You should ask for her.”


  I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Isn’t she the manager?”


  Bellina laughed again. “How do you think she got to be manager? She still works occasionally, but only for the biggest accounts. Which is you.”


  “Huh.”


  “She might ask for more, but she’s worth it. I mean, I’m pretty good. Ask Kisarat if you’re wondering. But let’s just say, there’s a reason she’s in charge.”


  “Okay. I’ll consider it. You seem to be awfully conversant with the finances of these clubs given what you’re doing.”


  She shrugged. “My mom. It rubbed off, I guess. She wanted me to know how things worked.”


  “So, about her.”


  She let out a long breath, and then took a drink of her malvina. “What else do you want to know?”


  “I was over at her house last night. A meeting with her and Missok.”


  “Tell me that house isn’t the most ridiculous fucking thing you’ve ever seen.”


  “It’s close. I guess you grew up there?”


  “Yeah. And believe me, you have no fucking idea how much money she’s sunk into that place.”


  “I got the general idea,” I said.


  “And now you’re probably wondering why I was working at all with a mom that rich.”


  “It did cross my mind.”


  “Because she made me do it, as soon as I was old enough. All of that was paid for with her money. She earned it, so she told me I had to earn it too. She wanted me to manage things, but I didn’t want the responsibility. I told her I’d be a guest-mate at Temptations, thinking she wouldn’t let me, but she did. She said, ‘If you’re going to take over for me someday, you may as well know how it all works.’” Bellina laughed again. “And now she’s going to have to sell it, which I know will fucking kill her.”


  “Things are that bad?” I asked.


  “I don’t know where she’s at, exactly. I haven’t seen the numbers in a while. But I went over there today, just to pick up some stuff, and she was screaming at the staff, her assistants, everyone. She screamed at me. I’ve never seen her like this. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve seen her mad. It’s not the first time she’s screamed at me, believe me. But this was on another level.”


  I nodded. “There’s a reason.”


  “It’s you, isn’t it? Some of what she was saying, it sounded like she meant you.”


  “Some of it.”


  “What’s going on?”


  I swirled my drink around, then threw it back. Bellina leaned over and took the bottle, pouring me another.


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “It’s what I do.”


  I laughed softly. “There’s a lot going on. But understand, you’re her daughter. Put yourself in my position. How do I know I can trust you with any of this?”


  She looked down at the floor, and her flirty, no-fucks-to-give mood deflated. “I know some things. Stuff I didn’t tell you. But I’m not sure I can trust you either.”


  “So?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why do you want to tell me?” I asked.


  She took a deep breath and leaned back in her chair. “Because my mom is fucking evil, and I need someone to get me out of this. I don’t know who else to trust.”


  I stared back at her, reading her as deeply as I could, much deeper than I’d bothered the other night. She was completely sincere. What had looked like a well of apathy was really just a lid on a deep well of desperation.


  “Why don’t we do it this way?” I said. “I’ll tell you one thing, you tell me another. Back and forth.”


  “Okay. You first.”


  “The Gates of the Golden Staff was paying your mother 20,000 pikala every sampar.”


  She gasped. “I knew it.”


  “Now you.”


  She closed her eyes and pursed her lips tightly. “My mom is killing people.”


  Of all the things I thought she was going to say, that was not one of them. “What?”


  “Your turn.”


  I got control of myself. “The reason your mother went crazy that night ten sampars ago is because we slaughtered the cult and took this house from them.”


  “That’s when they stopped paying her?”


  “You. Go,” I told her.


  “She was having the bartender at Temptations poison people. And I think she was doing it at her other bars.”


  “Why?”


  She shook her head.


  I took a moment to catch my breath, then answered her. “We found a ledger in Sheedlyn’s safe listing all the payments they made to your mother. It went back about four talons. They were paying her per unit for something. I don’t know what it was.”


  We stared at each other. And then I got it.


  “They were paying her to kill people,” Bellina said. “But why?”


  I knew. I had seen it last night. Seen all the murdered bodies they’d collected from the bar district.


  No wonder Broakware had freaked out last night, when I’d lied about knowing what she’d been doing. She was responsible for a thousand murders.


  Bellina stared at me hard. “You know. I can see it your face. You know.”


  I sighed. “If I tell you this, there’s no going back. The suspicions you have about your mother, they’re nothing against this. This is something you won’t ever get out of your head. You won’t ever be able to look at her again.”


  Her face had gone deathly pale.


  “Do you still want to know?” I asked.


  Bellina nodded weakly.


  So I explained everything about the basayangs, what we’d seen of them, what we’d learned about how the cult made them, what they’d done with them. What I’d figured out about Sheedlyn and Broakware. And finally, I told her about the warehouse.


  Bellina slowly wilted in horror as I went on. A tear ran down her face, then another. She fell forward into her hands, sobbing quietly.


  I went over and sat next to her, putting my hand on her back. She leaned against me and cried for a while.


  After a few minutes, she leaned back and wiped her face, taking a deep breath. “Do you want to know why I really quit Temptations?”


  “Why?”


  “Because they killed one of my friends. Once I realized what was going on, I told everyone I knew to stay away. I couldn’t tell them why, I just begged them not to come in. But one night, I saw her at the bar. I saw the bartender. I knew by then how she was doing it. But I was in the middle of working on a big group of guests, and I was too far away to stop her. I couldn’t do anything. The next morning, I found her dead on the side of the street. I should have quit then, but I couldn’t. There was no good reason to do it. My mom would have wanted to know why, and she would have been able to tell that I knew what was going on. But when things started to fall apart, she was too distracted to care. ”


  She turned to me.


  “My friend is in that warehouse now, isn’t she?”


  “Possibly,” I said. “That bartender, what’s her name?”


  “Grayma. Why?”


  “Your mother asked me if she confessed to all this.”


  “She wouldn’t have. She was doing most of it.”


  Neither of us said anything for several long moments.


  “So what do I do?” she asked.


  “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you.”


  Finally, she leaned back, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. Her eyes went unfocused. “Well. I guess it’s time to get to work, then.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Bellina shook her head, staring at the wall behind me. “I came over here knowing you were going to tell me something I wouldn’t like. I had no idea it would be this, but I knew it was something.”


  “If there’s anything you need, just ask. This was the last piece I was looking for, if that helps.”


  “Nothing will help. Nothing will undo this. What she did.” She laughed bitterly. “I’m the daughter of a monster.” She stood, pushing her hand over her forehead. “Thanks. I guess I’ll see you at the club.”


  “I’ll try to work something out with Shoon.”


  I felt like an idiot saying that, but there didn’t seem to anything else to tell her.


  I walked her out and watched her walking across the square, past the golden crystal statue out front, until she disappeared around a corner and was gone.


  




  

    Chapter 13


  


  I lay awake that night wondering what I had really accomplished.


  We’d solved the mystery of what Sheedlyn and Broakware were doing, but that didn’t actually solve any of the real challenges. Sheedlyn and the kaliman were still coming, and Missok was still determined to arrange her family reunion. There was still a warehouse full of basayangs across the river, and I still had no idea what to do about it.


  I was the only one who knew the kaliman were coming, though. Missok still thought she needed to arrange a full-scale expedition into the wilderness to reach the kaliman cavern, which was why she was stalled here looking for backing. Broakware was probably stringing her along in order to improve her influence with the clan leader and maybe somehow save herself from going broke.


  My priority here was taking out Sheedlyn once and for all. Once that was taken care of, everything else would probably fall into place. If the kaliman wanted to continue her work on the other side of the mountain by themselves, that was probably fine. They were coming to find a male, and presumably planned to go straight back once they found one, assuming Missok didn’t interfere.


  Based on the kaliman’s desire for secrecy and continued avoidance of the other clans, there was every reason to think they would come to Yama-Kana covertly. It’s what I would have done in their position. Discreetly scout out the location of a male, grab him, and get out before anyone knew we were there. With Mereceeree and the panikang watching the forest, I was confident that I at least would know when they got here. But Missok could very easily miss them entirely.


  Was that a bad thing? It would avoid a potential bloodbath if the dwenda openly confronted them. But if I wanted to catch Sheedlyn, it would help if I could stall the kaliman for a period of time.


  I was certain they wouldn’t agree to meet with the dwenda without a good reason. But maybe I could supply one.


  And I had an idea.


  ◆◆◆


   


  First thing the next morning, I called Ayarala. “Baby, I need your advice here.”


  “Lead me, Will.”


  I ran her through everything I had learned from Bellina, then explained what I had in mind. “I need to set up a meeting with Missok, and I need her to listen to me. I don’t know how to convince her. She already thinks I’m here to stop her. I may actually have a solution, but I need her cooperation.”


  She was pensive for a few moments. “Dwenda are often impressed with displays of wealth. That is why Broakware’s house looks the way it does. The only reason Missok’s does not is because she does not have a great deal of money. I can assure you her house is as impressive as she can make it.”


  “Which is why she had to go to Broakware for this. Okay. How does that help us?”


  “Your house there is not terribly impressive, not compared to Broakware’s.”


  “Hardly,” I said.


  “Is there somewhere in Yama-Kana where you could meet with her that would create a similar impression? Some place very expensive and exclusive? If you were to host her there and behave very carelessly and profligately with your money, that will get her attention.”


  Huh.


  Things just fell together sometimes.


  “Yeah. Yeah, there is. This club we went to the other night.”


  She gave me a look. “The place where you all got drunk and came back with Breanne? Kisarat told me what happened.”


  “That’s the place.”


  “Well, that does sound like it would work.”


  “Okay, thanks, babe. This is a big help. I love you.”


  “I love you, too, my tsulygoi.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  I sent Yisaraq back out with a message for Missok, asking her to meet me at Ebony Void that night, inviting her to bring whatever entourage she wanted. I made a point of mentioning Broakware’s difficulties and suggesting I had a solution to her problems. I wasn’t at all sure it would work, but Ayarala had been right. Yisaraq returned with a message that Missok would meet with me along with several members of her group.


  Then I called Shoon to let her know we would be coming that night. She was naturally thrilled.


  “Oh, it will be wonderful to see you again so soon. Do you have anything particular in mind?”


  With Missok’s group, we needed more than one nest, and I wanted to divide the group up anyway, with Missok, me, and few others in one and the rest of them in the other. Even through the tablet, I could see the tab spinning up in her eyes.


  “Of course, that makes perfect sense with a large group. We had discussed Bellina and another nest-mate. Does that mean you will need more than that? Four, perhaps?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you have anyone in mind?”


  “Bellina told me to ask for you. She said you still work occasionally, for special guests.”


  I could tell she hadn’t been expecting this, but she recovered instantly. “Of course. I would be thrilled to serve you and your guests tonight.”


  “I’ll leave the others to your discretion, except a mix of clans would be nice.”


  “Not a problem at all. I’ll arrange it.”


  We worked out the food and beverage menu, stressing that I wanted the top-shelf version of everything. We eventually settled on a price. It came to about 3,000 pikala, but seeing how it was the cult’s money, I didn’t care.


  After I got off with Shoon, I called the core wives together, along with Yisaraq, to explain what was up, and that I wanted them all dressed to kill tonight, money no object. There were varying degrees of excitement about this – from ecstatic Breanne to moderately intrigued Merindra to baffled Girasani – but they all went out together to shop.


  They came back about four hours later with a collection of outfits, which they proceeded to try on for my approval. Taitalan high fashion bore little if any resemblance to that on Earth, but to the extent that form follows function, there were some similarities in their clothing to things I’d seen before.


  Breanne wore an orange tube skirt that barely covered her butt and a skin-tight white long-sleeved top with a neckline that dipped below her breasts. But the fabric and construction of it was such that it provided the perfect amount of support.


  Merindra opted for a long green dress with strategically placed cutouts over her body. I kept thinking she would expose something every time she moved, but somehow the fabric stretched with her to prevent it.


  Narilora got tight black leggings with a short, matching high-necked black top. It would have resembled workout gear on Earth except for the array of sparkling little crystals that swirled over and around her body in provocative patterns.


  Kisarat got another one of the wraps she loved, except this was made from a fascinating type of silver fabric that was translucent from one direction and opaque from another. The effect was to constantly trick your eye into thinking she was naked, then it would shift and conceal her.


  Asarane wore another one of her black baby-doll-style dresses, with strappy stockings underneath. With her amethyst hair, she really didn’t need to do anything else.


  Yisaraq had an outfit similar to Kisarat’s though shorter and in a copper-bronze fabric. I hadn’t seen her really dressed up before, and she looked amazing.


  Girasani hadn’t had a clue what to get, so the others had picked out a short, sparkly gold dress that flattered her slim figure. Even as unsure of herself as she appeared, it still looked very good.


  Finally, Mereceeree, who rarely wore clothes at all, had chosen what amounted to a string bikini, just a few pieces of shiny red fabric and strings covering her firm little breasts and tight butt.


  I loved all of it, and told them so.


  “What was the bill?” I asked. “I’m just curious.”


  They looked around at each other.


  “You said money was no object,” Breanne said.


  “I did.”


  “Well, I took them to this place in the city center that has the best stuff ever. I’ve never been able to shop there because it’s so expensive, but I’ve always wanted to try it.”


  “How much?”


  “About 9,000 pikala.”


  “I brought ten, just to be safe,” Kisarat said.


  I laughed. “Fine. I was expecting worse, to be honest. You all look great.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  There were, obviously, no men’s stores in Yama-Kana, so I was stuck with wearing whatever outfit I could pull together from what I had on hand. I’d had some clothes custom-tailored since I’d been living on Taitala and could afford it, but I had nothing that was appropriate for tonight. I settled on a pair of slacks and a black silk shirt Jacqueline had given me years ago. I kept it because, despite the memories attached to it, I looked pretty good in it.


  I had all of them pack weapons, though their outfits allowed for no more than short blades in thigh scabbards, and for Kisarat, Asarane, and Breanne, it was largely just for show. But show was the point here.


  We left about three hours after nightfall, walking across the bridge to the entertainment district. It was the end of the Taitalan workweek, and Ebony Void was already packed. This time, the door guards were ready for us and waved us through. Shoon was waiting in the lobby.


  “Makalang and guests, welcome. It’s so good to see you again. Please follow me.”


  She led us up to the third floor, where the two biggest nests were roped off. The drinks were already in place, and Bellina was waiting for us along with a linyang and a cunelo, both of them nearly as sexy as she was.


  “This is Malika and Elande,” Shoon said. “I will be serving you as well, though I hope you understand I will need to occasionally take a break to check on other guests.”


  “Of course.”


  I paid her, and we settled in. I wanted Yisaraq, Merindra, Kisarat, and Girasani with me when Missok arrived, so the others got into the second nest. Bellina and Shoon slipped out of their wraps and began to serve us in their bodysuits, while Malika and Elande did likewise in the other one.


  Shoon slipped out of more than her wrap. She also completely shed her managerial poise and turned the sex appeal up to eleven. She moved sinuously around as she served us, eyes down but occasionally flitting upward, subtly brushing parts of her body against us as she moved. When she poured my drink, rather than using the drink chest, she wedged the glass between her firm breasts and poured the malvina down her chest into it. Then she bent forward and offered it to me.


  When I took the glass, she thrust her breasts even further toward me, showing me the beads of liquor between them, and looked up at me submissively.


  “There’s more for you here, if you desire it, Makalang.”


  Now I understood what Bellina told me. There was a double entendre there, and it was obvious she meant it.


  I leaned in and licked up the residue of liquor on her breasts.


  Merindra had been watching this, and when Shoon moved on, trailing her tail up my leg, she smiled. “She’s good.”


  “Yeah.”


  Similar things were going on in the other nest. Not long afterward, Missok and her group appeared at the top of the stairs. Shoon slipped quickly and gracefully back into her wrap and climbed out to greet them. Then she led them back to our nests. I stood up as they approached.


  “Makalang,” she said.


  “Clan leader. Thank you for coming.”


  “We may have our differences, but I appreciate the hospitality.”


  Her group divided between the two nests, and Missok sat with us along with four of her group. They were a mix of older and younger dwenda, the younger ones looking like her security.


  Shoon dropped her wrap again and began serving them. Missok watched her, looking around and seemingly impressed with all the liquor as well as my wives’ clothing.


  “I have not been here before, but I have heard of it,” she said. “Pricey.”


  “But worth the experience. I’ve been here once before, and the service is excellent.”


  Shoon caught my eye briefly, telling me she was listening even as she focused on simultaneously serving and seducing Missok’s group.


  The first round of food arrived, intricate little pastry-things stuffed with slow-roasted kabayang and local fruit that Shoon recommended. The four nest-mates quickly passed them around. Bellina brought mine to me, and as she approached, I could sense a mix of stress, concern, and attraction to me. I knew Shoon had – mostly – been acting in that last respect, but Bellina wasn’t. Her purple eyes flicked up at me and lingered for a moment.


  “Are you okay?” I asked very softly as she leaned in.


  “You know,” she replied.


  I suppose I did.


  I kept the conversation light until the nest-mates cleared the second round of food and began refilling all the drinks. Over in the other nest, Malika and Elande were starting the entertainment with my other wives and the rest of Missok’s group. Shoon and Bellina seemed to be waiting for a cue from me, sensing that we had business to discuss first. Instead, Bellina was simply cuddling with Merindra while Shoon sat across from us with one of Missok’s guards.


  “You said you had a proposal for me, Makalang,” Missok said, watching Shoon beside her.


  “First, I want to tell you a few things. I know we’ve had our differences and disagreements, but do you have any evidence I’ve ever lied to you?”


  She didn’t answer me for a few moments. “I suppose not. We differ significantly on the interpretations, though.”


  “Right. So I’m going to leave the interpretations to you. First: Broakware has no money to give you for this expedition. She is deeply in debt and lost a major source of income recently. Whatever funding you were hoping to get from her will not come.”


  I motioned to Kisarat, who handed her tablet across to Missok. On it were the photos of the documents they found in the city office. Missok’s eyes widened as she flipped through them.


  “If you take the time to add all that up,” I continued, “it comes to more than 300,000 pikala. Those are debts she’s been unable to pay. And the reason she’s been unable to pay them is because the Gates of the Golden Staff were paying her 20,000 pikala a sampar. That money is now gone, along with the cult.”


  “That is what you mentioned to her the other day?”


  “Yes.”


  “And how could they have been paying her such sums, for so long? That is an incredible amount of money.”


  I was prepared for this. I reached into my pocket and pulled out one of Silas’s coins. I flicked it across the nest to her. She caught it and looked at in confusion for a moment or two before her eyes widened in shock.


  “Silas Johnson brought a chest of silver from Earth. That was the source of their wealth. You can keep that. There’s still quite a bit more.”


  Her group was stunned. Even Shoon briefly lost her composure as the dwenda passed the coin around examining it. Finally Missok looked up. “And what were they paying her for?”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the tension in Bellina’s face.


  “I know, but I’m not yet at liberty to say. But it’s bad. You saw how she reacted. Decide for yourself if she would react like that were it something legitimate.”


  “You said you had proof.”


  “I do. But it may not matter.”


  Her eyebrows went up. “Why not?”


  “That is the second thing. You don’t need Broakware’s money, because you don’t actually need to go anywhere. The kaliman are on their way here.”


  She sat up in surprise. Her entourage seemed equally shocked. “What?”


  “Just what I said. My spies saw a large group of them leaving the cavern. They are heading to Yama-Kana.”


  “Why?”


  “They need a male. And they intend to find one. Yama-Kana is the closest settlement of any size, even as far as it is from their home.”


  “How do you know they are coming here?” she asked.


  “Because Sheedlyn is leading them.”


  She and her group began talking quietly but urgently among themselves. After a minute or two, Missok turned back to me. “What is your goal in telling me all of this?”


  “The same as it has always been. To prevent a potentially deadly conflict should you insist on a meeting with the kaliman. I will not have Girasani repeat herself yet again, but her people will not be receptive to any such overtures. Unless, that is, you come with some sort of peace offering.”


  I saw the wheels turning in her head, just as I’d hoped.


  “Which is what?” she asked.


  “My strong suspicion, especially given their partnership with Sheedlyn and the rather desperate straits they’re in, is that they intend to kidnap the first male they find and take him back to their cavern. That is, you can probably imagine, a plan that presents a lot of risk. Their situation would be vastly improved were they to arrive here to find that you have already arranged for one or more males to go back with them. That’s also the kind of thing that could go a long way toward convincing them that you’re not the enemies they’ve always believed you are.”


  Her jaw dropped. One of her attendants leaned over, and they began whispering again for a few moments.


  “And how do we do such a thing?” she asked.


  “I have to leave that to you. There are five or six males in Yama-Kana, and the kaliman cannot possibly be here for another sampar or two. To the extent you need it, I am prepared to provide the financial backing you will not get from Broakware. You know I have the resources for it.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I helped create this situation, and I would like to resolve it.”


  Missok took a deep breath, then leaned over to talk to her group for a few more moments. Then she looked back at me. “Very well. I accept your offer of help.”


  I motioned to Shoon, who got up and poured another round. We sealed the agreement with a drink, and the nest-mates got up to get dessert, a selection of spherical cookie-like things with different types of filling.


  With a fair amount of very expensive liquor in them and the possibility of success on their quest right before them, Missok and her group loosened up considerably. Over in the other nest, where the younger dwenda were sitting with Breanne, Mereceeree, Narilora, and Asarane, quite a few clothes had come off and Malika and Elande were busy keeping them all entertained.


  As Shoon devoted her considerable talents to Missok, Girasani and I sat talking with Killian, one of her assistants, while Merindra and Bellina groped each other next to us.


  “It is so strange looking at you,” Killian said to Girasani. “You are dwenda, yet you are not.”


  “Please do not say such things when you meet my people,” she replied. “They are certain to take offense.”


  “You truly do not see yourselves as dwenda at all?”


  “My people view yours as enemies. Our histories teach that you drove us away. So we turned our backs on all of this.”


  Killian shook her head. “That is not how we remember it.”


  “I know. I have discussed this at length with my awasa-lates, Ayarala and Yisaraq. I think the truth must be somewhere in the middle. There is surely a reason we remember our departure so negatively. Perhaps your people have chosen to forget what you did to us.”


  Killian opened her mouth to reply, then stopped. “That may well be true,” she said a moment later. “Perhaps you should come with us, when we meet them.”


  Girasani recoiled against me. “I am reviled as a traitor and a murderer by my people. They would try to kill me if I was with you. It would be best if you say nothing about me.”


  “But why?” Killian asked in surprise.


  “It’s a long story,” I said. “Related to why she’s here.”


  “Then why did you leave?”


  Girasani pursed her lips and then looked at me. “I wanted to be a wife.”


  Killian smiled. “Well, I can see why he claimed you. You would have mated here as well.”


  I put my arm around Girasani and hugged her gently.


  “Thank you,” she said finally.


  Bellina finished with Merindra, and moved over in front of us. She looked at me briefly, but I directed her toward Killian, and they were soon paying no attention anything else. Girasani snuggled against me as Merindra pulled herself back together and straightened out her dress. Then she stood up, looking at Girasani and Kisarat.


  “I’m going to the restroom. Come with me?”


  They nodded and stood up to go with her. I looked across the nest and saw that Shoon had moved to someone else, and Yisaraq was talking with Missok.


  Narilora had been having plenty of fun in the other nest, but when she saw the other girls leave, she got up and came over to curl up next to me, laying her head on my lap.


  “Hey, pussy-cat.” I began scratching her ears, and soon she was purring deeply against me.


  “I meant to tell you something,” she said, “but there’s been too much else going on the past few days.”


  “What’s up?”


  “Ceriniat is planning some kind of official visit to Yama-Kana. She’s meeting with some other people here, apparently. She asked how long we were staying here, because she suggested it would be good for me to be at these meetings as well.”


  “What did you tell her?”


  “That I would talk to you.”


  “When is she coming?” I asked.


  “She didn’t say exactly. I got the impression it’s not for a few sampars.”


  “You know what it’s about?”


  “What else could it be?”


  I put my hand on her stomach, feeling our son inside her. She laid her hand over mine.


  “How are you feeling?” I asked.


  “The same. Like I don’t know who I am anymore. I mean, I shouldn’t pretend like I was nobody. I was chosen to mate, and I qualified to do it. That’s not nothing, at all. But all this stuff since then . . .”


  “We’ll get through it. Tell her it’s okay with me, if it’s okay with you.”


  She squeezed my hand and sat up to kiss me a couple of times. Then she got up and went back to the other nest.


  I got up to make myself another drink, but Shoon immediately intercepted me. “Please let me serve you, Makalang. You can sit down.”


  I did. She pulled a bottle of malvina from the ice chest and came over to me. She was completely naked now, and I took a moment or two to admire her smooth, toned body. Her scales reminded me of a rattlesnake’s, with a sort of diamond-like pattern on her tail and around her breasts and sex that nicely complemented her long copper hair.


  She sat in my lap, straddling me. With one hand she squeezed her breasts together, making a little reservoir between them, and with the other, she poured a small shot of malvina into it. Then she bent forward, offering herself to me.


  I stuck my tongue into her breasts and licked up the malvina. She did it again, and I took a second shot the same way.


  She looked down at herself, smiling. “There is another cup you may drink from, if you like.”


  I laughed softly. “Maybe just one.”


  She eased my head back and crawled up to straddle my face. She settled herself directly over my mouth, then leaned backward. She poured a thin stream of malvina between her breasts. It ran down her chest, her abdomen, between her thighs, and then right between her labia, where I had to catch it with my tongue.


  She stayed there, waiting to see what I would do. I pulled her back down into my lap.


  “You’ve done more than enough tonight, Shoon. I’m very pleased with your service.”


  I reached into my pocket, where I had another piece of silver. It was one of the smaller ones, about the size of a quarter. I pulled it out and handed it to her.


  She gasped softly, but recovered just as quickly, closing her hand around it.


  “I am very happy to be of service, Makalang. And if I may . . . there is some information I might offer, which may be of interest.”


  “Which is what?”


  Though she was still naked and I had just been licking malvina out of her sex, she suddenly donned her managerial demeanor again. She leaned forward, whispering into my ear.


  “The owners of Ebony Void have been discussing putting the club up for sale,” she said. “They have owned it for many talons and wish to retire from the responsibility. The staff is very concerned because they believe Broakware is the only one who might make an offer, and she is not known as a good person to work for. Quite the opposite, in fact. But what I heard tonight tells me that will not happen.”


  “No. It won’t.”


  Her serpentine tongue flicked at my ear. “Perhaps there is another individual of significant means who has found the club to his liking . . . who appreciates staff who wish to serve.”


  I thought about that for a moment or two. I knew from my years as a financial analyst that bars and restaurants were often money pits, only rarely being any sort of real profit center. On the other hand, I was getting attached to this place, and after finding Sheedlyn’s hoard, I could probably afford it.


  “Do you know what they’re thinking of asking for it?”


  She writhed against my chest, sighing. I could sense now that she wasn’t faking anything in terms of her attraction to me.


  “I do not . . .” she said. “But I can find out, if you wish, Makalang. Do you so wish?”


  “Yes.”


  “From what I saw at your house, and here, those who answer to you seem uncommonly devoted and loyal. I think I would very much enjoy working for such a person. I would be most appreciative.”


  She pressed herself against me again, moaning against my neck. I caressed her firm butt for a few moments. I felt her tail curling up between my legs and against my groin, exploring slowly. But then I saw the girls returning from the restroom and eased her away from me.


  “Find out what you can.”


  Shoon smiled. “I will do so, Makalang.”


  




  

    Chapter 14


  


  We headed back to the house earlier and considerably more sober than last time. I was in a good mood, and so were my wives, who laughed and talked loudly with each other the whole way back.


  I stopped on the bridge, looking downriver. I saw the spot where Feylani had been thrown in, and beyond that, the piers of the dock district, where two of the fishing barges were tied up. As late as it was, I could see movement around them. I assumed things worked like they did on Earth, making the deliveries during the night to stock things up for the morning.


  The girls stopped when they realized where I was and drifted back to me. Merindra and Narilora were hanging onto each other, giggling and kissing as they slid toward me along the railing.


  Breanne hugged me from behind, planting a sloppy, somewhat drunken kiss on my neck. “I am so happy to be your wife. I want to mate with you until my legs fall off.”


  Laughter greeted that remark. Girasani came up beside me. Narilora and Merindra stopped making out and joined her. Kisarat, Mereceeree, and Asarane clustered in on the other side. Yisaraq leaned against the railing, watching this scene with some amusement.


  “What are you looking at, my tsulygoi?” Mereceeree asked. “Your wives are behind you.”


  “You guys like that place?”


  They all responded affirmatively, assuring me they loved it and had a great time. But Merindra leaned in, narrowing her eyes at me. “You’re thinking of something.”


  “Shoon told me the owners may be putting it up for sale.”


  I let the surprised and excited noises subside before Merindra spoke up. “You want to buy it.”


  “I’m considering it. I don’t know what they want for it, but unless business here is that much different from Earth, we have the money.”


  The girls chattered excitedly to each other. But something down on the docks had caught my eye. There seemed to be an awful lot of dockyard workers around the fishing barges. I had seen them during the day, and they hadn’t looked half as busy.


  But it was probably nothing. I stepped away from the railing. “Come on. I need to sleep on it. Let’s get home.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  The girls were just drunk enough to throw their horniness into overdrive, but not drunk enough to start passing out when we got back to the house. Yisaraq hung back from the rest of us, seeming to wait for an invitation. She got it. Merindra took her arm and pulled her along with us as we went upstairs.


  The eight of them clustered around me as I slipped off their new and very expensive clothes. They pulled off mine in turn. We moved to the bed, and for a while I was just buried in warm, wonderful flesh, feeling mouths moving over me. I kissed and fondled what I could reach and lay still enjoying it when I couldn’t.


  Breanne was kissing me. I pulled her breasts to my mouth, suckling her nipples until they were hard. Then I pulled her above my head and wrapped my arms around her thighs. I licked up at her, feeling three or four mouths on my erection and having no idea who it was.


  After a while, the mouths withdrew. Someone straddled me, and then I was sinking into her. It felt like Merindra, or maybe Narilora. Then I felt the purring around me and knew who it was. She rode me eagerly for a few minutes as other mouths sucked my nipples and the rest of me, even my toes.


  Breanne came with a shudder, thighs battering my head. She fell to the side. Yisaraq was there, and I pulled her above me as I felt Narilora reaching her peak around me. Then I was unable to see again. Someone took Narilora’s place. I was pretty sure it was Kisarat. Beside me, Merindra and Narilora came together, kissing and fingering each other. Yisaraq got more and more aroused, riding my mouth eagerly. I was getting close myself, but I began to realize it wasn’t Kisarat riding me – it was Asarane. I tried to hold myself back, but I couldn’t. When Yisaraq came, she fell forward over my head, and Asarane was on the brink as well, riding me madly.


  We came as one, and my head swam as the pleasure washed over us. She threw herself forward onto my chest, crying out. I felt her spasming violently around me, milking out my seed. I could do nothing but hold her tightly as Taitala’s energies flowed through us, the pleasure so intense it almost hurt.


  But just before I couldn’t take much more, it began to subside. Asarane fell to one side, gasping for breath. Kisarat took her place, leaning down to kiss me. I kissed her back. She leaned back, and I reached for Girasani. She climbed over my head, and I began licking up at her.


  Both of them rode me eagerly. I held Girasani’s hips against my mouth as Kisarat pounded herself against me. I let Kisarat do what she liked and focused on my kaliman wife, but even then the three of us came together, me spurting up into Kisarat, her shaking and contracting around me, and Girasani shuddering over my mouth.


  I moved the two of them off me and reached for Yisaraq. I’d learned early on that she liked rough sex and being dominated. So I rolled her on her stomach and took her wrists between my hand. I pulled her up to her knees in front of Kisarat. As Yisaraq let out a moan, I grabbed her long silver hair in my free hand and shoved her head down against Kirasat’s sex, which was still dripping with my seed. I entered her with a single thrust as she began to lick. I held her down with her arms and roughly pounded her tight little butt until she came with a soft cry. Kisarat came with her, thrashing around on the bed in front of us.


  Not until I had pleasured and given my seed to all eight of them were they fully sated. If I was going to buy Ebony Void, we were going to need to work on this alcohol-induced horniness.


  ◆◆◆


   


  I woke up the next day feeling like we were making progress. If Missok was able to recruit a male to help them, this whole thing might turn out to be a wet firecracker, at least with respect to the kaliman. And if the kaliman were happy to turn around and go right back home, that would reduce the threat Sheedlyn posed as well. If I was lucky, maybe she would just go back with them.


  It looked like a really nice morning, and I was struck with the desire to just take a walk along the river to clear my head. I’d left most of the girls in bed, but I ran into Girasani in the main hall downstairs.


  She came over and kissed me. “Good morning, Will.”


  “I feel like a walk along the river. Want to come?”


  She smiled. “Yes, of course. But I must get my bow first.”


  I was about to tell her she didn’t need it, but she didn’t like walking around without it for whatever reason, so I waited until she came back down. Then we walked out the front door, letting the guards know what I was doing just to be safe.


  The river was a couple of blocks down, and there was a long sidewalk running along it between the two bridges. There were a few other people out walking, but we were mostly alone. The river was moving slowly, and I could occasionally see fish in the water below. 


  “Where does this river go?” Girasani asked. “Do you know?”


  “There’s a really large lake at the end, at least the end as far as I know it goes. There are fishing villages out there. I saw it from the top of the mountain when we were coming down. Goes on a long way, further than you can see.”


  “I think the river in our cavern must flow there as well.”


  “I think so.”


  After walking about half a mile, I stopped along the railing. “How are you feeling about all this? I know it can’t be easy on you, knowing what we’re doing here.”


  Girasani smiled weakly and leaned against me. “I have people I love in my life. That is enough.”


  “I’m sorry about that conversation last night. I’ll be sure you have nothing to do with whatever Missok works up with the kaliman.”


  “Thank you.”


  I reached over and brushed back her long silver hair. She leaned her head against my hand.


  “Still feel okay about your decision?” I asked.


  She took my hand from her hair and put it on her stomach. “Yes. I am happy as a wife and awasa-late. I will be happy as a mother to our child. I want nothing more than to stay with you. I have given much for that, but I do not regret it.”


  I leaned over and kissed her.


  Something hit me hard in the back, like I’d been clubbed in the ribs with a baseball bat. My chest suddenly went cold, and when I instinctively reached for my midsection, I found something sharp and pointed protruding just below my nipple.


  “What—”


  Girasani gasped, looking behind us, and then shoved me down to the ground. A split-second after she did, an arrow whistled past me just over my shoulder, glancing off the railing and into the river.


  I rolled onto my side, and my head swam. I looked down at my chest. Blood was pumping out of the wound. I had an arrow right through my left side. I suddenly coughed, sending a spray of blood across the sidewalk.


  For a moment, I just lay there, stunned. I’d been shot in Iraq, but it hadn’t been like this. It was in the middle of a firefight during the Second Battle of Fallujah, when the adrenaline had been pounding and I’d been focused on taking out an insurgent machine-gun emplacement. This had taken me entirely by surprise.


  In the back of my mind, I knew I had a sucking chest wound. I’d seen enough of them in Iraq to know I was in deep shit unless I could stop the bleeding.


  Girasani lay next to me. We were huddled behind a rock along the walkway. I looked over, seeing that she had her bow out. She popped up a couple of times to look behind us.


  Another arrow glanced off the rock.


  “There are two of them,” she said. “On top of a building behind us.”


  I tried to draw on the energy flows to heal myself, but the wound was serious enough to interfere with my ability to channel them. My breathing was starting to get short – I could feel the blood pooling in my lung. I still had some time, but not a lot of it.


  “I’ll live,” I gasped. “For a little bit at least. Do what you can.”


  Girasani nocked an arrow, crouching against the rock. All at once she spun around the side and fired, then ducked back as another arrow came in.


  “I think I hit one. It is two linyang.”


  She crawled on her stomach back the other direction, getting around behind the other end of the rock. There was a bush there, and she slowly slipped around it, peeking up.


  “I don’t see them.”


  “They’re probably crouched down,” I groaned. “Just wait.”


  I had a short crystal blade at my hip. Ignoring the pain in my chest as best I could, I drew it out and stuck it just above the rock, trying to find the right angle. It wasn’t a mirror, but the sun was coming in brightly enough that I could get a reflection. In a few moments, I saw the building. At first there was nothing. Then I saw a dark, cat-eared head pop up. She went down immediately, but then slowly looked out again.


  “Now.”


  Girasani rose from around the side of the bush and fired. I heard something clatter on the ground behind us. This time she stayed up, looking around rapidly. “I think that’s it.”


  “Did you get them?”


  “I hit two. I don’t see any others.”


  I looked at the pool of blood around me. “I need you to get this arrow out. It’s interfering with my ability to heal myself.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  She broke the arrowhead off, then took the other end in her hand. “Are you ready?”


  “Yes.”


  She yanked it out, and the pain almost made me black out. But the interference was reduced. I focused on the two crystals, drawing everything I could into me. Little by little, I stopped the bleeding, stitching up the severed blood vessels and the hole in my lung.


  “Will?” There was an edge of anguish in her voice. “Is it working?”


  I tried to nod. I began to feel stronger. I closed up the wound. Then I had to roll onto my hands and knees and cough out the blood that had collected in my lungs.


  Girasani hugged me tightly. “Will, please. Are you going to be all right?”


  “Yes.”


  After a minute or two, I was strong enough to stand up. The relief in Girasani’s face was enormous. She hugged me again.


  “Show me who you shot.”


  She pulled away, leading me up the slope to the street. She pointed to a little one-story building facing the river. “There.”


  The bodies of two linyang hung over the edge of the roof. A crossbow lay on the ground below them. Both had arrows through their right eye sockets and out the back of their heads.


  “Nice shooting.”


  She smiled. “Thank you.”


  There was a ladder mounted on the side of the building, likely how they had gotten up there. We climbed up and inspected the bodies. They were wearing nondescript gray leggings and tops. The other crossbow lay on the roof next to them.


  “I don’t recognize any of this. They’re not Long Claw, not that they would be. That’s a different sort of crossbow than I’ve seen before.”


  “Assassins,” she said.


  The question was who sent them. There were obvious possibilities, but perhaps some not so obvious ones as well.


  We went quickly back to the house, with Girasani pointing her bow around us the entire time. We saw nothing. The guards reacted with alarm when they saw the blood all over my clothes, but I assured them I was okay.


  Once inside, I called for Jissalyn and my other wives. After they calmed down about the attack on my life, I pulled them together into a circle.


  “From now on, no one goes outside without full gear and in anything smaller than groups of five, with at least two bows. Whoever did this is liable to try it again.”


  “Who do you think it was?” Merindra asked coldly. She looked angrier than I'd ever seen her before.


  “They were clearly professionals, which narrows it down. I don’t want to jump to conclusions.”


  “Broakware?”


  “She’s an obvious suspect, but she’s also short of cash. We can’t rule out remnants of the cult. There may be others we aren’t aware of. uQe’kiral said he thought Broakware wasn’t alone in working with them. I’m going to pull Mereceeree and the panikang back to watch the city tonight. Maybe they can find some clues.”


  




  

    Chapter 15


  


  But the answer arrived before we even started looking.


  Just before dusk, I was working in the second-floor sitting room trying to take my mind off of nearly having died that morning when one of the guards told me Bellina was back. I told the guard to bring her up, and she appeared moments later, looking seriously flustered.


  “You’re all right?” she asked.


  I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Should I not be?”


  “Nothing happened today?”


  I motioned for the guard to shut the door. She withdrew.


  “Sit,” I said.


  Bellina sat down next to Kisarat. She gave her a quick smile, which Kisarat returned. They had been together at the club, and I saw what they were both thinking about for a split second. But then she looked back at me.


  “Someone tried to kill me this morning,” I said.


  Bellina gasped. “But you’re okay?”


  “I can heal myself. But it was serious.”


  “What happened?”


  “Two linyang assassins attacked me when I was out walking. I took an arrow in the chest.”


  She looked me over in wonder, obviously looking for any residual injury.


  “I’m okay now. But you seem to have come here expecting this.”


  She nodded rapidly. “My mom. I went back this morning to talk to her. I was going to cut her off entirely. I don’t want her in my life anymore. But when I got there, I heard her yelling at someone about Missok and the rest of it. She was screaming about you, saying how everything was your fault.”


  She caught her breath for a moment before continuing.


  “I was going to go in when I heard other voices in there, voices talking about you. What stopped me was how they sounded. Weird. An accent I haven’t heard before, except . . . your wife.”


  “My wi—” I froze. “Do you mean Girasani?”


  “The one who looks dwenda, but isn’t.”


  I got up and went to the door, calling loudly for her. Girasani came running up a few moments later.


  “Will, what is it?”


  “Come in here.”


  I shut the door behind her. “You remember Bellina, from the club.”


  “Yes.”


  “Tell her how we met.”


  She looked confused for a moment but answered. “You . . . he saw me by the river one day on the mountain. I was frightened and ran away. Then he came into the cavern. I helped them escape after they were captured.”


  “That’s it,” Bellina said. “That’s what I heard.”


  I looked around at them, stunned. “They’re here. Already,” I said. “How?”


  “Perhaps your estimate of their travel time was wrong, Will,” Kisarat said.


  I looked down at Bellina. “Was that all you heard?”


  “No. There was another voice, not like hers. She sounded older.”


  I groaned. “Sheedlyn.”


  “They told my mom to kill you,” Bellina said. “They’re planning something tonight. I couldn’t tell what. But they wanted you dead before it happens.”


  “This must have been early this morning,” Kisarat said. “Yet it is now nearly sunset.”


  Bellina nodded. “One of the guards saw me eavesdropping. She got my mom. I was all ready to yell at her, but the look on her face was like nothing I’d ever seen. Just pure evil. She didn’t even react. Just told the guard to shut me up in my rooms and keep me there. I finally got away this afternoon when the guard changed and they left my door open.”


  “You didn’t hear what they’re planning?”


  “That was the last thing I heard before they caught me.”


  “It’s got to be the raid to capture a male. If they’ve been here for any length of time, they must already know who they want. But you didn’t see any of them? Is that house big enough to hide eighty people?”


  Bellina shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. But it would be really crowded. I don’t know where you’d put them.”


  “They must be hiding somewhere else, Will,” Girasani said. “How would you get so many into that house in the first place? It is in the middle of the city.”


  I nodded. “Odds are they’re waiting outside the city. Except Mereceeree and the others didn’t see or hear a thing. So that’s out. Then what?”


  “Could they have found another way into Yama-Kana?” Kisarat said. “A way faster than walking, that would get them in unseen?”


  “Unless they were hiding in something big, like a . . . ” My voice trailed off.


  I’d seen it. Seen it last night.


  “The fishing barges,” I said. “They came down the river. They didn’t come through the forest at all. They must have gone to the lake and hijacked those barges. They might have been here for the last sampar.”


  “Broakware did not seem to act like they were here the other day,” Girasani said.


  She was right. So maybe they had only been here for a day or two. That was something.


  “So what do I do?” Bellina asked. “I can’t go back there. I can’t go back to my place.”


  “You can stay here as long as you need to,” I said. “It’s fine. We have room.”


  There was an urgent knocking on the door. It was one of the new linyang guards, face white as a sheet. “My tsulygoi, I am very sorry, but Jissalyn insisted I get you. Something is going on outside.”


  “What is it?”


  “She thinks the . . . those dead things . . . are out in the street.”


  For a moment we all stood there in horror.


  “Where is she?” I gasped.


  “She is up on the roof, my tsulygoi.”


  I burst from the room and turned toward the stairs up to the third floor. When I got to the landing, I ran for the narrow stairwell in the corner that went up to the roof. I took it two steps at a time and crashed out of the door at the top. At the front of the building, Jissalyn and two of the linyang guards, crossbows cocked and loaded, were looking over the edge.


  I ran over next to them. Jissalyn pointed out across the square, toward the street that led along the river and up to the nearest bridge.


  “There, Will. Look.”


  I saw it immediately. There was a large crowd of people streaming toward us. The first ten or twenty had entered the square.


  Except, they weren’t people. They moved the wrong way, too slowly and sluggishly. And on the wind as the sun began to set, I could smell them.


  It was the horde from the warehouse. Someone had turned them loose.


  Turned them loose and sent them toward us.


  “I saw them coming across the bridge,” one of the linyang said. “I recognized it right away.”


  It was Kaorin, one of the original linyang who served aJia’jara. She was with me when we took the house from the cult and had faced these things before.


  I reached over and gave her a quick side hug. I had mostly forgotten, but it wasn’t the first time I’d held her. As one of the originals, I had long since mated with her, and she was now carrying our child. I spared a moment to read her, seeing the little linyang girl inside her. She hugged me back quickly.


  “You did good,” I said. Then I turned to Jissalyn. “The house is secure?”


  “Of course, my tsulygoi, as you ordered. I checked everything earlier.”


  Watching the basayangs, I realized something else. They weren’t all coming in our direction. Most of them were spreading out randomly across the city, and I began to hear screams and cries for help as they encountered people in the streets.


  My blood ran cold as the reality of this disaster sank in. The havoc that a thousand of those things could wreak across a largely undefended city was inconceivable. People were going to die – a lot them.


  “Fuck!” I shouted. “Get everyone geared up. We’ve got to stop this.”


  I turned to see Girasani and Kisarat emerging from the door. Merindra and Narilora came after them.


  “What’s going on?” Merindra asked.


  “It’s the basayangs. I think Sheedlyn turned them loose. All of them.”


  “What? How?” Narilora gasped.


  “I don’t know. But we have to deal with this. Go get into gear. It’s going to be a long night.”


  I followed them back down to the third floor just as Asarane came up the stairs. Then Mereceeree came out of the bedroom, having apparently been woken up by the commotion.


  I explained what was going on, ignoring the gasps of shock.


  “I need you to get back to Phan-garad,” I said to Asarane. “Find Meridrian and tell her what’s happening. We’re going to need everyone.”


  Then I turned to Mereceeree. “Get out there and find out what’s going on. Find your sisters if you can.”


  She nodded. “I am gone.”


  She ran to the stairs and up to the roof. Asarane went the other direction, heading down.


  Merindra, Narilora, Girasani, and I quickly got geared up as the others stood around murmuring in concern.


  When we descended to the first floor, I found Jissalyn and most of the guards waiting in the entry hall. I counted about thirty. Not really enough to face a thousand of those things.


  A pounding noise rose from the other side of the door. They were out there and trying to get in. The door was pretty solid and seemed like it would hold, for now.


  I took Jissalyn, and several of the linyang, along with Narilora, Girasani, and Merindra, back up to the roof. We went out to the edge and looked down. The square was full now, at least a hundred of them down there and more moving through the neighborhood around us. They carried random weapons, but not like the ones we’d faced with the cult – just crude blades, clubs, and similar things.


  I’d dealt with basayangs before, just nowhere near this many. Sheedlyn had been controlling them, and I was able to block her from doing it, freezing them in place so they could be killed.


  So I tried the same thing now, reaching out for the energies that were flowing through and around them, looking for Sheedlyn. But it wasn’t the same. Something was wrong. There was no sign of Sheedlyn’s control, just an echo of it in them. And their energies were corrupted, degraded. I couldn’t get a grip on them. Anything I reached for fell apart.


  Narilora was right. These things clearly had a limited shelf life. The long inactivity in the warehouse caused something to break down. They were beyond any real control at this point. Sheedlyn must have just given them one last push, and it hadn’t really been enough. Only some of them made it over here.


  The rest were just wandering around the city looking to kill anything they encountered. Screams of terror from all the people trapped out there were rising into the air. I wondered if Sheedlyn knew that would happen, or even cared.


  “Can you stop them again?” Merindra asked. “Like you did before?”


  I finally accepted that it wasn’t going to work. “No. They’re not like the other ones. They’re too old and degraded. Sheedlyn isn’t controlling them either. They’re on their own now.”


  “We could start shooting them,” Narilora said. “But do we have enough bolts?”


  Jissalyn shook her head. “We have fifteen linyang here. Each has forty bolts. There may be more in the basement, but I am not sure.”


  “That may be enough to clear the square,” I said.


  There was a problem, though. We couldn’t get a shot at the ones around the door. They were beneath us, under the overhang at the entryway. And the longer we stood there, the more of them piled up in front of it.


  One of the guards appeared from the door to the roof. “Tsulygoi, they are pounding on the door! It is shaking in the frame.”


  “Shit. Let’s get back down there.”


  When I reached the main hall, I saw what she meant. The door was visibly shaking under their assault. It still seemed solid, but there was no telling how long that would last. The frame mounts in the wall were starting to shake as well.


  Everyone was down here now. I counted seventeen bows, the linyang, Narilora, and Girasani. We needed Meridrian’s reinforcements before I felt comfortable doing anything.


  “We can’t shoot them from above. We can’t let them in here to fight them. Anyone have any ideas?”


  “We should reinforce the door,” Merindra said.


  “Okay, good idea. Get all the heavy furniture you can find and let’s pile it up.”


  In a few minutes, we stacked up all the tables and desks we could find. The door seemed better supported now, though it was hard to tell how long it would last.


  But I didn’t want to be stuck in here. The kaliman were surely using this diversion to launch their raid, and who knew what Sheedlyn was up to. My being trapped in here was almost as good as my being dead from their perspective.


  Ten minutes later, I heard noises from down the hall. Meridrian and a group of guards came out of the stairs to the basement, all of them breathing hard and dripping with sweat.


  “We are here, my tsulygoi!” she yelled.


  “You made good time."


  “We ran the entire way.”


  That was fairly obvious. Within another minute, the rest of them appeared, followed by a clearly winded Asarane.


  “We have to break out of here,” I said. “The problem is that there are at least a hundred of those things on the other side of the door. Give me some ideas, people!”


  Meridian proposed a barricade using the furniture, to hold them back while the crossbows took them out. Someone else suggested putting the barricades on the stairs and shooting them from above. I was trying to calculate what represented the least risk when I noticed Asarane nervously waving her hand.


  “What?” I asked.


  “I have an idea. We need to just blow them all back from the door, right?”


  “Yes. Do you have a bomb handy?”


  “No. I was thinking of that.” She pointed to the rock-welder, which was still sitting in the corner of the entryway where she’d left it. “The ablation setting is designed to blast through solid rock. It should work on those things.”


  I thought about that for a moment. “How close do you have to be?”


  She cringed. “Pretty close.”


  “No one else knows how to use that thing.”


  “I can do it.”


  I weighed the possibilities in my mind. I knew what that thing could do. I was just worried about Asarane, and her child. Which, lest I forgot, was supposed to be the savior of Taitala.


  But we had no other realistic options.


  “Okay. Let’s get that barricade set up.”


  We pulled all the furniture into a ring so that the doors would swing out and create another barrier against it once they were open. Asarane moved the rock-welder about ten feet from the door and put the targeting goggles on her head. The laser assembly was still disconnected from the battery at the end of the cables, and she lifted it up in her arms like a heavy machine gun. I had all the archers circle around her to shoot everything that she didn’t hit, with the sorai right in front of them to shield them if it became necessary.


  “Save your shots. We may need them later. Don’t shoot unless you have to. Everyone ready?”


  They shouted back at me. I waved to the two sorai on either side of the door. They unbolted it and leapt back.


  The doors swung open with a deep thud against the barricade. A wall of basayangs on the other side fell forward into the room. But almost instantly, Asarane opened fire.


  The first one she hit burst like an overfilled water balloon, sending a spray of gore all over the barricade and others around it. She kept firing, and the first wave disintegrated in a second or two.


  The laser gave off a hum-hum-hum-hum noise as the pulses struck the basayangs. One after another, they burst apart as they entered the room. A few got too close to the barricade, and the linyang shot them. None even got close enough to try to climb over.


  Asarane swept the laser back and forth over the doorway. Soon there were so many bodies the basayangs were having trouble getting over them. One actually stood on top of the pile like it was going to jump over the barricade – then its head exploded as Asarane shot it.


  A vile smell began filling the room, like roadkill in the summer combined with overcooked meat. The sorai began falling back, covering their mouths.


  The basayangs kept coming. Asarane kept firing.


  They crawled and scrambled and leapt over the pile of gore, falling and stumbling into the room. Heads exploded, chests, abdomens. A fog of vaporized flesh hung over everything now.


  The pile began tumbling forward as the things behind it tried to push through. The top layer suddenly spilled over against the barricade, exposing a line of them behind it. Asarane swept the laser across them, blowing them apart in a row like ducks at the county fair. 


  It seemed to go on for ten minutes, though it couldn’t possibly have been that long. I wondered when it was going to end, then finally the waves of them began to slow. I could see past them into the darkening square.


  There were only a few left. Then there were none. Asarane lowered the laser.


  An enormous heap of exploded basayangs – a
six-foot-high pile of burnt flesh and rotting meat – now blocked the doorway.


  “Jesus fucking Christ,” I said, knowing none of them would understand what I’d just said, and not caring.


  I stepped up to the door, looking over the barricade. There were more of them in the square outside, but we had a clear way out now.


  “Let’s go! Clear this thing and form up!”


  We pulled down the barricade, opening the way over the heap of foulness.


  “Can we bring that thing?” Merindra asked.


  “It’s really slow,” Asarane said.


  I shook my head. “Get the servants and everyone else to clear the door once we’re out,” I said to Asarane. “Then park it on the front stoop and take out anything that comes close.”


  She nodded. “Okay, I’m on it.”


  




  

    Chapter 16


  


  I led the sixty-plus females in my unit over the wreckage of the basayangs and out into the square. They lined up in the formation we’d developed, sorai in front shielding the crossbows, linyang behind to shoot whatever approached.


  There were maybe twenty basayangs left in the square, stumbling awkwardly around. The team spread out, cutting them all down in about ten seconds.


  But there were many, many more. I heard them out there and heard the screams of people fleeing them. This was where the freewheeling, live-fast-die-young attitude of Yama-Kana broke down. The city had no law enforcement presence as such, and the council only addressed the most serious matters. Otherwise, they relied on private dispute resolution and private guards for those who could afford them. That worked most of the time, but it meant they had no organized defenses for something like this.


  A dark form swept overhead, and Mereceeree glided in, landing in front of us. “I see I have missed the entertainment. But I have news.”


  “What’s going on out there?”


  “It is chaos. Whatever they had planned, I cannot see, and whatever it was it did not work. Those things are everywhere, even fighting the kaliman. They have spread through the city. I would say at most only a third of them crossed the bridge. The rest are still over there, attacking everything.”


  “They’re fighting the kaliman?”


  “Yes. If they are being controlled, I cannot tell.”


  “They’re not. They’re too degraded. I don’t know if Sheedlyn intended this or not, but she’s not controlling them. I couldn’t drive them off like I did before either.”


  She nodded. “I expected as much.”


  “Where are the kaliman?”


  “They are split into several groups. One is in the residential district, near Broakware’s house. Another is in the city center. One is completely surrounded by those things near the docks. I think they are trying to defend the barges, but they are not faring well.”


  Girasani let out a frustrated noise.


  “What should I do?” Mereceeree asked.


  “Get back up there. Scout out ahead and come back when you can. We’re going for the bridge.”


  “I will. Good luck.” She spread her wings and took off into the night. I turned to the rest of them.


  “Okay. Let’s get to the bridge, then we’ll figure out what to do.”


  The closest bridge was about half a mile upriver. We moved quickly out of the square into the street along the water.


  Almost immediately, we ran into a group of five basayangs, which turned and stumbled toward us. The front line of sorai set their feet as the linyang came up behind them and fired. Four of the basayangs dropped, and one sorai stepped forward and cut the last one down.


  “Get your spent bolts,” I called out. “We may need them.”


  The four who had fired bent down to collect them, and we kept going. Every block or so, we came across more clumps of basayangs, three or five or even ten, but they were slow and disorganized enough to present no real challenge.


  We got to the bridge in about ten minutes with no one having suffered even a scratch. I prayed that would continue.


  Ahead of us, there were maybe twenty of them on the bridge, wandering aimlessly around the bodies of people they’d killed. As some of them saw us and turned, the rest followed.


  We formed a line all the way across the bridge and moved forward. Meridrian spun around and got another line formed up behind us. As the first group of five approached, the crossbows twanged, dropping all of them.


  The sorai stepped forward past the bodies as the linyang paused to recover the bolts. Three more moved in, and the line of sorai stepped up. Merindra deftly gutted one, then slashed open its throat. The other two died almost as quickly before the other sorai.


  As we got to the middle of the bridge, I called a halt to do some reconnaissance. Meridian set two ranks in front and behind us. The last few basayangs on the bridge closed in, but they were cut down easily.


  “Anyone hurt?” I called out. Again, no one was.


  “They are not much of a challenge, my tsulygoi,” one of the sorai replied.


  “Like this, no. But there are hundreds more of them out there. Let’s hope we can keep doing this a few at a time.”


  Then I looked downriver from the bridge toward the docks. The sky was still dimly lit by the sunset, and I could see the group of kaliman defending the barges. There were at least a hundred basayangs surrounding maybe twenty kaliman, and it wasn’t going well. They seemed to be out of arrows and were fighting hand-to-hand. The kaliman were good fighters, but they were completely outnumbered.


  I couldn’t see anything else, but I heard more random screams and shouting up ahead.


  Mereceeree glided in behind me. “Do you see them?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “I do not think they will last much longer on their own.”


  “Where are the other groups?”


  “Further away toward the city center. One is stuck in that large plaza, the other has taken up a defensive ring around Broakware’s house. There are fewer of those things over there.”


  “How many kaliman are left?” I asked.


  “The bulk of them are in the plaza. Maybe thirty or forty. They have taken casualties. But I think no more than ten at the house.”


  “Okay. Go keep an eye on the group in the plaza.”


  She took off again.


  I looked back at the group of kaliman by the docks. As much as it pained me to do it, I couldn’t let them be slaughtered like that.


  I turned to Meridrian. “I want to relieve that group over there. It may not improve their opinion of us, but we need to do it.”


  She nodded. “As you wish, my tsulygoi. But we must be sure not to get surrounded ourselves.”


  “If we come up behind the main group of those things, but stick to the street, we shouldn’t get trapped. We’ll fall back as we need to.”


  “Agreed.”


  We briefly explained what I wanted to do to the rest of the team. No one objected.


  “Just whatever you do, watch your shots. I don’t want the kaliman to think we’re attacking them. Okay? Let’s go.”


  We moved off the bridge, taking out the last few basayangs in our way. The street ahead was clear, and we moved quickly up to the battle area. The docks at this point faced a broad open area in front of the warehouses. There was a huge mob of the basayangs here, so many we couldn’t see the kaliman behind them. But I could tell the kaliman were backed up against the river with nowhere to go. Why they hadn’t gotten onto the barges and pulled out into the river, I didn’t know.


  We spread out as we approached to give us a good field of fire. The first volley took down about twenty of the basayangs. The sorai formed a line and waited for them to turn around and come at us. Gradually they started to.


  After checking our flanks and rear, where Meridrian was watching for anything else approaching, I stepped up next to Merindra. Her armor was spattered with gore, but she didn’t appear injured.


  “There you are,” she said.


  “Wouldn’t miss it,” I replied.


  More of them came at us. Their faces were dead, skin sallow and eyes empty. I sensed the corrupt energy in them, nothing left of what had once been there. They moved too slowly to present much of a challenge when we had comparable numbers. I cut down one, then another, as Merindra sliced three more to pieces. Crossbow bolts whizzed past our heads, taking more of them down before they reached us.


  In a minute or so, we cut the group in half, and the rest of them were starting to turn toward us. There were a lot of random injuries, but no one had fallen. I saw the kaliman trying to pull back as the basayangs changed their focus.


  I fell back, looking for Girasani. She was a few ranks away among the linyang, firing steadily.


  “Girasani!”


  She stopped, looking over.


  “Let them know we’re not after them,” I told her. “Whatever it takes to convince them.”


  She nodded, stepping up. “Sisters! I am one of you! The one who left! We are not your enemies! We are only after these things!”


  One of them called back after a few moments. “If you are that one, the traitor, then you are our enemy! If you close with us, you will die!”


  An arrow flew through the air over our heads. Girasani looked at me. I made a motion to ignore it and keep shooting at the basayangs. She did.


  “Start falling back!” I yelled. “Orderly withdrawal!”


  Step by step, we backed away from the remaining basayangs. Some of them followed, but others began wandering away through the docks. Multiple bodies of fallen kaliman were apparent as they moved away, but it looked like the rest would live.


  In another minute or two, we finished off the last few basayangs that were engaging with us. After we retreated into a clear section of the street, I called for everyone to regroup. I looked up for Mereceeree, hoping she would come back while we were stopped here, but I didn’t see her.


  “Anyone badly hurt?”


  I saw the blood, but no one answered. So I spent a few moments gathering enough energy and healed the collection of minor lacerations and bruises we’d collected.


  “Everyone check your gear. Crossbows, share your ammunition if you’ve got extra and someone is short. Collect whatever spent bolts you can. Any issues, let me know.”


  I gave them a minute while I talked to Meridrian.


  “We’ve got two ways to go. I have to think Sheedlyn is at Broakware’s house, if she even survived this fiasco. It doesn’t sound to me like they’ve found a male yet.”


  “What of the other group?” she asked.


  “I don’t see what it gains us to engage with them. They’re obviously hostile to us, based what just happened with Girasani. But their leaders are likely with Broakware, and if we’re going to negotiate with them like I hoped Missok could do, we have to do it there. With the losses that group took, and with them split up all over the place, we outnumber them now. And they seem to be having a harder time with those things than we are, not having faced them before.”


  She nodded. “All right. I agree. It is a good plan. But we should watch our flanks for the other group.”


  The street we were on was the same one that ran in front of the residential area and through the bar district to the train station. But we had about a mile to go to get there.


  The screaming and general chaos had begun to abate. It sounded as if everyone who’d been on the streets when the horde was released was now either dead or in hiding. About a hundred yards down the road, we came upon a pile of bodies up against a blind alley between two buildings.


  Narilora came up beside me. “Ugh.”


  There were about ten or twelve Yama-Kanans who had apparently been trapped here. All of them were dead, slashed and clubbed to death by Sheedlyn’s creations.


  “I bet they got caught in the first wave of basayangs when they emerged from the warehouse,” I said.


  The building they’d been stored in was only a couple of blocks from us now. 


  “We could have stopped this,” she said. “If we’d done something the other day.”


  I shook my head. “It’s done. I don’t know what we could have done anyway. It never would have occurred to me that Sheedlyn would have done something like this.”


  We kept going, passing more bloody bodies of people who had fallen, but we saw nothing else. The sun had now set completely, and the city was dark except where the crystal streetlights provided illumination.


  About half a mile further down, we came upon a few random basayangs wandering around. They turned as we approached, but something strange was starting to happen.


  There were six, but only three actually attacked us, clumsily, and died almost instantly. The other three just fell to the street one by one as they approached. I thought briefly that someone had shot them, but when I got to the nearest one, I realized that it was uninjured. It just lay there, motionless.


  Merindra came up and ran it through with her longsword. The basayang barely reacted as it died.


  We kept going. And further down the street, we began finding more of them just lying motionless on the ground.


  “They’re dying on their own,” Narilora said.


  “As if they’re finally running out of energy,” I said.


  As I looked into the bodies, that seemed to be the case. The foreign, corrupt energies that animated them seemed to have been used up in this last, final effort. Many of them weren’t quite dead; there just wasn’t enough energy left in them to do anything. After I realized that, we started finishing them off we passed.


  We were approaching the entertainment district now, which was uncharacteristically silent and empty. Brutalized bodies lay out on the street, but the buildings were shut up and dark.


  The sorai and linyang around me suddenly went on alert, turning behind us. I looked back and saw Mereceeree come swooping over us with a high-pitched cry of alarm.


  “Behind you! They are coming!”


  I spun around, seeing the other group of kaliman rushing toward us down the street. A volley of arrows flew in and around me. One struck my armor and glanced off. Some of the sorai took hits; their armor held up as well. But around me, three of the linyang – one of them Kaorin – were hit and went down.


  The other linyang immediately returned fire, dropping some of the kaliman. Merindra, Sherala, Jissalyn, and the other sorai formed a broad line just as the kaliman reached us. The two groups crashed together, but the sorai held and threw back the first charge.


  I turned to the three injured linyang. Kaorin had been struck in the chest, the other two in their legs. I went to Kaorin first, kneeling down next to her. It was bad – the arrow was just below her left breast and most of the way in. I looked into her, realizing that she had a major hemorrhage in her lung. Without me to heal this, she would be dead within minutes. So I had to block out fight behind us and concentrate on her for a few moments.


  She clutched at my arm, moaning in pain. I saw the fear in her pretty yellow-hazel eyes. She was an experienced fighter and knew what this wound meant too.


  “My tsulygoi—” she gasped. Then she coughed up a big gout of blood.


  I tried to get her to lie down, brushing the hair back from her face. “Just relax. I got you. You’re going to be okay.”


  I had to get the arrow out first. I knew from seeing Girasani’s bow that kaliman arrowheads were fairly narrow and not barbed. So I slowly eased the arrow out of Kaorin’s chest, healing the wound behind it as I did. She gasped in pain again, groping at my arm.


  But I got the wound closed up. In about ten seconds, she was as good as new. She leapt back to her feet and rejoined the fight. Then I turned to the other two and healed them as well.


  When I stood, I heard cries of alarm off to my right. The line at Merindra’s end was holding, but at the other end, the kaliman had broken through. On the other side of them were Narilora, Girasani, and six or seven sorai and linyang. They were holding their own, but the kaliman were pushing them away from us.


  I drew my katana and tried to fight my way toward them. Narilora was a blur with her short blade, gutting one kaliman and then slashing open the throat of another. Then I saw Girasani cry out in pain and go down. But there were too many of them for me to force my way through.


  To my left, Merindra’s group had pushed the kaliman back and were starting to roll up their flank. Merindra looked wounded, but she was still fighting hard and none of the sorai at that end had fallen. She screamed at Narilora, trying to coordinate some way of regrouping with them. The kaliman began falling back, but that sent them backing up against Narilora and the others.


  At the back of the kaliman, one of them was yelling orders to the rest, trying to get them to regroup. Just then, Mereceeree came swooping in out of the darkness from behind her, holding her blades in her feet and slashing them in a double movement across her neck. The kaliman leader went down, but one of their archers drew back and fired at Mereceeree. The arrow shot right through her left wing. Screeching in pain, she wheeled away, gliding around behind me and landing.


  Over in the isolated group, Narilora was still fighting, but I couldn’t see Girasani. I chopped down one of the kaliman in front of me and moved forward, bowling over another with a kick to her midsection.


  I closed with the cut-off group, but the kaliman were now withdrawing in earnest, leaving behind at least a dozen bodies. Narilora and the others rejoined us as we tried to regroup. Merindra rushed up, and she and Narilora came together in a quick side hug.


  “Where is Girasani?” I yelled.


  “I don’t know!” Narilora yelled back.


  One of the sorai who had been fighting with her came over. “They took her! I saw them dragging her.”


  I looked the direction they were going and lurched forward after them. Then I realized we had taken casualties as well. Six of our group were down, two of them motionless, both sorai. If I ran after Girasani, they were going to die.


  Pounding down the anguish in my chest, I turned back to the rest of the group. We would go after her, but she wasn’t the only one I had to worry about.


  I ran forward, realizing I still had time to save the wounded ones. Driving all the other concerns out of my head, I focused on the first sorai, who had taken a blade through her gut, just under her armor. It took a few moments, but I pulled her back from the brink. The other was bleeding out from a deep wound in her thigh. She took a little longer because of the blood loss, but I had her sitting up conscious in about a minute. The other four took about the same amount of time to heal.


  Then I gathered up a big pool of energy and sent it out through the rest of them, healing the relatively minor wounds Merindra, Mereceeree, and the rest of them had incurred. Mereceeree immediately took off.


  I stood up. “Okay. Where did they go?”


  “This way!” Meridrian yelled. It was into the residential district, and I was fairly sure where they had gone.


  




  

    Chapter 17


  


  My suspicions were correct. The fleeing group of ten or so had joined the other kaliman at Broakware’s house. But I didn’t see Girasani. With everyone healed up, I split the team into four groups to take up secure positions around the house, warning them to keep an eye out behind them for any other groups of kaliman who might appear. I wasn’t convinced there weren’t any others out there.


  The remaining kaliman, who seemed to number no more than twenty, had joined Broakware’s guards and were now huddled around the doors and up on the roof. They were either out of arrows or conserving the few they had left, because they didn’t shoot when we began surrounding the place.


  I found Meridrian. “We need to get in there, but I don’t like the idea of trying to fight our way in. I’m also not here to slaughter all of them. All we need is Girasani, and we’ve got them trapped.”


  Then Broakware came walking boldly out of the house down the entry path. She stopped at the edge of her property and yelled. “Will of Hawthorne! I know you’re out here.”


  I looked at Meridrian.


  “It is up to you, my tsulygoi,” she said.


  “Just keep an eye on the rest of them. I don’t know what they might be thinking here.” I stood up from our position and walked out onto the street. “I’m here.”


  “You will vacate my home immediately and cease this assault! You have no idea what you have interfered with!”


  “Actually, I have a pretty good idea of what we stopped tonight. Also, you’re badly outnumbered and completely surrounded. We’re at full strength and a lot of the kaliman are wounded. We know how they got here and how they plan to escape. The group at the pier is heavily injured and too small to break in here.”


  Broakware seethed for a moment. “I will take it all to the council, and you and your wives will pay for this!”


  “That’s if any of you survive until the morning. That’s a long time. Also, are you really sure you want the council to hear what you’ve done?”


  “You know nothing and can prove nothing!”


  “I have proof of pretty much everything. Documents, eyewitnesses, physical evidence. I assume you’ve been talking to Sheedlyn. Did she tell you she kept a ledger recording every single payment she made to you, and for what? I have it. Your fingerprints are all over this.”


  The desperation grew in her eyes.


  “I don’t need to be talking to you anyway,” I said. “I want to talk to whoever is in charge of the kaliman, because I know who’s calling the shots right now.”


  She let out a wordless scream of rage and stalked back into the house. I stood there waiting for a minute or two. Then an older kaliman came walking out. She regarded me with undisguised loathing.


  “I am Zaralyr. I am leading this expedition.”


  “I know this may be difficult for you to believe,” I said, ”but I have no quarrel with you or your people.”


  “That is indeed very difficult for me to believe.”


  “I did not kill aXiqian.”


  “He was found dead immediately after you left his chambers.”


  “He died because of Sheedlyn’s interference with the Crimson Star. What she was doing corrupted the energy flows that sustained his life for so long.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Assuming I were to believe that, you launched an unprovoked attack and slaughtered forty of our soldiers.”


  “I regret that. But my quarrel was with Sheedlyn and her cultists, and they were aiding her and protecting her. Stopping her was necessary. What she was doing could have ended all life on this planet.”


  “What is it you want?” Zaralyr asked.


  “I want Girasani.”


  “Her life is forfeit,” she said. “She will return to the cavern to face judgment for her crimes.”


  “That will not happen. You will not get out of here with her. You know as well as I do that your forces are not strong enough to get past us, and I know where you’re going. I know about the barges you came in on. That group at the pier took some heavy losses fighting those things until we drove them off.”


  Zaralyr lifted an eyebrow. “You drove off the things attacking them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “They were being cut to pieces. As I said, I really don’t have a quarrel with the kaliman. I took one as my wife, and she means a great deal to me.”


  She stared at me for several long moments. “Too many of my people have died tonight.”


  “You do realize that’s because of Sheedlyn? She should have known those things were uncontrollable after being stored for so long.”


  “We have discussed it. I am . . . very unhappy with her.”


  “I know why you’re here. I know enough of what’s been going on in the cavern since we left.”


  “How?” she asked.


  “I have my ways. I know you’re here to find a male. It’s pretty clear to me that you haven’t done so. And I would actually like to help you find one. I was in the process of doing it when all this blew up. My plan was to have the dwenda delegation meet you with a male as a sort of peace offering.”


  Her eyes narrowed again. “How can we trust you? Broakware has told us many things about you.”


  “Do you have a choice? Perhaps you’ve begun to suspect this, but Broakware is not the most reliable or capable ally. She’s in rather desperate straits at the moment, and I promise you she’s only using you and Sheedlyn to save herself.”


  Zaralyr stared hard. “Stay here. I must discuss this with the others.”


  She turned and walked back into the house. I went back to Meridrian and explained what I’d discussed with Zaralyr.


  “They seem willing to negotiate,” she said. “That is a good sign.”


  It was. Except for one thing. I suspected they were going to come back out here expecting me to produce a male for them. And I didn’t have one.


  As I looked over the darkened residential area around us, my eyes fell on the small house next door, a two-story stone rectangle with crenellated corners. And I remembered a conversation I had a few days back.


  I raised my finger in the air. “Stay here. I’ve got an idea.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  Heralda answered the door in a state of shock.


  “Makalang! What is going on out there? We heard such commotion.”


  “Yeah, it’s a long story. I need to talk to uQe’kiral. It’s kind of urgent.”


  Flustered, she went back in the house.


  uQe’kiral appeared a few moments later. He hadn’t been expecting me, so he was naked. “Makalang. I am not surprised to see you in the midst of this, whatever is going on.”


  “There’s a lot going on, actually. Let me explain.”


  I gave him as quick and brief an explanation of the situation as I could manage while getting all the key points across.


  “So, the upshot is that the kaliman need a male to take back to the cavern. I’m afraid you’re the only one I know. But I recall you saying something about wanting to retire from Yama-Kana into the wilderness.”


  It took him quite a while to answer me. “This is not exactly what I had in mind.”


  “I’m sure that’s the case. Still, here we are. I’m not trying to put any pressure on you, understand. It’s just that my options are really limited here.”


  “This cavern you told me about, what is it like?”


  “It’s, I guess, beautiful in spots, if you like that kind of thing. There are some really interesting rock and crystal formations. The city isn’t large, and the people are pretty calm. Not like Yama-Kana. It’s quiet and about as secluded as it gets.”


  “You told me the kaliman do not become wives.”


  “No. Their male just lived by himself and, I guess, took care of his own business. They showed up to mate and left.”


  He nodded slowly. I watched him thinking for a few moments.


  “Taitalan males, as I assume you know, take wives only as support for their households,” he said. “We resist mating because our wives will leave when they get with child. It is why I have not mated with Lyria or Blisook. They are very capable cooks and housekeepers, and their replacements might not be. And even then, it would take time to integrate new wives into the household, time I would be away from my own pursuits.”


  “Does this mean you’ll consider it?”


  He was thoughtful for a few more moments, and then nodded. “Yes. I will speak with them.”


  uQe’kiral followed me back to Broakware’s house. Meridrian met us.


  “They came out again looking for you,” she said. “I told them you would be back shortly.”


  “Stay here,” I said to uQe’kiral.


  I walked back out in front of the house. Zaralyr emerged a few moments later.


  “What exactly is it you are proposing?” she asked.


  “I have a male who is willing to talk to you. You give me Girasani and Sheedlyn. Then you can go on your way.”


  Her face was like stone. “Girasani is a traitor to her people and a murderer.”


  “That’s my offer. You have nothing else I want. If we can’t agree, I’m coming in there after her.”


  “Only Girasani. Not Sheedlyn. Despite her grave errors tonight, we need her. Safe passage for my people to the pier. And no reprisals against Broakware.”


  I pursed my lips. “Pick two of those.”


  “Fine. We take Sheedlyn, the male, and we leave.”


  “You realize Sheedlyn is making those things back in your cavern? They’re killing people to do it.”


  I could tell Zaralyr hadn’t been aware of this. “That is impossible,” she said.


  “It’s exactly what she was doing here. All those things we fought tonight, those were people Broakware had murdered so Sheedlyn could turn them. And I saw what she’s doing in your cavern with my own eyes. I saw the kaliman bodies she’s using. All of them had rope marks around their necks like they’d been strangled. When you get back home, you may want to look into that.”


  She glared at me for a few moments. “Whether or not you speak the truth, that is immaterial to why I am here. I am under strict orders from the Triad to protect her and bring her back unharmed.”


  “I’m sure. So you might ask yourself why that’s the case.”


  “I may, but those are my orders. She must return with us. As you said, if we cannot agree, I will fight our way out of here as best we can.”


  The idea of Sheedlyn slipping through my fingers yet again grated in ways I could never articulate. But I couldn’t see a way past this. I could tell Zaralyr was not budging on this point. If we actually had to go in there after Girasani, I was certain they would kill her as soon as the attack started. And Sheedlyn might still escape.


  “All right,” I said. “She goes. But you need to convince the male first. Wait here.”


  I went back to get uQe’kiral.


  “They’re ready.”


  “Very well,” he said. “Introduce us.”


  He followed me back to where Zaralyr was standing. I stood there for about ten minutes while they discussed what his life would be like in the cavern. She made basically the same pitch they made to me: all the support he needed in exchange for mating, and they would leave him alone otherwise. I listened carefully and monitored Zaralyr’s emotions for any prevarication. I sensed none, and I sensed as well that I was dealing with a career soldier, not the minions of the Triad who had gone neck deep into Sheedlyn’s activities. She was here to save her people, no more.


  Finally, they seemed to reach an agreement. uQe’kiral turned to me as Zaralyr went inside. “I have decided to return with them. What they offer is attractive, and I think an improvement on my current circumstances, as odd as it sounded at first. I must gather my things. May we speak briefly?”


  “Sure.”


  We walked back to his house, and he stopped in front of it.


  “I must ask something of you.”


  “Name it,” I said.


  “Will you take Heralda, Lyria, and Blisook into your household? I cannot take them with me, and I do not want to simply abandon them.”


  “Yes, of course. Assuming they agree.”


  “I know the cunelo would not enjoy being separated so completely from their clan. Heralda would be in danger there, and she has mated. She would be nalasin if I just leave her here. She has been a good and faithful wife, and I would like provide for her.”


  “Absolutely. It’s not a problem.”


  “They all find you fascinating, so I believe they will agree to it.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  As it turned out, uQe’kiral had quite a lot of crap he wanted to take with him, so Zaralyr had to send four of her troops with me to gather his collection of books and other items. After everything was boxed up, he sat at his desk and briefly wrote out what looked like a letter. He handed it to me. My Taitalan still wasn’t good enough to make sense of it.


  “What is this?” I asked. “I’m sorry, my Taitalan still isn’t that great.”


  “My house. I will have no need of it where I am going, and if I abandon it, the city will claim it. I would prefer to leave it in your hands along with my wives. In the event I should return, I will need it back, of course.”


  I nodded. “Of course. Thank you. We’ll take care of it.”


  When we returned to Broakware's house, Girasani was waiting in the doorway with several of the kaliman. They shoved her forward as uQe’kiral walked toward the house.


  My stomach went into a knot as she approached. Her face was scratched and covered with bruises. One eye was swollen completely shut. They hadn’t been kind to her.


  She limped heavily up the path, favoring her left leg, where there was a bloody, hastily bandaged wound. She came up to me and embraced me tightly. I put my arms around her.


  “I’m sorry, babe. I’m so sorry.”


  In absolute terms, her injuries were not severe. I healed them with a thought, and I felt her sigh against my chest.


  “I love you,” she whispered. “I am your wife. That is all that matters.”


  And at that moment, it was.


  The kaliman emerged about ten minutes later with uQe’kiral and Sheedlyn. I stood there watching them go.


  Sheedlyn glared at me murderously. For a moment, I thought she might leap forward and sink her fangs into my neck.


  “You might consider,” I said to her, “that all I’ve accomplished is fairly convincing proof that I’m actually the makalang.”


  “You are a monster and an abomination,” she hissed. “I will not rest until you have been destroyed.”


  I nodded. “Right back at you.”


  We followed them to the pier, where the other kaliman waited on the barges. They were confused by our appearance alongside their people, but they displayed some muted celebration at the news that their expedition had recovered a male after all.


  So many of them had fallen to the basayangs and the fight with my group that they needed only one of the barges. We watched until they all filed aboard. Then Zaralyr stepped back out toward me.


  “This does not change things meaningfully between you and the kaliman, but I must express my thanks for your defending my people here at the dock. They tell me they would likely not have survived.”


  “I don’t think so,” I said.


  “And you have my thanks for your assistance with uQe’kiral.”


  “I hope he works out for you.”


  “As do I.”


  She returned to the barge. In a few minutes, they pushed off and disappeared down the river.


  




  

    Chapter 18


  


  Someone needed to pay for what happened that night, and I decided that someone was going to be Broakware.


  I pulled together all the evidence we found demonstrating her responsibility for the bar murders and the basayangs. There was quite a lot of paperwork tying everything together in addition to the main smoking gun, which was the ledger tracking their payments to her.


  Then I sat down to talk to Bellina, who spent the night at the house.


  “A whole lot of people died last night because of what your mother was doing with the cult. That’s in addition to the people she helped murder.”


  She nodded sadly. “I know.”


  “I’ve taken care of the cult, except for Sheedlyn. But your mother needs to answer for what she did here.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m gathering all the evidence I have, which is a lot, and I’m taking it to the council. It may be enough, but your mother isn’t stupid. It’s possible she’s able to explain things in a way the council believes, which could backfire on me if the council decides I lied. It would help a great deal if you could testify to what you saw.”


  She sighed. “Testify against my mother.”


  I put my hand on her shoulder. “It’s a lot to ask, I know. I understand completely if it’s too hard for you.”


  Bellina shook her head. “I think it’s going to be harder living with this and doing nothing.”


  “So you’ll do it?”


  “I’ll do it. But . . .” She looked down at the floor. “Would you claim me first? I know I’m not wife material, it’s just . . . that way I’ll still have a family when it’s over.”


  I hadn’t exactly expected this, but it made sense. “Absolutely.”


  “I’ll be a good wife. You don’t have to mate with me. I’m okay just being with your other wives.”


  “Do you want to mate?” I asked.


  She looked up but didn’t answer me right away. She seemed surprised. “Do you really want to mate with me?”


  I had to remind myself that she was trying to understand my perspective by thinking of me as a Taitalan male. So she had no idea how incredibly sexy I found her.


  “Yes. I do.”


  She smiled weakly. “Okay.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  At noon, I went over to the council building with Kisarat, Merindra, Narilora, and Bellina and filed a formal accusation against Broakware, who was not there at the time. She arrived about an hour later in the custody of a group of the sorai council guards. As it had been with Feylani’s trial, the council would make a decision by sunset. And since Broakware was on the council, she would be serving as a member of the jury deciding her fate. No one seemed concerned about the conflict of interest this presented, but there was nothing I could do about it.


  Eventually, we were shown into the council chambers. I recognized most of them from before, and I tried to remember who had been sympathetic to us. uQe’kiral was gone, his seat taken by Broakware, so we had lost that vote. There was one new member, a linyang named Serunai, the one Feylani had mentioned as running in the same election. The sorai Joon was still the council chair, and the rest of the council was the same.


  Word spread quickly, and by the time one of the council guards waved us up front, the audience seats were completely full. I spared a glance at Broakware, who glared down at me murderously, though I also saw the desperation in her eyes.


  Joon called things to order and looked down at me. “Makalang, you may begin.”


  “These are lies!” Broakware shrieked. “Nothing he says can be trusted! He lied before and he lies now!”


  Joon spun around. “He has not even begun! You will have your turn! Be silent or I will have the guards remove you!”


  “This council made a formal finding that he is a liar! Why are we listening to this?”


  Joon waved to the guards, who stepped toward the dais. “Will you be silent, or do I need to remove you?” Joon asked.


  Broakware looked like she wanted to keep yelling, but she said nothing. The guards stopped near the first row of desks. Joon looked back at me.


  “Proceed.”


  I took a deep breath and began. “I am here to explain how Broakware was being paid by the Gates of the Golden Staff to murder people at her clubs, so they could collect the bodies and turn them into the things that attacked this city last night. She is directly responsible for more than a thousand deaths, and I will show you exactly how she did it.”


  Broakware glowered down at me. I waited for her to begin screeching again, but she was silent. I spent a while going meticulously through all the documents we found and showing them to the council. Broakware said nothing, but her friend Hoolaka, another dwenda, peppered me with irrelevant questions and abuse until she too was shouted down by the others.


  But when I called Bellina up to testify, Broakware erupted instantly. “Impossible! I forbid her from speaking! I am her mother, and she cannot speak against me!”


  “I agree!” Hoolaka shrieked. “This is outrageous!”


  “Actually,” Serunai said, “I would very much like to hear what she has to say.”


  “As would I,” the other linyang replied. I’d forgotten her name at first, but I remembered her now as Froidani, one of the ones Feylani had warned would oppose her.


  “I refuse to allow it!” Broakware shouted.


  “What do the rest of you feel?” Joon asked. She polled the other members. One by one, they voted, and all of them wanted let Bellina testify.


  Broakware let out a screech of rage. “You are nothing!” she shrieked at Bellina. “Never show your face to me again!”


  Joon turned to the guards. “If she says one more word before he is done, remove her!”


  The guards went up to stand beside Broakware, who glowered at us but fell back into her seat.


  Bellina stood up, not looking at her mother. I walked her through her employment at Temptations before getting to the meat of the matter.


  “How did you learn what was going on?” I asked.


  “One night I was taking a break in one of the back rooms, just lying down to rest. My mom and Grayma, the bartender, came into the room. They didn’t know I was there because I was lying down behind some boxes. They were talking about how many customers to drug that night. I guess my mom was complaining that Grayma wasn’t giving them enough. I heard her say, ‘Some of them slept it off. They need to be dead. They came to collect this morning, and there weren’t enough. You need to be sure to kill them.’ I didn’t know who she was talking about.”


  “What happened after that?”


  “I started watching Grayma. I started seeing her putting things in people’s drinks. And I started seeing those people dead on the sidewalk later.” She paused and took a deep breath. “They did it to one of my friends.”


  “You’re sure of what you saw?”


  “I saw Grayma putting the stuff in her drink. I was too far away to stop it. I found my friend dead in the street the next morning.”


  “How many times would you say you saw this happening?” I asked.


  “Dozens. I didn’t know what to do, because I couldn’t prove anything.”


  The lone talalong on the council, Ysuloc, spoke up now. “The deaths in the bar district stopped right around the last election. This would have been the same time.”


  “It was not always like this,” one of the cunelo said. “It began happening three or four talons ago.”


  “Coincidence!” Hoolaka shouted. “She is jealous of her mother’s success and seeks to destroy her, to take what she has not earned.”


  “I want nothing to do with my mother,” Bellina said.


  “How do you explain the records?” Ysuloc asked Hoolaka. “They match all of this precisely!”


  They began arguing until Joon silenced them.


  “Will Hawthorne, do you have anything else to present?” she asked me.


  “That’s it.”


  Broakware got down from her desk and began her defense, which as I expected proved to be mostly a lot of shrieking about Feylani’s trial and how I had been proven to be a liar.


  Serunai interrupted her almost immediately. “Forget what he may have said, Broakware! How do you explain what happened last night? How do you explain how those things emerged from a warehouse that you own? Your relationship with the Gates of the Golden Staff was well-known long before we were presented with these documents. Are we to believe you had no idea what they were doing there? You are not so naive, Broakware. You are many things, but you are no absentee owner. You are known to pay very close attention to your properties and businesses.”


  Broakware recoiled in shock. Several of the other members murmured in agreement.


  “I––I––I am innocent!” she shouted. “I had nothing to do with what they did!”


  “How you explain the money they were paying you? These amounts are far in excess of what occupancy of that warehouse was worth.”


  “Forgeries!” Hoolaka shouted. “Lies and forgeries!”


  “So many forgeries, Hoolaka?” Serunai shot back. “From one who was forced to deliver testimony in his own language at Feylani’s trial, due to his lack of facility with ours?”


  She stepped down to the table where I’d laid all the documents for the council to review. She picked up the ledger, opened it, and waved it them.


  “Look at this! Does this look like a forgery to you? These entries are clearly spread widely over time, in weight, in style. How could he have forged such a thing?”


  “His wives must have done it!” Broakware shouted. “Interrogate them!” She pointed at Kisarat. “Her! She was here before. She must have done it!”


  “You convict yourself with your own lies, Broakware,” Serunai snapped. “Do you deny that they paid you this money? How then do you explain your sudden and extreme financial difficulties?”


  “They . . . they did, but not for this.”


  “For what, then? What could they possibly have been paying you such enormous amounts for? Explain yourself!”


  Broakware spun around before them like a trapped animal. She pointed at me. “This is his fault! He did this! Him!”


  The rest of the council, with the exception of Hoolaka, stared gravely at Broakware.


  “Do you have any further evidence to present?” Joon asked.


  “You . . . you would not do this. I am one of you!”


  “Is that a no? Very well. We will now discuss this matter. ”


  The decision took less than five minutes. Everyone in the room knew the verdict before it was announced, because Broakware suddenly tried to flee the chamber. The sorai guards tackled her as she shrieked for help, denying everything.


  Hoolaka tried to help her, only to be shoved backward. She shrieked in rage before turning to me. “You will pay for this!” she screamed. “You don’t know what you have done, but you will learn! You will pay!”


  As there was nothing more to say, I ignored her and led the girls outside. Soon afterward, a contingent of guards left the council building to arrest Grayma the bartender as well, returning her to the chambers. She was given a very brief trial and convicted.


  The penalty for murder in Yama-Kana was to be stoned to death by members of the victim’s clan. In this case, that was everyone, and there was no shortage of volunteers. We sat on the edge of the square as more and more people showed up. Many looked in our direction, but no one said anything.


  By the time the punishment began, it seemed as if half the city had come out to watch and participate. Broakware was dragged screaming out of the council building into the center of the square and tied to a tall post. Grayma was brought out as well and tied up beside her.


  The girls and I sat with Bellina. I held her tightly as we listened to the crowd jeering in rage at Broakware. Finally the guards gave the word. The crowd surged forward with a roar.


  It went on for a long time. Bellina cried briefly against my shoulder but mostly sat motionless. We stayed there until the crowd finally began to settle down and disperse.


  “Are you ready to go?” I asked.


  She stood, but instead of leaving, turned toward the center of the square. “I need to see her.”


  “Are you sure? It’s not going to be pretty.”


  “She killed my friend. Nothing could be worse than that. I need to know this is over.”


  We worked our way through the crowd for a few minutes. The post was there, surrounded by thousands of bloody stones. But there was almost nothing recognizable left of Broakware.


  Bellina looked down at her briefly. “Okay. Let’s go home.”


  




  

    Chapter 19


  


  Cleaning up the mess of exploded basayangs in front of the house took us a fair amount of effort, as did the gruesome civic task of cleaning up all the bodies around the city. In this at least, the culture in Yama-Kana was helpful. Yama-Kanans in general moved on very quickly from death. They mourned the person, but they didn’t much care about the body, which was viewed more or less like trash. There was simply a lot of trash to take out for a few days.


  There remained the issue of Missok and her peace mission, which I had rescued only to immediately blow up. The kaliman were gone and would not be coming back. As I was already hip-deep in this ongoing challenge, I decided to face it head on. I called Missok to the house to explain what happened that night. She was, to put it mildly, not happy. But I wasn’t just there to apologize, and when she was done yelling at me, I put my proposal to her.


  “I’m responsible for this situation,” I told her. “So I want to do what I can to solve it.”


  “To be perfectly honest, I am deeply unsure that I want any more of your involvement,” she replied. “It has not been terribly helpful so far.”


  I nodded. “That’s fair. Just hear me out, then decide.”


  “All right. What is it you want to do?”


  “You originally planned to visit the kaliman cavern, right?”


  “Yes, that was the intent.”


  “I can take you there. Not in three or four sampars, but in a day.”


  She rolled her eyes. “How? You have told me repeatedly how far it is.”


  “On foot, yes. But there are other ways.”


  I hadn’t told very many people about the crystal circles, because I knew most Taitalans viewed the whole “crystal energy” thing as a myth. I’d come to understand that what I was doing, and their crystal-based science and technology, were essentially the same thing. Both relied on and used Taitala’s energies, just in different ways.


  So I explained about the circle we made near the Crimson Star and how it was about a day’s hike from the cavern. Missok was at first highly skeptical, until I offered to demonstrate how they worked. I took her down to the basement and showed her the circle there. When she stepped into it with me, I took her to the forest.


  She was stunned, spinning around in every direction wondering how we had gotten here. “How?”


  “I don’t really know how, exactly. But it works.”


  As she stared at me in shock, I pointed up the mountain.


  “The entrance to the kaliman cavern is about two or three days’ climb up that way. If you want me to take your delegation there, I will. Not because I believe this is a good idea, but just to honor your clan. My dwenda wives, though they’ve been very diplomatic about it, support what you’re trying to do.”


  “Why did you never mention this?”


  “Because I wanted to stop you. I see now that isn’t going to happen.”


  When she was done looking around, I took us back to the house.


  “I think we should wait until their group returns to the cavern,” I said. “If we arrive while they’re absent, I can’t predict what the reaction may be. Right now, their society is in pretty desperate straits. Once they return with uQe’kiral and their information about what’s going on here, my feeling is that the odds of your getting a good reception are a lot better.”


  I had another reason, one I didn’t plan to tell her. Once the group returned, Sheedlyn would be there again. I wasn’t done with her.


  “All right,” Missok said. “I may regret this, but I agree.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  Bellina, naturally, inherited all of her mother’s assets. When we got into the books, I found that things were in even more of a mess than I suspected. Broakware had become dependent on the cult’s payments to a degree that shocked me, and when the money stopped, her whole operation fell apart.


  Breanne and I spent several days going over everything as she tried to explain Taitalan accounting to me. On the second day things began to click, and if a lot of it seemed highly counterintuitive, I at least understood what I was looking at. And it wasn’t terribly unfamiliar. I had seen similar things, back when I was a financial analyst, with companies I’d worked with that owned plenty of real estate and small businesses.


  Broakware had a lot of properties and a lot of debt. What we had to do was balance it all out. The net looked positive, but getting there required putting pretty much everything up for sale.


  For the most part, the empty and disused properties sold quickly, and that cleared a lot of debt off the books. The operating clubs were a different matter. After a couple of sampars, I realized I needed to take a more direct hand in the process.


  I had the money, and when I discussed it with Bellina, she was happy to go along with it. So I bought the five viable businesses from her and used the money to clear the rest of Broakware’s debts. The remaining balance went into the bank for her. That wrapped up Broakware’s estate, except for one thing.


  Bellina didn’t really want to keep the house, but it turned out that nobody else wanted it either. It was too tainted by its connection with Broakware, who was now reviled as the murderer of a thousand-plus innocent people.


  Walking through it one day, I realized a couple of things. First, as overdone as the house was, and it was very overdone, it was starting to grow on me. It was comfortable and luxurious in a way Silas’s and aJia’jara’s houses were not. The master suite on the top floor was well beyond what I had in Phan-garad.


  And there was something else that slowly occurred to me. The house in Phan-garad was built for a male, and it worked well in that respect. It was laid out a lot like a college dormitory, designed for adults to come and go. But since I brought Cassie and Hunter to Taitala, I’d begun to feel that it wasn’t an ideal place to raise a family. When all those babies started coming, we were going to have some issues.


  Broakware’s huge house, though, was built by and for females. In design and layout, it was meant for multiple generations. Bellina grew up there, and she told me there had been other children, daughters of Broakware’s lovers. There were multiple well-designed play and teaching areas. It had a large garden in the back, enclosed by a stone wall, along with a meticulously built pool and bathing area. It wasn’t hard to imagine a few dozen kids happily running around here.


  I was briefly concerned about the security compared to the other houses, but when I began seriously assessing it, I realized looks had been deceiving. It was considerably more defensible than I realized that night. The walls and windows were solid, as were all the doors. The roof commanded the entire area, with easy firing lines in every direction. Contrary to what I thought, we would not have had an easy time assaulting it.


  So I asked Bellina what she wanted to do. I was about to propose buying it, but she just said, “Take it.” So we did.


  With my rapidly growing collection of wives, we needed the space anyway. Heralda, Lyria, and Blisook moved into the new house, not terribly upset by uQe’kiral’s departure. I mated with all three of them that night, making it clear they were free to leave if they wished to, once they were with child. I got the impression the cunelo might be gone soon. But Heralda was intrigued by my family and said she would stay, and she expressed some interest in helping Ayarala. So I asked her to take over managing the Yama-Kana house, and she happily agreed.


  Ayarala, of course, would remain awasa-lina and the ultimate authority, but when we talked about it one night after mating in the office, she told me wanted to stay in Phan-garad.


  “I may not see you as much,” I said. “I was kind of hoping you would come over there at night.”


  “I will if you wish me to, Will. But there is so much to do here. Do not worry for me. I am thrilled that you continue to expand our family. This is everything I wanted for you.”


  “I just sometimes feel like I’m spreading myself too thin for you.”


  She smiled and leaned in against my chest, laughing softly. “You seem determined to forget where I was when you found me, Will.”


  She had a point. I reminded myself that she was now awasa-lina for the wealthiest and most influential male on Taitala. I’d taken her an awful long way from being nalasin in the forest.


  “I know my place in your heart is secure. You have made that more than clear.”


  I hugged her. “Never doubt that.”


  “I will not.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  I brought Cassie, Hunter, Lorelat, and Therani to Yama-Kana, and my two kids spent an hour on tilt running excitedly around the house. I had Cassie pick out a room, and she took one near the master suite looking over the pool. I asked her which place she liked better, and she instantly shrieked, “I want to live here!” So that was that.


  Bellina moved back into her old room. Breanne took another, as did Jissalyn. She would remain in command of the troops here, but I figured she deserved nicer lodgings. Narilora and Asarane decided they liked the new house better and relocated. With Asarane and Cassie moving, Lorelat and Therani came as well. Eladra usually stayed in Phan-garad with Loreloo but came over almost every day to bring new girls for mating and to hang out with the Yama-Kana bunny-girls. Mereceeree had panikang to oversee in both cities now and moved back and forth as she needed to. Kisarat, Merindra, and Girasani simply slept where I did.


  The dual locations meant we were increasingly dependent on the handful of people – me, Asarane, and Mereceeree – who were able to use the crystal circles. That rapidly became a serious bottleneck, so I asked Asarane to work on teaching some of the wives and guards how to do it if she could. Not many had the necessary talent, but she managed to train about a dozen of them, including, to my mild surprise, Yisaraq. None of them were able to take as many people at once as I was, but it still eased our logistical challenges considerably.


  Hopeful linyang continued to volunteer to serve Narilora, and Varycibe continued to match them. Merindra told me that Varycibe’s sorai had been volunteering as well, having been inspired by our exploits. And one day not long after we completed the relocation to Yama-Kana, two cunelo clanguard showed up at the house, asking to join my guard corps. More of them appeared in the days that followed.


  As selective as we were, my forces still continued to grow. With a new house to live in, I decided to fully convert Silas’s house into our barracks. The troops in Yama-Kana stayed there except when serving guard duty. As I was still a bit paranoid about things in the city, we had about fifteen at the house at all times.


  Meridian kept up with the exercises in Phan-garad and also began training them in the forest outside Yama-Kana. After discussing the issue with me, we decided the new cunelo would work best alongside the sorai, fighting in the same role on the forward lines. Though there was a period of adjustment in getting them integrated, it worked.


  After everything that happened since entering my service, it was clear Meridrian was never going to being satisfied with the status quo. I now had around eighty highly trained, battle-hardened troops, and I was beginning to wonder how many I really needed.


  Though I hadn’t made a big deal about it, I was still amazed at how well they’d managed that night. They’d killed at least two hundred of the basayangs and more than a dozen kaliman. We’d gotten through it with only a few serious injuries, all of which I’d been able to heal in time. But that, I realized, was a big part of it. Knowing I could heal them almost instantly and pull them back from near-death made them fight with a fearlessness and ferocity I had never encountered before. The kaliman hadn’t been prepared for it, the basayangs hadn’t fazed them at all.


  ◆◆◆


   


  About a sampar after the battle, Loreloo called to tell me that a messenger from Racerak had arrived at the house in Phan-garad wanting to speak to with me regarding “a sensitive matter.” The messenger hadn’t told Loreloo what that matter was, but I knew. It was the search for Horasa and Meellin.


  I woke up Mereceeree, who was by now used to being dragged out of bed in the middle of the day for things I needed from her.


  “I expect mating when we return here, land-bound,” she said sleepily.


  I laughed. “Fine.”


  We took the circle back to Phan-garad and walked back to the house. The presence of the panikang in the city was more widely known now, but she still drew some gasps and stares. When we got to the house, Loreloo and Eladra were waiting in the third-floor sitting room with Racerak’s messenger.


  She looked to be about fifteen or eighteen talons and held a slim packet of paperwork. Her fit, trim form and tight braid told me she was probably in the clanguard, though she was unarmored and unarmed. She glanced briefly at Mereceeree but appeared unsurprised by her presence.


  The two of us sat down.


  “Makalang, my name is Varalin. Our clan leader sent me with certain information that you requested.”


  “This is related to her investigation?” I asked.


  “Yes.” She looked at Mereceeree. “You are the one she mentioned?”


  “I am,” she replied.


  Varalin nodded. “Here is what we know about Horasa and Meellin, and those who assisted them. We believe there are five or six others helping them, mostly clanguard. I have their names, along with their backgrounds and descriptions here.” She indicated the packet of papers. “We believe they are somewhere near the village of Han-phera. Do you know it?”


  “I don’t,” I said.


  Eladra sighed. “It’s a long way past Yama-Kana,” she said. “A long way. It’s one of those little villages up around the lake.”


  “I thought cunelo didn’t eat fish,” I said.


  “They don’t fish. They farm things out in the water.”


  I nodded. An aquaculture settlement, then.


  “It is one of the most conservative cunelo villages,” Loreloo said. “It is quite isolated, by choice. That they would retreat there does not surprise me at all. Based on what I know, they likely have others there who are aware of their presence and may be helping them.”


  “We believe so,” Varalin said. “The people of Han-phera are said to interact with the diynang. It is only rumors, but their farming of the lake has been more successful many think it should be.”


  I blinked. “With the what?”


  The four of them looked at me. “The diynang are a people who live in the great lake,” Loreloo said. “They are not one of the clans, and they are extremely reclusive. Honestly, they make the panikang look social by comparison.”


  Mereceeree laughed.


  “In the lake?” I asked. “Like fish?”


  “Something like that,” Loreloo said. “I have never seen one and cannot say for sure.”


  I envisioned something akin to a mermaid. But I’d been wrong about what I thought the panikang were before Mereceeree appeared in my life, and I was probably wrong here, too.


  “None of you mentioned them before,” I said.


  “A lot of people think they don’t even exist,” Eladra said. “I’d be surprised if there’s a single person in Phan-garad who has ever laid eyes on one. Maybe in Yama-Kana.”


  “They exist,” Mereceeree said, “but my awasa-lates are correct, Will. For most people, they are just a legend like the makalang.”


  “Okay. Then back to Horasa and Meellin. They’re in this village?”


  Varalin shook her head. “That is where they were last seen. But they remained there only briefly and disappeared into the forest.”


  “Do we know where they went from there?” Loreloo asked.


  “A unit of clanguard tried to find them,” Varalin said, “but the trail was lost quickly. They are clearly trying to hide from us.”


  “If they are there,” Mereceeree said, “we will find them. I mean no offense, but your people are not especially skilled at moving quietly through the wilderness.”


  “I take none,” Varalin replied. “Compared to the panikang, I am sure that is the case.”


  “How many of your sisters do you think you’ll need?” I asked Mereceeree.


  “For this, I think six. We do not know where they have gone nor what direction, which means the area we must search is fairly large.”


  “Sounds like it may take some time to get there,” I said.


  Mereceeree laughed. “Land-bound, you insist on forgetting that we can fly. I know the area, though I have not been so far downriver. I think they can get there in one night.”


  “I would take great care,” Varalin said. “Loreloo is not exaggerating about this being a very conservative group of cunelo. They avoid the other clans, and they will certainly not tolerate your presence if they become aware of it.”


  “Good thing then that they will never see us.”


  Varalin nodded and handed her the packet of papers.


  “Let’s get this done,” I said.


  When Varalin left, I turned to Mereceeree. “Someone needs to be watching the kaliman, too,” I said. “We need to know when they get back to the cavern. How do you want to manage this?”


  “My sisters can find these two cunelo. There is one I can trust to lead them, and I will explain what we need to do. That task seems less risky than seeking the kaliman.”


  “Agreed. So you’re going back there?”


  “Yes. At least, as soon as I am done with your penis, land-bound.”


  ◆◆◆


   


  Since I was now a nightclub magnate, I figured I might as well take the next step.


  With Shoon’s assistance, I reached out to the owners of Ebony Void, who turned out to be a pair of elderly cunelo. They were indeed looking to sell. I got the immediate impression that, as Shoon suspected, they had been expecting Broakware’s interest and were surprised and disappointed not to get it. So they were quite happy to hear from me.


  I requested full access to their books, of course, which they granted. Breanne and I began going over them. I toured the place with Shoon, talking to the other staff and seeing what I would be getting. It turned out that there was an owner’s suite on the third floor that I hadn’t noticed, because it was behind a discreet set of doors in the far wall across from the stairway.


  The suite had a large double nest roughly the shape of a kidney bean. Across from the nest was a shallow, similarly shaped bathing area. In between was an opening in the floor looking down on the rest of the club. The entire wall opposite the doors was floor-to-ceiling glass, looking out on the river. The area had its own bar and food preparation area.


  Shoon told me the owners rarely used it now, but sometimes rented it out for special guests. I asked why she hadn’t mentioned it to me when I was setting up the meeting with Missok.


  “The owners are picky about who gets to use it,” she replied. “Unless you know them, you have to spend an awful lot of money here before they’ll consider it. I was going to ask them the next time you came.”


  That made some sense.


  Business valuation was something I had quite a lot of experience with from my old job, and I was able to come up with a reasonable estimate of what the club was worth based on its cash flow. Breanne agreed that my numbers seemed reasonable. Knowing I had no competition and the owners would be making a huge profit anyway, I discounted my estimate by forty percent and made an offer.


  To my surprise, they accepted it, not even making a counteroffer. It amounted to all the money I’d found in Sheedlyn’s safe, and then some, but I was getting a highly successful business for it. The other clubs were operating on thin margins; Ebony Void was not. 


  The manager of Ebony Void seemed to know what she was doing, so I put her in charge of the whole group of six clubs, with a directive to get the others fixed up and back in presentable shape. After touring them all and tossing around some ideas, we came up with a plan to redecorate the rest of them in a similar style to Ebony Void but each in its own unique theme.


  I could probably have saved my money. Before “The Night of the Basayangs” my presence in Yama-Kana was not widely known. Afterward, I was somewhat inaccurately hailed as the hero who saved the city (in fact, about half of them had simply died on their own). I rapidly became concerned about another Makalang Festival springing up around the new house, but Yama-Kana did things differently.


  Instead of flocking to the house, the young females in the city mobbed my clubs hoping to be invited into the VIP areas and be chosen as wives. To avoid overwhelming the staff at Ebony Void, I had to rotate my visits among all six clubs. And wherever I was on any particular night, we had to bring along some of the guards to serve as additional bouncers, not that any of them really objected to the duty.


  ◆◆◆


   


  Only one thing really surprised me.


  Knowing she’d lost her mother – no matter what their relationship had been like – and that I’d been instrumental in Broakware’s death, I gave Bellina all the space she needed once we settled into the new house.


  She fit in very well with the rest of the girls, who embraced her immediately. As much as she resembled Ayarala, they were very different people, and I expected they wouldn’t be terribly interested in each other. I was wrong. They bonded almost instantly, and I realized it was largely because they’d gone through a similar process of emotional abandonment, Ayarala being nalasin after her first tsulygoi died, and Bellina with her mother.


  One night about three sampars after the battle against the basayangs, the three of us were up in one of the plush sitting rooms on the third floor of the house. It was like the nests at Ebony Void, except that it was filled with soft pillows that resembled large marshmallows instead of fur. Ayarala had come over that day to update me on various things in Phan-garad, because I’d been staying mostly in Yama-Kana to prepare for the dwenda expedition to the kaliman cavern.


  They lay on either side of me, heads on my lap next to each other. I had my hands on their stomachs. I could sense our child in Ayarala; I had not yet mated with Bellina.


  “Do you still wish me to come with you, Will?” Ayarala asked.


  “When the time comes, as long as you feel up to it. I need at least one dwenda I can trust.”


  She smiled. “I cannot fight like the others, but I have not forgotten my forest-craft. I will come. Heralda is able to manage things for a sampar or two in my absence.”


  Merindra, Narilora, Mereceeree, and Girasani were coming with us as well, so we had no issues on the fighting end.


  “The way you found each other in the forest still amazes me,” Bellina said. “What would’ve happened with all this, if you hadn’t, or had found someone else?”


  “Fortunately that didn’t happen,” I said.


  Ayarala squeezed my hand. Bellina just slid hers over mine. Though they had similar builds – tight little butts and wonderfully firm, perky breasts – they weren’t twins by any means. Bellina’s hair was a shade darker gold than Ayarala’s, and despite their similar purple eyes, their features were different. Bellina reminded me a bit of Narilora and Merindra in her intensely sexy-cute face; Ayarala’s beauty was far more sculpted and ethereal.


  Bellina rolled over toward me, looking past Ayarala. “This has been so different from how I once thought life as a wife would be. You all love each other so much.”


  Ayarala turned toward her, reaching up to caress her face. “You are among those we love, awasa-late. You are one of us now.”


  Bellina sat up, facing me. Ayarala rose up on the other side.


  “You said you wanted to mate with me,” Bellina said.


  “I still do. But it seemed like you weren’t ready,” I said.


  Ayarala reached over and brushed Bellina’s hair back affectionately.


  Bellina smiled. “I’m ready now, Will.” Then she looked at Ayarala. “Would you stay? You told me how it is, but I still want you here.”


  Ayarala leaned over and kissed her. “I wish nothing more than to be here with you, awasa-late.”


  They pulled each other’s clothes off, then helped me out of mine. I pulled them both to me, kissing one, then the other. Holding them together, feeling their bodies against mine, they seemed more alike than before. I lifted them up on either side, pulling their breasts to my face. They kissed each other as I suckled their breasts in turn and reached down to caress their firm butts. But they wanted more. Bellina moved my hand under her, and I felt between her legs, finding her wet. I reached for Ayarala as well, and began pleasuring them together as I sucked on their nipples.


  They moaned into each other’s mouths, pressing themselves against me, rolling their hips against my hands. I knew Ayarala’s emotions and arousal so intimately now, but I found that Bellina was not that different. I could see into her as well. It took little effort to time their releases together, and almost as one, they shook against me, gasping and grinding their hips down against my hands.


  When they caught their breath, they slid down and began pleasuring me. Bellina had never been with a male before, but she was far from inexperienced, and once she understood what to do, her oral skills were impressive. I had to pull her off before things went too far.


  I pulled Ayarala over, reversing her against Bellina. They rolled together, arms going around each other’s hips and burying their faces between each other’s thighs. As they began to lick, I moved Bellina on top, climbing across the nest of pillows to kneel behind her. Ayarala extended her tongue, opening the way for me. I glided over her and into Bellina.


  She was wonderfully tight, but there was no resistance to my penetration. Bellina just moaned and embraced Ayarala more tightly as I thrust into her. I felt Ayarala licking eagerly at us. I felt little need to hold back. I wanted to take both of them repeatedly. So I just luxuriated in the feel of Bellina around me, and when she began to shudder and contract in release, I thrust forward and joined her, spurting deeply inside her.


  I rolled them over again and moved around, entering Ayarala. They moaned to each other, still licking and sucking. Bellina fluttered her tongue around us as I pumped into Ayarala. She too came within a minute or two, and the spasms around me set me off again. I thrust as far into her as I could get, filling her with my seed as Bellina licked us rapidly.


  I withdrew to catch my breath. The two of them separated and lay beside each other facing me, then rolled together and kissed. The remnants of my seed glistened on their lips from where they had licked it out of each other. 


  I took Bellina again as Ayarala lay next to us. I looked down at her intensely sexy face, contorted in lust and desire as I pounded her tight little body. She cried out, arching her back and groping at both of us as her sex milked my cock in release. I pulled out, entering Ayarala. Bellina rolled over against her, kissing her neck.


  I went back and forth with them like that for a long time, driving them into orgasm after orgasm until Bellina was gasping for breath and shaking under me. Then I came into her one last time and rolled over to rest between them. They cuddled under my arms, faces against my neck, thighs over my waist, and I wondered if my life could possibly get any better.


  ◆◆◆


   


  After Ayarala and Bellina fell into a sated sleep beside me, I carefully extracted myself from their embrace and got up. I wanted to check on Cassie and Hunter before settling in for the night.


  I pulled my pants on and went over to Cassie’s room. I had put them to bed a while ago, but I still liked to look in on them before turning in myself. Cassie was still half-awake, so I kissed her good night again and tucked her in. She mumbled something about wanting a pet, but fell asleep again before I could come up with an answer. Pets were not a thing on Taitala, but I wondered if I could manage something for her. Maybe Kisarat would have some ideas. Hunter, for his sake, was sound asleep.


  As I was coming out of Hunter’s room, I ran into Narilora, who was in uniform and carrying her crossbow. Like my other wives with martial training, she served guard duty alongside the rest of the troops. She seemed to be on her way up to the roof.


  “Hey, pussy-cat. You on duty tonight?”


  “Yeah. Come up for a bit?”


  “Sure. Let me get the rest of my clothes on.”


  Narilora smiled. “Bellina, finally?”


  “Uh, yeah. How’d you know?”


  She laughed. “Your wives talk, Will.”


  I grabbed a shirt and followed her up. There were four other linyang up there keeping watch on the area around the house. They greeted us but went back to their watch. We went out to the edge of the roof and stood together. She leaned against me just a bit.


  “How’d it go with Bellina?”


  “Fine. Ayarala helped.”


  “I love her. She’s so nice. You have such an eye for wives, Will.”


  “So I’ve been told.”


  She laughed, then looked out on the city. “I heard from Ceriniat this afternoon,” she said. “She’s finally on her way here.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes. She’s coming on the train. She said her people would be in touch with you tomorrow about a meeting.”


  From the top of the house, I could just see the maglev station beyond the bar district. It was a block or two down from Ebony Void. It didn’t look like the train was here yet.


  Narilora pushed her head against my shoulder, and I reached up to scratch her ears. She began purring softly, and I felt her tail flicking against my leg. For a little while, I just held her as we stood there together. I felt our son inside her. He was about the same; Narilora was still holding back her pregnancy, for multiple reasons that seemed obvious.


  A few minutes later, a light appeared in the distance and came slowly around the bend in the river. It was the maglev, pulling into the station.


  “That’ll be her,” I said.


  “Why do you think she wants to meet with us? I mean, I know what it’s about, but why?”


  “I think she knows things are going to start happening. Are happening already. Whether you like it or not, babe. You’re still in control of your life, but we can’t pretend otherwise.”


  She pressed herself against me. “If I have you, I am.”


  “You do, pussy-cat. You know that.”


  “Then that’s enough.”


  I watched the station for a minute or two. It was maybe a mile or so off, but I could just see people starting to leave the maglev.


  A large black wagon pulled by four kabayang pulled away from the platform. I hadn’t seen it before because there was a building in the way. It rolled down the street through the bar district, heading toward the residential area.


  “Think that’s her?” Narilora asked, when it became clear the wagon was coming in this direction. “She told me she was staying with Serunai. She lives just over there.” She pointed to the right, upriver toward the other end of the residential area. 


  The big wagon slowed as it approached the intersection.


  Something began prickling the back of my neck. It was the memory of Iraq. The sound of the hundreds of car bombs and IEDs I heard explode in the roughly two years I was there. I had seen some of them go off. After a while, you just developed a sense of when things were about to go to shit. You couldn’t explain it, but anyone who served there long enough knew.


  Just as the wagon turned the corner, I saw it. I’d been in this house long enough now to know the immediate neighborhood fairly well. Right on the corner, there was a nondescript cylinder sitting on sidewalk. It hadn’t been there before.


  Narilora sensed my sudden tension. “Will?”


  A moment later there was a bright flash followed by an immediate thunderclap as the cylinder exploded. It lifted the wagon into the air and flipped it over. The shock wave rolled over us with a palpable gust of wind as the screams of the injured kabayang rent the night around us and Narilora’s claws dug into my arm.


  “Oh, shit.”


  ◆◆◆
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    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.


  Kaliman – (KAH-li-mun) one of the Taitalan races, an offshoot of the dwenda.


  Kelanga – (keh-LANG-ah) the state of a mother who has been deemed unfit by her clan elders and had her child removed from her custody. Perhaps the lowest social state on Taitala.


  Kerasak — (care-AH-sack) a liqueur made from a fruit found in the Taitalan forests.


  Kiralabar – (cur-AH-la-bar) a flower. It can be distilled into a narcotic-like drug.


  Kumala – (COO-mala) the second star in the Taitalan system.


  Kumala-talon – (COO-mala-ta-lun) a unit of time equal to one circuit of Kumala across the Taitalan sky, which takes about 40 talons.


  Langoy – (LAN-goy) meteorite iron.


  Linyang – (LIN-yang) one of the Taitalan races. They have cat-like ears and tails.


  Loreloo – (lore-eh-LOO) the former clan leader of the cunelo, now one of Will’s wives.


  Makalang – (MAH-kuh-lang) a legendary creature roughly analogous to Bigfoot.


  Malvina – (mal-VEE-nuh) a spirit distilled from alag.


  Massit – (MAH-sit) a beverage brewed from ground nuts and seeds. Similar to coffee.


  Matsak – (MAT-sack) a small animal resembling a six-legged black koala.


  Missok – (MEE-sock) the clan leader of the dwenda.


  Nalasin – (nuh-LA-sin) the state of a wife who has mated and whose tsulygoi has died, or a wife who left her tsulygoi after mating. She is expected to live alone and not mate again.


  Panikang – (PA-nih-kang) one of the Taitalan races. They have black skin and bat-like wings.


  Phareewee – (far-EE-we) the clan leader of the panikang.


  Pikala – (pi-KA-lah) a unit of money.


  Racerak – (rah-SAIR-ack) the clan leader of the cunelo.


  Sampar – (SAM-par) a period of time equal to ten days.


  Sepabo – (SEH-pah-bow) a Taitalan sport combining elements of soccer and rugby.


  Sorai – (SO-rye) one of the Taitalan races. They have fox-like ears and tails.


  Tahablar – (TA-ha-blahr) the scientific term for the process by which Taitalan crystal technology uses the planet’s energy fields.


  Talalong – (TA-luh-long) one of the Taitalan races. They have snake-like tails, scales, and venomous fangs.


  Talon – (TA-lun) the Taitalan year, equal to 72 sampars.


  Tatanga – (tuh-TANG-ga) the third star in the Taitalan system.


  Tsulygoi – (SOO-li-goy) a Taitalan male who has claimed at least one wife. The term is generally used as an honorific form of address by his wives.


  Uhagian – (ooo-HOG-e-uhn) the clan leader of the talalong.


  uQe’kiral – (ooo-KEE-cur-all) a Taitalan male living in Yama-Kana.


  Varycibe – (vary-SEE-bee) the clan leader of the sorai.


  




  Thanks for buying one of my books!


  



   


  Look, nobody likes “reviews equal sequels,” right? But sales certainly mean sequels and reviews definitely help with sales. So if you liked this book and want to see the next one, please take a moment to leave a review. Even a single line will make a difference.


   


  To make sure you get notified when the next book is released, be sure to join my Patreon and  follow my Author Page on Amazon. 


  



  I also post regular updates about my books on my blog at michaeldaltonbooks.com and on Twitter at @MikeDaltonBooks.
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