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Will Hawthorne’s life in Taitala is upended by the violent assassination of Ceriniat, the leader of the linyang. But no sooner have Will and his wives begun their investigation into who was responsible than an element of his past – one he had thought was far behind him – suddenly resurfaces.
As Will struggles to deal with the turmoil both within and outside his family, his enemies in Yama-Kana and beyond move to take advantage of the distractions. With his wife Narilora a leading candidate to take over leadership of the linyang, and the dwenda depending on his leadership for their expedition to meet with the kaliman, Will’s attention is stretched dangerously thin.
With dangers closing in from multiple directions, Will must once again weigh the risk to his family against the potential to finally eliminate his greatest enemy – who may have one final, epic trick up her sleeve.
The Emerald Circlet is the sixth book in The Makalang series and contains explicit adult scenes and graphic violence.






Chapter 1

The smoke from the blast rose slowly into the air like a big wad of cotton candy. I realized the pain in my arm was Narilora’s claws digging into me in shock.
I knew at least some of the kabayang had survived, because I could see them struggling to get up, even had their screams of pain and terror not been echoing across the city. I looked for the occupants of the wagon, seeing some motionless, some moving.
“What? Why?” Narilora cried.
The other linyang guards ran up around us, looking toward the site of the blast.
I struggled for a moment with what to do. This looked like an attack on Ceriniat, but I had enemies here too, and I worried this might be a coordinated operation. My close connection to the clan leader of the linyang was known to an awful lot of people.
“Go tell Jissalyn what happened,” I said to one of the guards. “Send two runners to the barracks. Have someone tell Meridrian, and get another squad over here.”
“Yes, my tsulygoi!” she shouted. She and other guard ran downstairs.
“What do we do, Will?” Narilora asked. “We have to go help.”
It would likely be about ten minutes before the runners got to the barracks and the other squad made it back to the house. If Ceriniat was still alive, that might be too long. But if this was a coordinated attack, my rushing over there might be exactly what the perpetrators hoped for.
“Shit!” I realized I had no choice. I just couldn’t stand here like an idiot and watch them die. “Go get Merindra, Asarane, and Girasani. We’ll take some of the guards.”
She ran downstairs. I told the remaining two guards to keep a close watch on the area around the house for anything suspicious and then followed Narilora down.
I ran into Jissalyn at the bottom of the stairs. She’d just gotten out of bed, and I had to force my eyes away from her tight, athletic body, barely concealed by her thin wrap. She wasn’t Merindra, but she was pretty close.
“Will?” Her tail was thrashing in agitation.
I quickly filled her in on what I wanted to do.
“Do you need me to come?”
“No. I need you in control of the house until the other squad gets here. Until then, get ready and keep an eye on us from up on the roof, with all the crossbows you can get up there. This could be a coordinated attack, and I don’t want to take any more chances than I have to.”
She nodded. She’d been with me long enough that I was confident she could handle this.
“Yes, my tsulygoi.”
I quickly got geared up, and when I was fully dressed, Merindra, Asarane, and Girasani were already down in the main entryway waiting with Narilora and four guards, two linyang and two sorai.
“I don’t know what we’re going to find out there, but keep your eyes open. I may be paranoid here, but there’s a possibility this is some kind of trap to draw us out.”
“Should we be risking it?” Girasani asked.
“If there’s a chance Ceriniat is still alive, we have to. But I can shield us like we did in the cavern so no one will see us when we leave.”
They clustered around me, and I focused myself for a moment, raising a sheath of energy around us. I was strong enough now to hide eight people with little effort.
We slipped out the back gate just to be safe. I saw nothing of immediate concern. The rest of them were scanning the area carefully as well, sorai and linyang ears twitching in search of anyone waiting for us. But there was nothing.
The blast site was a couple of blocks over and up toward the bar district. I still saw no sign of anyone lying in wait.
“You guys hear anything that concerns you?” I asked.
Merindra shook her head. No one else said anything. While we were still in the shadows about a block away, I dropped the sheath – I didn’t want anyone to see us appearing out of thin air.
People were starting to approach the wrecked wagon as the kabayang struggled against their injuries and cried out in pain. There were six or eight linyang around the wagon, only a few of whom were moving.
We jogged up quickly. I looked for Ceriniat, not seeing her right away. Merindra, Girasani, and the guards took up a perimeter around us as Narilora, Asarane, and I went to see what condition the linyang were in.
Most of them were dead. The two who were still alive were injured, though not critically. It looked like they had been on the opposite side of the wagon from the bomb. Then Narilora cried out.
“Will!”
I turned toward her. She knelt next to one of the motionless bodies. The linyang had been on her side so I hadn’t seen her face, but Narilora rolled her over, and I recognized Ceriniat. I jumped over, dropping down next to them.
I reached into the linyang clan leader, looking for anything left. But it was too late.
She was dead. Either the shock from the blast or being thrown from the wagon – or both together, most likely – had cracked her skull and caused a fatal brain hemorrhage. Had we been here at the moment the bomb went off, I might have been able to save her. But the few minutes it had taken us to get over here were a few minutes too long.
“Is she . . .?”
“Yeah. I’m sorry, babe. Nothing I can do now.”
Narilora sat back on her feet. She let out a long sigh. “This is not good.”
“No. It’s not.”
◆◆◆
 
I healed the two injured linyang, but I found that I wasn’t able to help the kabayang. This was the first time I’d tried to heal anything other than my wives and guards, and it didn’t work. As I suspected that first time with Narilora after the fight with aJia’jara, the human DNA that Taitalans carried as a result of their ancestry from the first proto-makalangs eons ago was a critical part of my emotional and physiological link with them. I didn’t have that with any of the native Taitalan animals. So we had to put the mortally injured kabayang out of their misery.
We laid the six dead linyang, including Ceriniat, out on the grass beside the street. I didn’t know what else to do with them.
I'd brought Asarane along with us for a reason, and she seemed to sense that. While I was dealing with the linyang, she looked at the site of the explosion and picked over what was left. Once we’d dealt with the kabayang, I walked over to her.
“Any ideas?”
She held up a shattered tablet, the crystal spider-webbed with cracks but still held together by the internal composite.
“I think this was the receiver. It was sitting on the grass over there. It’s scorched on the bottom.”
“It would have been mounted on the top, I guess.”
She nodded. “Remember that bomb we made to attack the cult? It looks like this was something similar. A cylinder that was designed to focus the blast toward the street.”
She pointed down into the crater. There was a circle of shattered crystal in the center. One side of the crater was gouged out in a roughly triangular shape. The open end of it was pointed directly at the wagon.
“See what else you can find. If there are any other parts of it, get them.”
She squatted down and began digging the crystal shards out of the dirt.
I was still wondering what to do when another group of linyang approached. I recognized Serunai at the head of the others. Like almost all linyang I’d met, she was athletic and moved with an easy grace, though she was taller than most. Had she been human, I would have guessed she was in her mid-forties. She had a tan tabby pattern to her hair and tail, and yellow-green eyes.
Narilora stepped up next to me as she reached us.
“Makalang,” Serunai said, looking down at Ceriniat’s body. “Somehow I am not surprised to find you here.”
I shrugged. “We saw the attack from my house. Ceriniat was an ally of mine. We knew she was coming.”
Serunai nodded. “I am aware of your relationship with her, and with your wife. You have been a friend to the linyang, and I hope that can continue despite this, whoever the new clan leader is.”
“As do I.”
Serunai looked to my left. “And how are you, Narilora?”
“I am fine.”
Serunai looked back to me. “What exactly did you see?”
I described the bombing, then pointed to the small crater in the grass several feet away. “Whoever did this was nearby, controlling it, when it happened. The bomb went off right as the wagon came around the corner. It was designed as a directional attack.”
Her right eyebrow went up. “You are familiar with these things?”
“They are not uncommon on my world, unfortunately. I witnessed enough similar attacks.”
I didn’t see any reason to mention Asarane. She didn’t care about the credit, and I didn’t really want anyone else knowing about her expertise with explosives, for a variety of reasons. She was one of the people behind the Black Sky, after all.
“Who would have done this?” Narilora asked.
“I do not know,” Serunai said, “but I have suspicions. Her connection to you is known to many people, not all of whom are friends of our clan.”
I grumbled at this observation. “The linyang’s traditional rivals are the sorai. I think I can say confidently that Varycibe would never dream of doing anything like this.”
I knew, in fact, that Varycibe had exploited the Black Sky bombings to undermine Ceriniat, but she had been careful not to kill anyone doing it. An escalation like this made zero sense, and in any case, this was far too blunt and overt an act for her.
But Serunai shook her head. “I do not speak of the sorai, and I share your opinion of them. I was referring to your enemies in Yama-Kana. There have been open threats against you, as you know.”
Hoolaka, one of the council members and a friend of Broakware’s, had threatened vengeance against me after the trial that had led to Broakware’s execution.
“So why strike against Ceriniat?” I asked.
“Just as I said. Your close relationship with her and the linyang has been an element in your success. Suppose the next clan leader decides to stop supplying you with fighters?”
“That would be unfortunate, though most of the recent ones have been volunteers.”
She looked down at Ceriniat’s body. “There may be unrest as a result of this,” she said. “Within the clan, and without. It would be prudent, I think, to keep a close eye on your friends as well as your enemies.”
◆◆◆
 
Serunai and her people took the bodies. Normally, Yama-Kanans were not sentimental about the bodies of people who died, but this seemed to be a special case. Asarane continued walking around collecting pieces of the bomb, finding quite a bit more than I would have expected, enough that she ended up needing some help carrying it all. When she was done, our group returned to the house.
“How does succession work within the clan?” I asked Narilora on the way back, “I’m just curious.”
“Those who hope to succeed her will put forth their names. There will be a gathering of the clan. It’s called the Emerald Conclave, because of this circlet thing that’s handed down from one leader to the next. Those at the conclave will vote.”
“Anyone can go and vote?”
“Yes,” Narilora said. “It used to be different. Rival claimants might fight each other, and whoever won became leader. It hasn’t been like that in at least a kumala-talon, though.”
When we got back to the house, I pulled Asarane aside.
“I don’t know what there might be, but keep looking over the stuff you found. I have a feeling whoever did this isn’t done yet.”
She nodded. “I don’t know either, but I’ll see what I can figure out.”
There was nothing more to do that night, so I went to bed. Ayarala and Bellina had moved from the nest-room to the master bedroom, where I found Kisarat lying with them. I filled the three of them in on what had happened, as Narilora, Girasani, and Merindra appeared and got into bed with us.
Ayarala laid her head on my stomach when I was done. “Just when it seemed things were quieting down.”
The girls circled around me in the big bed, cuddling with me and each other. I wondered briefly how the fallout from Ceriniat’s assassination might affect us, but I was tired enough to fall asleep quickly.
◆◆◆
 
I was awoken in the middle of the night by Narilora’s purring. I was spooning with her, almost wrapped around her tight little body. She held one of my hands between hers. I wasn’t sure who was behind me, but from the narrow limbs and angles against my back, it felt like Girasani.
The purring meant Narilora was awake. I pulled her against me, and she pressed her head gently back against my neck.
“What’s up, pussy-cat?” I whispered.
“I’m worried,” she said softly.
“About the clan?”
“Yes. But not the way you’re thinking.”
“How, then?” I asked.
“Things like this have happened before. It’s been a long time since a clan leader was killed, but things have always worked out eventually. I’m not worried about the clan. I’m worried about us. About me.”
It took me a few moments to see what she was getting at. We’d discussed it. “You’re worried someone will put you forward as a candidate.”
“Yes.”
“Can’t you decline?” I asked.
“It . . . it’s not that easy. There are a lot of traditions around this. Usually people who want to be clan leader will put themselves forward. But it's not unusual for other people to do it for them. A lot of linyang think it should be that way, that someone who wants to be clan leader may not be the best person for it. So they will propose someone they think is a good candidate.”
“And if someone puts you forward?”
“I can’t just say ‘no, thanks.’ Proposing a candidate is a big deal. Only elders of the clan will do it. It doesn’t happen frivolously. So rejecting it right away would be seen as a big insult.”
“You would have to accept? And try to become leader?”
“I would need to make a show of doing so, at least,” she said.
“But you’re so young. That’s nuts.” She was thirteen talons, a little younger than Kisarat. “Do you really think someone would do this, just because of our son?”
She didn’t answer me right away.
“Will, you wouldn’t know this, but there’s a lot of history here. There have been young clan leaders in the past, younger even than me. It’s been a long time, but it’s happened. And those leaders were special people, ones who emerged from special circumstances, great battles, things like that.”
I saw it now. “Things like being a wife of the makalang.”
“I’m a wife of the makalang,” she continued. “I’ve been part of some important battles. I have a male linyang child. And I don’t want to be clan leader.”
“Yeah.”
“You see where I’m going with this,” she said.
I sighed. “Someone is going to put you forward.”
“Yes. I’m almost certain of it. Under the circumstances, it would be surprising if no one did put me forward.”
I hugged her. “So we’ll deal with it when it happens. Even if it does, that doesn’t mean you have become clan leader.”
She was silent a few moments. Then, “Will?”
“What, baby?”
“I love you.”
“I love you too,” I said.
“So will you answer me one thing?” she asked. “Honestly?”
“Of course.”
“Do you want me to be clan leader?”
I lost my breath for a bit. Honestly . . . I wasn’t sure. I’d thought about it off and on ever since Ceriniat brought the subject up. There were pluses and minuses there. But it would be a change. A huge change.
“I want what you want, pussy-cat. I don’t want this if you don’t want it.”
Her purring stopped. “Are you telling me the truth?”
“Yes. I’m not saying I can’t see some advantages from it, but if it’s not what you want, I don’t want it forced on you.”
Narilora lay still next to me for several long moments. Slowly her purring started again.
“I’ve been with you from the beginning, almost,” she said. “When you were just lost in the forest with Ayarala. You’ve come so far. You have so much now, so many people following you and depending on you. You’ve grown into this amazing leader, and you seem so comfortable being that person. I love who you are, and I love supporting you. I’m so proud and lucky to be part of your life. But part of me feels like I need to do more.”
“This is a thing so far beyond that, baby. So far.”
“‘Some of us are born to greatness, others have it thrust onto them.’”
It was what Ceriniat had told her after we released the news about our son.
“This is your decision. End of story.”
She hugged my arm against her chest. “I love you.”
I hugged her back. “I love you, too, pussy-cat.”




Chapter 2

The next afternoon, a messenger arrived to tell me that the Yama-Kana city council was, at Serunai’s request, opening an investigation into Ceriniat’s killing. I would be called to discuss what I had seen and anything else I knew.
I asked one of the guards to bring Asarane up to my office, but the guard came back to tell me that Asarane wanted to show me something down in one of the meeting rooms.
When I got down there, I found that she’d laid out all the blackened bits and pieces of the bomb she’d collected. She had reassembled some of them into two roughly circular arrangements, one of which was around the shattered tablet. Another collection of crystal pieces was spread out at the other end, though not in any pattern I could detect.
“Anything?” I asked.
She nodded. “A lot, actually. I was up most of the night trying to put all this together. This is what I think it looked like, based on what you told me you saw, and what I found. I’m pretty sure these are the top and bottom.”
The bottom circle was the most orderly, largely because that end had just been blasted down into the dirt. The top piece was missing a lot, but she’d found enough to make it clear the tablet had been mounted there, just as she suspected.
“There were actually two types of crystal material,” she said. “Neither of them were ceramic composites like I used for that other bomb. That’s probably why some of the linyang survived. The top, bottom, and sides shattered too fast to focus the blast as well as they intended.”
“How would you have done it?”
“I would have wrapped about three-quarters of it in composite, with the last quarter pointed at the street. That would have created a stronger pathway to focus the blast. This worked, but they lost a lot of the blast energy. Did it seem shaped to you when it went off?”
“Not really.”
“So that tells me that whoever made this knows explosives, but not how to make a bomb for a specific purpose. But there’s more.”
“What?” I asked.
“A lot of what I found didn’t make sense at first. This was a big bomb, but it didn’t make a very big blast considering its size.”
“It seemed pretty big to me.”
She shook her head. “Trust me, if this had been built the way I’ve been making my bombs, it would have uprooted the street. Nothing would have survived. But then I realized what this was.”
She picked up a cracked, blackened little cylinder with several crystalline wires coming out of one end.
“I was pretty sure last night,” she said, “but I wanted to talk to Briella first and get her opinion on it.”
Briella was her dwenda friend back in Phan-garad, who had been the other half of the Black Sky.
“What is it?” I asked.
“The detonator. I was able to match it up with a cable coming out of that tablet. This is a specific type that’s common in crystal mining. It’s only used for low-velocity explosives, because in mining you want to crack the rock but not the crystals. High-velocity explosives will shatter everything.”
“Huh.”
“Do you remember what it sounded like?” she asked. “Compared to my bombs?”
“More like a thump than a crack, I guess.”
“That’s it.”
“So what does that mean?” I asked.
“It means, when you consider the design, that this was built by someone who has experience in mining but not bomb-making. Especially when you look at the receiver they used.”
She picked up the little tablet she’d found and showed me how the detonator had been wired into it.
“I wasn’t exactly sure what this was either, until Briella looked it up for me. This is a standard receiver for mining explosives. It won’t work for anything else. But get this – these things will shut themselves off if they’re inactive for any length of time. It’s a safety feature. They’re not designed to sit there listening for a signal for days and days.”
“So it couldn’t have been sitting there for very long,” I said.
“Nope. My guess is they dropped it there late yesterday afternoon, as soon as they knew for sure Ceriniat was coming.”
I nodded. “Which means it had to be someone who actually knew she was coming, and when.”
“Uh-huh.”
I leaned over and kissed her head. “This is good work, babe. Really good.”
Asarane beamed. “This is what you’ve got me around for. That and my stupid hair.”
I laughed. “Well, there’s also the child thing.”
She laughed with me. “That too.”
◆◆◆
 
That night, as I’d been doing every few nights over the past few sampars, I took everyone over to Ebony Void. I’d been trying to spread myself around the other clubs, but Ebony Void was the biggest and most popular, as well as being the most high-end. None of the others had an owner’s suite anything like it.
The suite was on the third floor just off the VIP area, which was part high-ticket bar and part brothel. There was an array of fur-lined depressions circling an opening that looked down on the first-floor dance area and stage. Club patrons could rent one of these things, which the club called “nests,” and arrange for what amounted to bottle service. They could also rent one or more attendants, or “nest-mates,” who would be available for anything up to and including sex with everyone in the party.
The owner’s suite was like the rest of the VIP area, but bigger. It had a large double nest roughly the shape of a kidney bean. Across from the nest was a shallow, similarly shaped bathing area. In between was an opening in the floor looking down on the rest of the club. The entire wall opposite the entry doors was floor-to-ceiling glass, looking out on the river. The area had its own bar and food preparation area.
After my group and I more or less saved Yama-Kana from the horde of basayangs that Sheedlyn, the leader of the Gates of the Golden Staff, had let loose upon the city, my clubs experienced something akin to the Makalang Festival around my house in Phan-garad, where thousands of young females were clustered hoping for a chance to mate. But rather than swarming my house in Yama-Kana, the females here swarmed my clubs. As soon as word got out about where I was on any particular night, the crowd began to gather.
Ebony Void was along the main boulevard of Yama-Kana’s bar district, across from the residential area where I lived and about five blocks down from where Ceriniat had been killed. It was close enough that we could walk over, but doing so could be tricky. I found that I had to shield myself with my crystals before we got inside or we would be mobbed in the street.
I had promoted the former manager of Ebony Void, a linyang named Ijariac, to manager of the whole group of clubs, and after that, I promoted Shoon, the talalong manager of the VIP area, to manager of Ebony Void. My dwenda wife Bellina, who once worked as a nest-mate at Ebony Void, expressed interest in going back to work, so I put her in charge of the VIP area after Shoon moved up. I knew she was still dealing with the transition after her mother’s execution, so I wanted her to keep busy. She enjoyed the work, and so far it was all going pretty well.
Merindra, Kisarat, Narilora, Breanne, Eladra, Lorelat, and Girasani came with me that night, along with Jissalyn, the commander of the guard in Yama-Kana, and about ten of the other guards. I brought the guards partly as extra security, which I needed, and partly as a perk, which they all deserved.
Eladra normally lived in Phan-garad but came over regularly to help with the wife management, and she’d brought over some girls from the Makalang Festival that morning. The new girls had already gone back, but as I hadn’t seen Eladra for a few days, I asked her to stay the night.
I settled into the nest with Merindra, Kisarat, Narilora, and Girasani while the nest-mates working the owner’s suite got us set up with drinks and food. The three cunelo disrobed and went into the bathing area to relax. Cunelo for the most part liked to do things together, and I was used to it.
One of my favorite activities now was what I’d come to think of as “taking a bunny-girl bath.” That involved visiting one of the bunny-girl hangouts in my houses – there was one in each city, where the cunelo girls liked to sit and socialize every night – and mating with every one of them. They enjoyed it as much as I did. Young cunelo seemed perpetually ready to mate, whether they were pregnant or not, and they would sometimes come and get me if it had been too long since the last time.
Once we were all set up, Bellina appeared through doors of the suite and came over to the nest.
“How’s it going out there?” I asked.
She climbed in with us and cuddled into my lap. I ran my fingers through her long golden hair. She was a lot like Ayarala physically, but very different in temperament.
“We got the usual rush once word got out you were here.”
“That didn’t take long,” Merindra said.
“It never does,” Bellina said. “The staff call their friends as soon as you show up. Is that okay? I can ask Shoon about saying something to them.”
“It’s fine,” I said. “Business is business.”
“How many girls are in the ‘bullpen’?” Merindra asked. That was the term I’d coined for the area we set up for the girls who hoped to be invited upstairs. The provenance of it took a bit of explaining, but as team sports were a thing on Taitala too, the gist of it wasn’t too hard to get across.
“There were about fifty when I came up,” Bellina said. “Probably more now.”
“Should we go look?” Merindra asked.
“After dinner.” I gave Bellina a kiss, and she went back to work.
The food came shortly thereafter, and I ate while watching Breanne, Eladra, and Lorelat playing together in the bathing area. They were half-lounging and half fooling around. I considered whether to join them, but I decided to wait a little bit longer.
Shoon appeared a few minutes later. After speaking briefly to the nest-mates serving us, she came over to the nest and settled in beside me. She had long copper hair and scales that resembled a rattlesnake’s, with a sort of diamond-like pattern on her tail and over her body. Tonight she wore a shimmering pair of low-cut green leggings and a gold bra top that showed off her firm breasts and tight, athletic physique.
Shoon had been a nest-mate herself once. Though in absolute terms she was not as beautiful as Kisarat or Therani, she had an amazing ability to crank up the sex appeal when she wanted to.
She regarded me with a sly smile, eyelids heavy. Her tail curled against my leg. “Makalang. Is everything to your liking tonight?”
“It’s all good, thanks. How is the club doing?”
“We have done such amazing business since you assumed ownership.”
“You’ve done a good job running things,” I said. “I know it’s been a challenge.”
She looked down, then back up. “I only wish to serve.”
I reached over and ran my fingers through a few strands of her copper hair. She leaned her head against my hand and sighed. She wore a pair of silver stud earrings, which she’d had made from the silver coin I gave her that night she worked the nest during my meeting with Missok. Here on Taitala, where metal was almost nonexistent, those earrings were worth nearly as much as I was paying her a talon. So she wore them to show everyone the favor she enjoyed from the makalang.
“I must return to work,” she sighed.
“Come back later.”
“I will.” She stood up and left.
Merindra leaned over and laughed in my ear. “When are you going to mate with her, Will? She’s done everything short of beg you for it.”
I laughed softly. I had not yet mated with Shoon, since she was my employee and not a wife, but she’d made it very clear where her feelings on that point were. Though nest-mates were like strippers back on Earth in that they basically sold a fantasy to the guests, in this case, I knew Shoon wasn’t faking her attraction to me.
“One of these days, I guess” I said. “I don’t get the impression she wants to be claimed. Seems like she loves where she is.”
“So does Bellina, and you claimed her.”
Merindra finished eating and stood up. Girasani got up with her.
“We should go see what we’ve got tonight,” Merindra said. “What are you in the mood for, Will?”
I thought about that for a moment, and then waved to Eladra. She rose from the water and came over, naked and dripping wet. I was momentarily distracted by the vision she presented.
“What’s up, Bunny-daddy?” she asked.
“What are our ratios looking like now?” I asked her.
She ran her fingers through her hair, making her big breasts rise up even higher on her chest. Back on Earth, Eladra would have been working full-time as a bikini or pin-up model, and likely making a shit-ton of money doing it.
“You should pick some linyang tonight,” she said, “if you’re concerned about that.”
I looked at Merindra. “I guess you heard her.”
“Hot, quirky, or something else?” Merindra asked.
“Hot and quirky. Whatever catches your eye.”
She and Girasani laughed. Knowing I needed to father as many children on Taitala as possible, I’d been making a concerted effort lately not to focus too much on the conventionally attractive girls.
“Two, or more?” Merindra asked.
“Two is good.”
The two of them went downstairs. I got up, poured myself another glass of malvina, and undressed to join the three bunny-girls in the water. The pool had several half-submerged areas that were contoured like lounge chairs where you could just settle into them and relax. I sat in one of them, and Breanne, Eladra, and Lorelat floated over and laid themselves on top of me. I cuddled with them for a few moments, caressing their slick breasts and firm bodies.
“Doesn’t get any better than this,” I said. They laughed.
“You need to save your energy for the new girls, Will,” Breanne said.
“Just getting warmed up.”
Lorelat went under the water and took me entirely into her mouth. I pulled Breanne and Eladra up to my head and sucked on their stiff nipples. We played with each other for a few minutes before I saw Merindra and Girasani returning to the room with a couple of linyang.
I eased the three of them off me. Breanne came up from under the water, where she’d taken over from Lorelat. She squeezed the water out of her blonde hair.
“Come back when you’re done, Bunny-daddy.”
I rose from the pool and returned to the nest. Taitalan males normally never wore clothes at all, so I’d gotten used to being naked at times while I was at the club. The new females generally didn’t seem to think anything of it. That said, I was a little uncomfortable meeting them at full mast, as it were, so I grabbed a towel from the caddy beside the pool and wrapped it around my waist.
The two linyang girls looked both nervous and excited as I approached. One of them had an orange tabby pattern to her hair and tail, and a body like a gymnast, lean and toned. She wore a skin-tight silver jumpsuit that was open down to her navel. The other was fuller-bodied and wore a short skirt-like dress and a bra top. She had black hair with a natural white streak through it on the left side of her head, as well as several streaks of color she’d added.
“This is Keriat and Jessa,” Merindra said.
“How’s the night looking for you two?” I asked.
They both laughed nervously.
“This is so cool,” Jessa said. I noticed that her eyes were two different colors – greenish yellow and pale blue – which was likely what had gotten Merindra’s attention.
“Thanks for having us up here,” Keriat said.
“Make yourselves at home,” I said. “The staff will get whatever you want.”
I led them over to the nest. As I sat down, they both noticed Narilora about the same time. Their eyes widened in awe.
“Hi,” Narilora said.
“Uh, hi,” Jessa said. “You’re Narilora?”
“Yes,” my wife replied, just a bit cooly.
“Is it really true, what they’re saying about you?” Keriat asked.
“It is,” I said. “We’re trying not to make a big deal about it, though.”
“Oh, sorry,” Jessa said. “I mean, it’s just—”
“Right.”
The two of them settled in with us, sitting across the nest facing me as I sat with Narilora and Girasani. My kaliman wife always got some extra looks, so we spent a few minutes explaining the situation with her people. Their existence had been completely unknown until I and several of my wives discovered their homeland in a cavern on the other side of the mountain range several sampars ago. They were still unknown to most of the public until their expedition showed up in Yama-Kana in search of a male.
Since that had coincided with the attack by the basayangs, there was a lot of confusion and fear about who the kaliman actually were. For Girasani’s sake, and because I was trying to help the dwenda reconcile with their long-lost cousins, I’d been trying to do what I could to normalize them.
The conversation eventually turned to Ceriniat’s assassination.
“Things have just been so crazy and exciting here lately,” Keriat said.
“Pretty much since you showed up,” Jessa said.
“I suppose that’s part of it,” I said.
Merindra crawled over to kneel between us. “It’s life with the makalang,” she said. “I love it.”
“I’ve heard so many amazing stories,” Jessa said. “It’s hard to know what to believe.”
“What do you think will happen with the clan?” Keriat asked me. “I mean, you knew Ceriniat pretty well, right?”
“Yeah, I did. And I don’t know.”
“There will be a conclave like there always is,” Narilora said. “I know Serunai is going to put herself forward.”
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Jessa said. “But I bet someone puts you forward, too.”
I looked at Narilora, who just sat there impassively.
“You never know what can happen at times like this,” I said.
Merindra crawled in front of Jessa, breaking the momentary tension. “I love what you’ve done with your hair.”
She reached out to brush it back from Jessa’s face. Merindra was stunningly beautiful, maybe the most attractive woman I’d ever met, and while she didn’t often try to use her looks, when she wanted to, she could seize almost anyone’s attention. And Jessa’s face took on a look of awe as Merindra focused on her. Even Keriat next to her lost all interest in discussing the clan succession.
As Merindra closed in to kiss Jessa, Girasani came over to Keriat. Girasani was nearly as beautiful as Merindra, though in a completely different way. Keriat’s eyes went wide as Girasani pushed the silver jumpsuit off her shoulders. In a few moments, Keriat was naked. Girasani undressed as well, then took her hand and pulled her toward me. She opened my towel, showing Keriat my erection.
“Just watch for a bit, then do what I do.”
Girasani bent forward and took me in her mouth. Oral sex between males and females was not a thing on Taitala until I’d come along, but once I explained it to my wives, they’d all taken to it eagerly. And Keriat, though she had certainly never seen anything like this before, appeared to understand what was happening. She watched Girasani for about a minute before leaning forward. Girasani pulled back a bit and held my cock out for Keriat. The linyang girl opened her mouth and took me in.
She didn’t quite seem to know what to do, but with Girasani coaching her, in a minute or two, she got the hang of it. The two of them worked on me alternately as I watched Merindra making out with Jessa beside me and slowly disrobing herself and the linyang. When Jessa was naked, Merindra lowered herself between Jessa’s thighs and began to lick.
Girasani withdrew and gently urged Keriat forward into my lap. The linyang girl straddled me as I took her slim, athletic frame in my hands. Her breasts were small and hard, and I tweaked her nipples gently. Girasani reached between us, guiding me in.
“Just lower yourself onto him. It may feel tight at first.”
It felt more than tight. She had to ease herself slowly down for a minute or two, moaning and gasping as Girasani stroked and rubbed her from behind. Eventually I was all the way inside her.
Keriat whimpered. “It almost hurts.”
“It will feel better in a little bit,” Girasani said. “Move yourself forward and backward. Rub yourself against him.”
She did. I held her narrow hips, guiding her. Girasani kissed and fondled her gently.
“This isn’t like mating is supposed to be,” Keriat moaned.
Girasani laughed softly. “No. Not at all. He is the makalang. Your pleasure is his. Seek it.”
Beside us, Merindra was still getting Jessa warmed up. She looked up at me, smiling, tongue still fluttering over the linyang. I reached over and took her hand. She squeezed it quickly.
Keriat moved over me now as Girasani showed her what to do. My kaliman wife was behind her, kissing her and pinching her nipples. The linyang girl began to ride me more rapidly, moaning and gasping. Girasani reached down again to rub her.
After another minute or two of this, Keriat began to grind herself at me, then her fingers dug into my arms and I felt her contracting around me in release. Girasani hugged her, sucking at her neck. As Keriat’s orgasm subsided, I sat up, lifting her without withdrawing, and laid her on her back. She looked up at me, wide-eyed, as I thrust deeply into her.
Girasani came up beside her. I motioned to her, and she climbed up over Keriat, throwing a knee over the linyang’s head. Keriat reached up around Girasani’s butt and began to lick at her.
I held Keriat’s knees and just spent a few minutes enjoying her slim body and deliciously tight sex as I watched her pleasuring Girasani. When my kaliman wife tossed her long silver hair backward, reaching down to hold Keriat’s head, I sped up my thrusts, closing in on my own release. Girasani let out a soft cry as her thighs shook over Keriat, and a few moments later, I felt Keriat spasming around me again. I let the waves of their orgasms wash over me, then drove in as deeply as I could get and exploded inside Keriat.
Girasani fell to the side, breathing hard. Keriat looked up at me in awe.
“Am I going to have a child?”
I looked into her. I had been doing this long enough now, with the precision my crystals allowed, to be able to read the signs, even before anything actually happened. I found that I was even able to nudge things along when necessary. I could see it now. She had been successful in making herself fertile, and the pieces were coming together. No help was needed.
“Yes,” I said. “You will. A female.”
She smiled, squeezing my arms. “Thank you.”
I leaned forward and kissed her. “It’s what I’m here for.”
I felt Merindra’s hand on my back.
“You’re not done, my love.”
Jessa was beside me, face flushed in the aftermath of the orgasm Merindra had apparently just given her. I withdrew from Keriat and moved over. Jessa opened herself to me, looking down at my cock.
“Does it hurt?” she asked.
“Not really,” Keriat said. “Maybe a little at first, but then it feels good.”
I eased myself gently into Jessa. She was just as tight, but after what Merindra had done, the going was easier. When I was completely inside her, I felt Merindra pressing herself against my back. She bit at my neck, and I felt her hand between my legs, fondling my balls.
“Do it, Will. I want to feel it.”
Jessa was more ready than Keriat had been, and I began thrusting into her steadily as she moaned and writhed under me. Merindra nibbled at my ears and sucked on my neck. Beside us, Keriat and Girasani lay watching. Jessa was still wound up, and it took only a minute or so before her back arched and she shivered around me. Then I thrust rapidly until I came into her. Merindra squeezed my balls as I did, moaning into my ear, and the sensations momentarily made my head swim.
When we’d caught our breath, Jessa also wanted to know if she was going to conceive. After a quick assessment, I told her she would. She and Keriat went to relax in the pool with the bunny-girls as Merindra and Girasani cuddled together. I got another drink and sat down with Narilora. She crawled into my lap and began purring.
“You didn’t claim them,” she said.
“Didn’t seem like they wanted or expected it. Just wanted to mate.”
“Yeah, but . . . tell me something, Will.”
“What?” I asked.
“Other than Meridrian, who I love and who has absolutely earned it, you’ve never brought any other linyang into our inner circle or even close to it. Not like Bellina and Yisaraq, or Lorelat and Breanne, or Asarane and Therani, or Sherala and Jissalyn. It’s pretty much just me.”
“Yep.”
“Why?” she asked.
“Hard to say. Just haven’t felt the need. It’s like you take up a big enough place in my heart that there isn’t room.”
She snorted softly. “Don’t tell me you don’t feel that way about Merindra and Kisarat. I know you do. And Eladra. Or, seriously, Ayarala. Like, don’t even, Will. I know how you and Ayarala are. That didn’t stop you from bringing in Bellina. That isn’t why.”
Yeah, it wasn’t. “I think it’s because you need me too much.”
She didn’t say anything for a while. Then, “Yeah. Okay. That I believe.”
I hugged her.
“I’m sorry I’m such a pain the ass,” she said.
“You’re not. There’s a big difference between being high maintenance and just being someone who needs a lot of support for valid reasons.”
“You’re thinking of Jacqueline.”
“She was a pain in the ass,” I said. “You are very far from being her.”
Narilora laughed softly, then cuddled closer to me. “Good. But Will, it’s okay. Really. If there’s another linyang you want to bring in closer to us, whether it’s Meridrian or someone else, you can. Don’t hold back for my sake. Part of me is feeling a little isolated here.”
I laughed with her. “Okay.”
Jessa and Keriat were now busy getting drunk with and alternately making out with the guards. Narilora joined Merindra and Girasani. I watched the three of them playing together for a few minutes, then went back to the pool to sit with Eladra and the others. They cuddled with me, but we left it at that for now. Lorelat lay on my chest, and I gently played with her ears.
“How’s my favorite bunny-girl?”
“I’m not your favorite.” But she made a contented noise and rubbed herself against me.
“You’re all my favorites,” I said.
“I’m good. My life is pretty awesome, Bunny-daddy.”
I knew why she was so happy. She’d told me numerous times that all she ever wanted was to be a bunny-mom. Now she was not only pregnant but also essentially Cassie’s adoptive mother, a role she’d taken to eagerly.
A few minutes later, Bellina came into the room with a sorai guard I didn’t immediately recognize – she was one of the new ones. They went over to talk to Jissalyn. After a few moments, Jissalyn came over to the pool. I didn’t like the look on her face.
“My tsulygoi, I am very sorry,” she said, “but a messenger just came from the barracks. There is something urgent you need to come see.”
I groaned. “Now? What’s going on?”
I reluctantly disentangled myself from Lorelat and got out of the pool, grabbing a towel. We went back over to where the guard was standing with Bellina.
“Tsulygoi, something came through the circle in the basement,” the sorai said. “It is like a dwenda or kaliman, but not. It was screaming and yelling at us. We have it restrained. We need your instructions on what to do.”
I blinked in disbelief. “Wait – it came through the circle? You’re sure?”
“We found it in the basement. There is other way it could have gotten in, is there?”
My gut went cold. No, there was no other way in. This was not good. I’d destroyed all the other circles precisely to prevent anything like this from happening. The only possibility was that someone had stumbled over the circle in the forest by the Crimson Star by accident.
“Are you’re sure it’s not a kaliman?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said. “It is nothing any of us have seen before, my tsulygoi. We do not know what it is. It seems closest to a kaliman, but it is not of that clan.”
Merindra appeared next to me with Narilora and Girasani. Kisarat came up a moment later.
“What is going on?” Merindra asked.
I explained. “I need to go over there and see what this thing is,” I said.
“Should we come?” Merindra asked.
“Up to you.”
I put my clothes on, and we followed the sorai over to the barracks.
◆◆◆
 
When we got there, one of the guards met us in the entryway. She quickly repeated what the messenger had told us.
“We have it restrained in one of the meeting rooms,” she said. “It attacked us when we found it.”
“Everyone okay?”
“Yes. It was not armed, and frankly it does not appear trained for combat.”
“Show me.”
I followed her around the main stairwell into the back hallway, where several of the guards were standing in a confused clump. Jissalyn opened the door and showed me in.
And I saw what they’d found.
My brain froze up in a discordant maelstrom of confusion and recognition. I knew what I was seeing, but it made absolutely no sense whatsoever.
It was impossible.
It was definitely not a kaliman, but I could see why they described her that way.
The not-a-kaliman turned and looked at me. She recognized me as well.
“Will!” she shrieked. “You fucking bastard! Where are my children?”




Chapter 3

Experiencing a complete and total betrayal by your spouse does a lot of things to your head.
It starts with the sickening realization that you’ve been made a complete fool of. Someone you trusted took advantage of that trust to benefit themselves and take something from you. That thing they took is something you can’t easily get back either. It’s the ability to trust anyone.
That’s gone. Just gone. Spat on, torn up, and destroyed. After all, if the closest person in your life has fooled you, how can you trust your judgment with anyone else? You can’t. So you start wondering about everyone, even as you hate yourself for doing it.
In time, that shock turns to anger – a seething, burning hatred. You want to lash out at the people who hurt you and took advantage of you. Some people do, and those are the couples you read about or see on social media having set their spouse’s car on fire or dumped all their stuff on the front lawn with a big sign saying CHEATING HUSBAND. Most of the time, though, you know that lashing out is just going to make things worse. You know it will lower you to their level, and you start to realize that holding the moral high ground might be the only thing you can do to beat them.
But you still think about it. Oh, how you fantasize about some kind of revenge, something that will rebalance the scales of the universe and make them even more miserable than they’ve made you.
When I finally accepted what Jacqueline had done to me, how she had cheated on me for more than five years with Richard even as she acted like a wife who deserved respect and deference for bearing my children, one of the things I often found myself doing was fantasizing about the perfect revenge scenario. Even as I told myself I had to move on, I would still wake up at 3 a.m. and start building the scene in mind.
Jacqueline would have been rejected by Richard, or have finally realized what an asshole he truly was. The kids would have turned on her, choosing to come to live with me. She would come back, begging me to forgive her. And she would do it when I had already found a smoking-hot twenty-something girl (or two, if I let myself believe it) who loved me unconditionally, a girl who would laugh in Jacqueline’s face at the idea that I would choose Jacqueline over her.
That’s the thing, though.
Reality never quite works out the same as your revenge fantasies, even if you somehow manage to get every last thing you were hoping for.
◆◆◆
 
“Jacqueline?”
She thrashed around against her restraints as Jissalyn, Merindra, and the others stared at her in confusion.
“Untie me from this fucking chair, goddamnit!”
“What are you doing here?” That was a profoundly stupid question, but I honestly didn’t know what else to say.
“I knew you were up here! I’ve been searching this fucking mountain for two months! They all gave up a month ago, telling me you must have gone somewhere else, but no, I knew you and all your hiking and camping and fucking rock climbing that you had found somewhere to hide! This was where you were all the time you said you were in fucking Montana! You were up here creating this hideout. What is this fucking place? Did you find a goddamn bomb shelter up here?”
I knew who I was looking at. This was Unhappy Jacqueline in the midst of one her tirades. There was no reaching her until she calmed down.
But she looked different from how she’d been the night before I left. Jacqueline was vain and went to a lot of trouble to keep herself looking good, but there was a difference between health-club-and-spray-tan fitness, and hiking-over-the-mountains-for-two-months fitness. She was leaner, rawer, more desperate than I’d ever seen her before. If you weren’t that familiar with the kaliman, it might not be hard to mistake her for one.
“Goddamnit, answer me!” she shrieked. “What is this place? Where are Cassie and Hunter?”
“They’re here,” I said. “They’re fine.”
She thrashed around again. “You are going to be in so much fucking trouble when I get out of here! You are going to fucking jail for the rest of your fucking life!”
“Will?” Merindra asked. “Who is this?”
I sighed. “Guys. This is Jacqueline.”
Merindra’s face darkened. Her eyes narrowed, and she slowly drew her sword. This whole situation was so discordant that I could only stand there and watch her for a second or two. Then I saw that Narilora had drawn hers as well, and Girasani looked as if she was about to.
“Wait,” I said. “Don’t.”
Jacqueline’s tirade stopped in its tracks. She stared in horror at the wickedly sharp crystal blades in front of her face.
“I stay my hand because he wishes it,” Merindra said in a low growl. “But understand something, Jacqueline. There is nothing that would give me more pleasure than watching you die on the end of this blade.”
Jacqueline’s eyes almost bulged out of their sockets. “Who are you? I don’t even know you!”
She gasped for breath for a few seconds, regaining some composure and looking around the room angrily.
“And would you take off those fucking costumes? Do you think it's fucking Halloween?”
Merindra looked down at herself, then back at Jacqueline. “I am not wearing a costume. We were at the club tonight.”
“I’m talking about those fucking ears and those fucking tails!”
Merindra and Narilora looked at me in confusion. But this exchange had allowed me to get my bearings back. I motioned for them to step away from her, which they did.
“Jacqueline, where do you think you are? I want to you to answer me calmly and without all the cursing.”
She thrashed around again, almost falling over this time. “Oh, fuck you! Fuck you, Will! Don’t tell me what to fucking to do!”
“Okay. You can talk to Merindra, if you want.”
I looked back at her. Merindra stepped forward, lifting her sword again. I’d seen the look in her eyes before, and it was not something you wanted to face if you could help it.
Jacqueline certainly didn’t. She lurched backward in the chair, whimpering in fear. It appeared that Angry Merindra was the equal of Unhappy Jacqueline.
“Stop! Stop! Don’t hurt me!”
I raised my hand again. Merindra stopped.
“I don’t want to hurt you, Jacqueline. I just want to talk to you.”
Jacqueline just panted for a few seconds.
“Okay.” She gasped for breath again. “I knew you were up here. I knew this was what you were doing all those months you were gone. The Sheriff’s Department and FBI called off the search a month ago, saying you must have gone somewhere else. But I knew you. I could tell you were up to something when you came back. So I’ve been climbing all over this mountain looking for you. I could feel it. You were here somewhere. And then I found that cave. I must have walked past it ten times, but today something about it spoke to me. I went and looked. I slid down into it. And I then saw Cassie’s footprints in the sand, and I knew I’d found you. I . . . I must have fallen or something, fallen into that room. That’s where those bitches found me.”
I stood there in shock, realizing what had happened. I’d left the wormhole open because I wasn’t sure how to close it without trapping myself on Earth. I assumed it was safe enough, that the odds of anyone finding that cave had to be close to nil.
It had never, ever occurred to me that Jacqueline would stumble through it. But I had underestimated her reaction to my taking Cassie and Hunter. I knew that when she got truly riled up, she was persistent enough to do exactly what she’d done. And that being the case, her finding the cave wasn’t all that surprising.
The question was what I did with her now. I truly had no clue.
“Now where the fuck are my children?” she shrieked again.
I took a deep breath. “I can take you to them. But in order to do that, there’s something you need to understand. We’re not on that mountain. We’re not even on Earth. These girls aren’t wearing costumes. We’re in a place where almost everything is different.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” she yelled.
“Look closer, Jacqueline. Do these really look like costumes?”
I motioned for Narilora, Kisarat, Girasani and Merindra to step up closer to her. They did. I watched Jacqueline taking in the motion of their tails and ears, their alien eyes and hair, Kisarat’s scales. She began breathing more rapidly, eyes bulging. I could see her struggling to believe it was all makeup and effects, and failing.
“What? What? Who are you?”
Kisarat spoke first. “I am Kisarat of the talalong and Will Hawthorne,” she said calmly, “who is my tsulygoi and the makalang. I have mated, and I am with child.”
Jacqueline sat there speechless as Narilora and Girasani introduced themselves as well.
But Merindra did not. The look on her face was as fierce and angry as I’d ever seen it.
“I am someone who knows what sort of person you are, Jacqueline,” she snarled softly, “what sort of mother and wife you were. You are kelanga. You are an evil and treasonous wretch who is not fit to live.”
“Will . . .” Jacqueline whimpered.
“He has told me things about you,” Merindra said. “Cassie has told me things about you, things I find inconceivable. What mother would do such things to her child?”
“She’s here?” Jacqueline asked weakly. She hadn’t quite seemed to believe me up to now, but it was as if what Merindra said confirmed it. My stomach twisted in disgust.
“Yes,” I said. “She’s safe, and happy. So is Hunter. But things are not the same as they were.”
“What do you mean?”
“It may be best to just show you. But Jacqueline, I’m telling you the honest truth here. We are on a planet in the Alpha Centauri system about four light years from Earth. I came here through that same cave you did. There’s some kind of wormhole connecting our worlds.”
“That’s fucking insane!” she yelled. “We are not on some alien world! Will you stop with this shit!”
“What language are they speaking?” I asked. “It’s not English, but you understand it anyway, don’t you?”
She glanced around at my wives rapidly.
“Yes, you know what I’m talking about. Have you been brushing that off as a concussion you got falling into the cave?”
“I do not speak the language of Earth,” Kisarat said. “We understand you and Will because of this planet’s energy fields. It seems to have something to do with the crystals that sustain the wormhole, and your passage through it.”
The doubt finally began shriveling in Jacqueline’s eyes. This time she didn’t argue. She was just too frightened and confused.
“If I have them untie you, are you going to stay calm?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said softly.
I motioned to Jissalyn. Merindra’s hand tightened around her sword as Jissalyn undid the straps on the chair. Narilora and Girasani went on edge as well.
“Just give me an excuse, Jacqueline,” Merindra said coldly. “Just one.”
My ex-wife whimpered again. “I won’t. I promise.”
Jacqueline stood slowly, not taking her eyes off Merindra’s sword.
“Come with me,” I said.
We walked out into the entryway of the barracks. Jacqueline followed me closely. Merindra, Narilora, Girasani, and Jissalyn circled around us, hands on their weapons. I pushed open the big double doors and stepped out into the night.
Out in front of the barracks was the broad square with the crystal statue. The buildings around us were part of the older section of Yama-Kana, where Silas lived his life three kumala-talons ago. The architecture bore little resemblance to that of Earth, beyond that inherent in its form as dwellings and businesses. The night air was cool, much more so than summer nights in San Diego. I knew it was late July back there now.
Jacqueline gaped in astonishment at the city around her.
“What time was it when you fell through that cave?” I asked.
“Uh. It was morning.”
“It was hot?”
“Yes.”
“Just look around for yourself.”
She did. She walked around slowly for a few minutes, looking at the statue, the sky, the walls of the buildings. Whether or not she believed me about being on another world, she couldn’t argue with me that we were not in San Diego anymore.
Finally she turned back to me. “Is this where you live?”
“No. This the barracks where my guards stay when they’re not on duty.”
“Your . . . guards?”
“One thing at a time. My house is about a ten-minute walk from here. Let’s go.”
We walked slowly through the darkness. As Jacqueline’s agitation began to ebb, she looked back to the girls.
“What is that . . . those words you used for Will?” she asked Kisarat.
“Tsulygoi?”
“And the other one.”
“Makalang.”
“What do they mean?”
“Our world is not like yours,” Kisarat said. “There are very few males on Taitala. Tsulygoi is the term we use for a male who has taken wives and established a household.”
It took a moment or two for the implications to dawn in Jacqueline’s eyes. “You . . . are all his wives?”
“Yes,” Narilora said.
Her jaw dropped. She looked around at Merindra, Kisarat, Narilora, Girasani, and Jissalyn, then looked back at me. “You have five wives here?”
“No,” I said evenly.
Merindra laughed softly. “Will is the makalang. He is the most powerful and influential tsulygoi in our world. He has far more than five wives.”
Jacqueline stopped in her tracks, gaping at her. “And you said . . . are you all pregnant too?”
“Yes,” Kisarat said.
“If you’re aliens, how is that possible?”
“Like I said, there’s a lot to explain here,” I replied. “It’s best if we take this one piece at a time.”
She glanced nervously at Merindra. “What was that word she used for me, kehl . . .?”
“Kelanga,” Kisarat said. “Kelanga is the term for a female who has had her child taken away from her, because she failed as a mother. It is not a compliment.”
Jacqueline started to protest, but the look in Merindra’s eyes silenced her again.
We resumed walking. Jacqueline was quiet as we crossed the bridge, then began gaping at the houses in the residential area, especially once we got into the center of it, where the dwellings were considerably larger and more elaborate. Finally we got to my house and began walking up the crushed crystal path in front.
“This is yours?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Um. How?”
I could see that bored rich girl I met at USC in her eyes, the same one who got bored again and left me for Richard. But I realized at that moment that I didn’t really care if she was impressed with any of this. Of all the concerns I had on Taitala right now, Jacqueline’s opinion of my lifestyle was not even on the list. Right now, she was a hindrance for all the other far more important things I needed to do.
“Like I said, one piece at a time.”
I led them all inside and we reassembled in the main living area on the first floor.
“Go find Heralda,” I said to Jissalyn. She went off and returned with the dwenda wife I’d inherited from uQe’kiral. Heralda was in charge of managing the house, much as Ayarala managed my overall affairs.
I briefly explained what was going on. Her eyes widened, but she said nothing.
“I think we have a free bedroom or two?” I asked.
“Yes, my tsulygoi. There is one on the first floor and one on the second.”
“Where is the one on the second floor?”
“It’s next to mine,” Jissalyn said.
That was good. I didn’t intend to give Jacqueline free run of the house. I turned to her.
“This is how it’s going to work, Jacqueline. I don’t want you here, and I did not intend for you to come here. But you are here, and we have to deal with that fact. It is very late, and I am not waking Cassie and Hunter now—”
“Wait—” she interrupted.
“You can see them tomorrow. I need to talk to them first. For now, you are going to be confined in a room upstairs.”
“Will, what the fuck? I’m not your pri—”
“That’s not open for discussion. Things are very different here. If you have issues with it, you can take it up with any one of my armed and highly skilled wives.”
Merindra glared at her. “Like I said, Jacqueline, just give me an excuse.”
Jacqueline fumed for a few moments, looking around at the girls and not liking what she saw. She followed us up the stairs to the bedroom. I could see Unhappy Jacqueline in her eyes, but she was holding back for now. When I showed her into the room, she stood by the bed and put her hand on her head.
“I’m going to be locked up in here?”
“For now. If you need anything to eat, just let the guards know.”
I shut the door and turned to Jissalyn and Heralda. “I want two guards out here at all times. She doesn’t leave until I tell you otherwise. If she causes any trouble, any at all, they have permission to convince her to behave. And just to be safe, put guards outside Cassie and Hunter’s rooms too.”
Jissalyn nodded. “Yes, my tsulygoi. It will be done.”
I asked Heralda to send a messenger to Ebony Void to let the others know we wouldn’t be back. Then I looked back at Merindra, Kisarat, Girasani, and Narilora.
“Well, that’s that, I guess. Let’s go to bed.”




Chapter 4

I woke up in a pleasant sandwich between Merindra and Narilora. One of my cunelo wives was curled around our heads, and a little bit of nuzzling at the plump breasts pressed against my scalp convinced me it was Breanne. Merindra felt me moving and pulled herself tighter against my back.
“Can I kill her, Will?” Merindra asked sleepily. Narilora reached for my arm over her waist and pulled it up to her chest.
I groaned. The absolute last thing I wanted to do was leave this cozy nest of love and affection and deal with Jacqueline.
“Let me think about it.”
“I do not trust her. She is kelanga,” Merindra said. “She has no business here.”
“I don’t trust her either. But we’re stuck with her for now.”
“She may try to do something.”
“If you want to take charge of watching her, go ahead,” I said. “She seemed inclined to listen to you.”
Merindra sat up. “All right. I will.”
I disentangled myself from the three of them and found the pot of massit, which Kisarat had already started. Once I was dressed, I went to find Heralda to see if anything had happened with Jacqueline. She told me my ex-wife had been awake for a while and had asked for something to eat but had apparently gone to sleep close to dawn. Since the time difference between Taitala and San Diego appeared to be significant, that wasn’t surprising.
I went up to check on the situation and found Merindra outside the door, already fully geared up, with two of the guards.
“Still asleep?” I asked.
“Yes,” Merindra said.
Kisarat came up with Narilora. “Will, the council has asked you to come speak to them about Ceriniat.”
“When?”
“Later this morning.”
“Are you up for this?” I asked Narilora.
She nodded. “Yes. There's not much I can really tell them.”
◆◆◆
 
I had another issue to face up to, though: How I was going to reintroduce my kids to Jacqueline? Hunter was still too young to think much of the two-month separation, just as he’d adapted quickly to my reappearance. He’d asked about her a few times, but that was it.
Cassie, on the other hand, was going to be a challenge, and not just because she was no longer human.
As Merindra said, she was a lot happier here, and she hadn’t been shy about explaining why – telling Lorelat and my other wives how frequently Jacqueline had punished her for one trivial thing after another. That had not gone over well at all.
Because of the scarcity of children, child-rearing on Taitala was very different from on Earth. Children were almost always raised in large family groups. They got a lot of attention and guidance, and in particular the mothers and caregivers worked together and supported each other. Overstressed single parents were just not a thing here. For that reason, child abuse, while not unheard of, was extremely rare. And because of the importance of protecting next generation of a dying world, it was very severely frowned upon.
Especially among the cunelo. A mother who behaved like Jacqueline did would find her child removed from her custody by the clan elders in very short order. That mother was then kelanga – a failure and outcast. To be kelanga was to exist in perhaps the lowest social state on Taitala. It was similar in some ways to nalasin, the state of a mated wife who left her tsulygoi or whose tsulygoi died, except that many females – like Ayarala had – fell into nalasin through no fault of their own. But while females in nalasin were not terribly uncommon, females in kelanga were rare, mostly because they usually took their own lives in shame.
Merindra’s opinion of Jacqueline on this point was shared by all my wives, especially Lorelat. Cassie’s matter-of-fact descriptions of being disciplined with a wooden spoon, as well as her stories about Jacqueline’s frequent episodes of screaming and throwing things around the house, had horrified them.
Relocated to this much more supportive and loving environment, Cassie had thrived. She barely asked about Jacqueline except to wonder if she might not be so angry now. I told her I hoped so but didn’t know.
And the more I thought about all this, the less I realized I cared. There was zero doubt in my mind that Cassie and Hunter were better off here, and the days of my needing to justify my life to Jacqueline were long over. Things were different here, and if I couldn’t find a way to send her back, she was just going to have to find a way to adjust to it.
◆◆◆
 
Narilora, Asarane, Kisarat, and I walked over to the council building with a group of the guards. I was still a bit paranoid after what had happened to Ceriniat, so while I didn’t wear my armor, Narilora and I were armed. I asked Asarane to come with us, not because I wanted her to explain anything she’d found – I wasn’t ready to tell anyone – but just to listen to the discussion for more clues. She had little more to tell me about the bomb other than that she and Briella were certain whoever had made it was someone whose background was in mining.
There’d been another election since I last appeared before the council. Elections in Yama-Kana took place every ten sampars, something I was still getting used to. Politics on Taitala were also quite different from Earth. Among other things, the ethics rules for the council were bit stricter: Lying in an official proceeding or in a statement for an election was punishable by being chained to a large rock and thrown into the river to drown.
In practice, it wasn’t quite that strict, because the council itself had to decide on guilt or innocence, and that meant a certain amount of flexibility in what ended up being viewed as a lie. But the rule still hung over most things related to the council and its membership.
Serunai had been re-elected, as had my latest nemesis, Hoolaka. Broakware’s seat had been taken by a male I didn’t know. There were three cunelo, Lleylyn, Isodley, and Meeroy, the latter of whom was also hostile to me; another linyang, Froidani, who didn’t like me either; the talalong Ysuloc, who had been a friend of Feylani’s; and the two sorai, Rafeela and Joon, who was still chair.
The council were discussing things among themselves when we walked in. One of the staff members saw me and waved us forward into the seating section near the front that was reserved for those who were going to speak. As I sat down, I reflected on the fact that the last two times I’d been in here, the hearings had resulted in someone’s death: first Feylani and then Broakware. Hopefully this time would be less eventful.
After we’d been there about five minutes, the council discussion seemed to come to an end, and Joon called things to order. One of the staffers came over and directed us to the speaking platform.
Hoolaka glared at me as I walked up, while Serunai seemed to be assessing Narilora and my other wives. The rest of them just watched as I stood on the dais.
“Makalang, welcome,” Joon said. “Thank you for coming.”
That she addressed me as makalang was notable given the results of the first hearing. At the last one, they’d used my name.
And I was not the only one to notice that.
“He is not the makalang!” Hoolaka exclaimed. “This council has previously made a finding to that effect, and it—”
But Joon cut her off. “Enough, Hoolaka! That is not the subject of this hearing.” She turned back to me. “We are here to discuss the matter of Ceriniat’s assassination. We have already heard testimony from several of the witnesses who were in the immediate area. We asked you to speak with us because, as you know, you came upon the scene shortly afterward.”
“Which I find highly suspicious,” Hoolaka said.
“Your behavior is becoming extraordinarily tiresome,” Serunai replied. “I was there when he was, and I saw nothing suspicious.”
“Which is suspicious as well!”
“Perhaps we could address your concerns by allowing him to speak?” the male said.
“Indeed, eWi’hulon,” Joon said. “Makalang, if you would, please recount for us what you saw.”
So I walked them through what happened that night, from Ceriniat’s arrival on the train up to the point where her wagon entered into the bar district.
“Why was she coming to meet with you?” Joon asked.
“I don’t know. She spoke with my wife Narilora.”
Joon motioned to her, and Narilora stood up.
“She only told me she was coming to Yama-Kana,” Narilora said, “and wished to meet with us. I don’t know why.”
"Do you have any idea?”
Narilora glanced at me. I nodded. This wasn’t a secret exactly, but we hadn’t gone out of our way to advertise it either.
“My impression was that she wished to discuss my child. I am carrying a male linyang.”
Low murmuring rose in the room around us. It was clear at least some of the council was unaware of what had begun happening with my wives.
Lleylyn, one of the cunelo, spoke up. “I am sorry. Did you say a male
linyang? How is that possible? Males are . . . males.”
“My tsulygoi is the makalang,” Narilora simply said.
Several of the council members turned to each other, talking quietly.
“I have heard of this,” Joon said. “So it is true? And there are others?”
“A talalong, a sorai, and most recently, a cunelo,” I said. “That I am aware of, at least. I suspect there may be others. I have not been checking every single female I’ve mated with. There have been quite a few of them.”
“All among your wives?”
“The talalong, yes. Not the others.”
“Is it her?” Ysuloc said, looking at Kisarat.
“It is not,” Kisarat replied. “My child is female.”
I waited for them to ask about Asarane, who was hanging behind us, but for whatever reason, none of them did.
“Yet no dwenda,” Hoolaka said. “Of course, I suppose. Your feelings toward our clan are well known.”
“My awasa-lina is dwenda,” I said evenly. “One of my other wives is Missok’s sister, as you well know. I have no quarrel with your clan, and seek none.”
Hoolaka’s eyes flared at me. “A strange thing for someone who claimed Broakware’s daughter and all of her possessions to say, I would think!”
“I am happy to bring Bellina back here so you can hear what she thinks about her current situation.”
Before Hoolaka could respond, Joon jumped in. “Once again, this is not why were are here, Hoolaka! Contain your questions to the matter at hand!”
“To return the discussion to non-trivial matters,” Serunai said, “you believe Ceriniat wished to discuss the issue of Narilora’s child?”
“It was surely one of the issues she wanted to discuss,” I replied. “You know as well as I that her child is a matter of great concern to your clan. But there may have been other issues. Ceriniat and I have worked together on a number of things.”
Joon nodded. “All right. Let's return to that night. What happened next?”
I described the bombing and what happened when we arrived at the site. I explained about healing the injured linyang but left out anything that Asarane had discovered.
“I appreciate the efforts you made to help the survivors, Makalang,” Serunai said, “You are a true friend of the linyang.”
I noticed Froidani, the other linyang on the council, glance at her, then me. “As do I,” she said.
I nodded to her. eWi’hulon, the male, spoke up now. He was quite old, older even than iXa’aliq had been when I killed him.
“I am intrigued at your suspicions, before the explosion, that something would happen. Did I understand you correctly on that point? Is this some ability you have as the makalang?”
“No. Before I came here, on my planet, I fought in a war where attacks like this were common.” I tried to explain briefly about Iraq and the endless IEDs we dealt with. “I can’t really explain it. It was just a sense I got right before the blast.”
“None of you find this at all suspicious?” Hoolaka said.
“Do you have any contributions to this discussion beyond innuendo, Hoolaka?” Serunai asked. “If you have accusations, then make them. But do take care with your words. The river is watching.”
Joon and the rest of the council turned to Hoolaka. She glared back at Serunai, but remained silent.
“I had nothing to do with Ceriniat’s death,” I said. “I’ll state that freely. She was an ally of mine, and I valued that association.”
“Quite,” Serunai said. “And I know from my discussions with her that the feeling was mutual.”
“She said similar things to me as well,” Froidani said, “and I find the innuendo here quite insulting. I can see no reason whatsoever why the makalang would seek her death.”
I had begun this appearance thinking that Froidani would be hostile to me, based on what Feylani had told me during her hearing, but whatever the issues then were, it seemed they didn’t apply now.
eWi’hulon looked around at them. “If you females have concluded your bickering, may I continue?”
Joon nodded to him.
“To return to what you said earlier, and based on this rather interesting history,” he said, “is there any opinion you can offer on the bomb that was used?”
I took a deep breath, wondering how much I could reveal here. I kept my gaze forward and didn’t look at Asarane.
“The device was clearly built by someone who knew what they were doing. It was designed to create a blast that was focused on the street, toward the wagon when it went past. It went off just as Ceriniat arrived. That tells me whoever did it was there, watching and waiting for her. This wasn’t an amateur operation. Whoever did this planned it very carefully.”
Murmuring filled the room around me. Several of the council members leaned together to whisper to each other.
“So, that would suggest this person did not act alone?” eWi’hulon asked.
“I would say that seems obvious.”
The council returned to whispering to each other. After a few moments, Joon looked around at them. “Are there any further questions for him?”
There were none.
Joon turned back to me. “Thank you, Makalang. We may need to speak to you again, but you may go.”




Chapter 5

When we returned to the house, I went upstairs to check on Jacqueline. I found Merindra and the guards outside her room looking somewhat disheveled. Merindra was rubbing the knuckles on her right hand.
“What happened?” I asked.
Merindra just cocked her head at me. “Jacqueline awoke and decided she was going to leave the room to find Cassie and Hunter.”
“And?”
“I convinced her to behave.”
I opened the door. They’d bound Jacqueline to a chair in the center of the room. Her lip was bloody and split, and there was a red, swollen spot on her left cheek.
I groaned.
Jacqueline whimpered when she saw me. “Will, do you see what that bitch did to me?”
“I told you to stay in here until I was ready to take you to the kids. What part of that did you not understand?”
“I am their fucking mother!” she shrieked, furiously rocking back and forth in the chair. “Let me out of here!”
There was a time when I would have done whatever it took to calm Unhappy Jacqueline down. But those days were long gone. Instead, I shut the door behind me. Then I stalked up to her and took her chin in my hand.
“Listen,” I said in a low voice. “When I woke up this morning, Merindra asked me for permission to kill you. If I had said yes, you would be dead right now. Do you understand that?”
Unhappy Jacqueline evaporated from her eyes, replaced by something I had never seen before.
“I am doing my best,” I continued, “to resolve your presence in this world with a minimum of unpleasantness for everyone, starting with our children, but including you, believe it or not. There are a number of people in this household who would be very happy to see you die, or at the very least leave here and never return. And Merindra is far from the only one who is more than capable of making that happen if I let them do it.”
Jacqueline stared at up me, breathing hard through her nose.
“Okay,” she said quietly.
“Now sit still for a moment while I take care of this.”
I didn’t want the kids to see her beat up and bruised. So, as much as it grated on me to make the necessary connection with her, I had to heal her injuries if I could. I wasn’t a hundred percent certain I could do it with a pure human, but in fact the process unfolded exactly the same as with Taitalans. When I directed Taitala’s crimson energies into her, it took only a moment or two to repair the damage Merindra had inflicted.
Jacqueline gasped.
I untied her. She stood up slowly, feeling her face, eyes wide in shock.
“What . . . what did you just do?”
“Like I keep trying to explain to you, things are different here. I have certain abilities, one of which is calling on Taitala’s energies to heal people.”
It was all she could do to gape at me.
“Before we go see them,” I continued, “there is something I have to explain to you. And you can either listen to me rationally, or I can let Merindra in here again until you’ve decided to act like an adult. Which is it going to be?”
She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’ll listen.”
“Okay.”
She looked up at me, wide-eyed. “Jesus, you’ve changed, Will. What happened to you here?”
“Let’s just say I got some badly needed perspective on a lot of things. But it’s not just me. Cassie is not the same person you left with me that afternoon.”
Her eyes swelled again. “What are you talking about?”
“You know how much she loves Disneyland. All the characters and everything, the movies, all of that.”
Jacqueline started. “Disneyland? What the fu—”
“What did I just tell you, Jacqueline? Do I need to get Merindra?”
She fumed. “No.”
“Cassie has taken to Taitala to a degree I did not anticipate. She loves it here. She loves everything about it. She loves all the different people and how things work. And after she’d been here for a month or so, she began asking me if she could be part of it. Not just living here, but being one of them. You’ve seen the females who look like rabbits, the maids and cooks, with the long ears?”
Jacqueline’s eyes were about as wide as I’d ever seen them. She answered in a voice barely even a whisper. “Yes.”
“That race is known as the cunelo. The ones that look like foxes, like Merindra, are sorai. The ones like cats are linyang. The snake-girls like Kisarat are talalong. There are others. But there are no humans besides us. And Cassie bonded very closely with a couple of my cunelo wives. She wanted to be one of them.”
She gasped. “What did you do? What did you do, Will?”
“I made her cunelo, using the same abilities I just used to heal you. And she’s happier than I’ve ever seen her. She loves it, and they love her. She loves being one of them. And when you see her, you need to deal with it.”
Jacqueline stared at me, breathing rapidly. “My daughter is a rabbit?”
“Other than the ears and tail, she looks the same. But if you freak out when you see her, she is not going to take it well.”
For a few moments, it seemed like she was about to start crying. For maybe just a split second, I was back in days when I was still telling myself that I could make it work, if I just loved her enough, if I just tried harder. But then she fought back the tears, and I squelched the brief moment of codependency before it had a chance to germinate.
“Let me see her,” she said.
“Are you going to be calm and rational? I mean it, Jacqueline. I am dead serious about this. Things are really not the same here.”
“I understand that.”
“Do you remember what Kisarat explained last night, about them considering you kelanga? What that means is that letting you even see the kids is something everyone here considers highly unusual. Being kelanga is normally such an epic badge of shame that most females in your position simply kill themselves. It’s not something you come back from.”
She took a deep breath. “Okay.”
“And the last thing I need you to understand is that any fantasies you have about spiriting Cassie and Hunter out of here and escaping back to Earth, you need to let go of them now. If you try anything like that, my wives and all the guards here will kill you to prevent that from happening. You will not get out of this house alive. And that isn’t about me. They consider Cassie one of them, and you an outcast who has no right to even be here. Children in this world are a thing of enormous value, and they will kill you to protect them without a second thought.”
“Okay.”
“Whatever you may be thinking right now, I honestly do not want that to happen. The last thing I want is for our children to watch you die.”
“I get it. I do.”
I caught my breath for a moment and tried to assess if she was telling me the truth. As near as I could tell – and I could read her as well as anyone on Taitala – she was.
“All right. I need to go talk to them first. They don’t know you’re here, so you need to sit tight for ten or fifteen minutes while I break it to them. Then I will be back. Can you do that?”
“Yes.”
“Merindra and the other guards are going to be right outside.”
She caught her breath for a moment and sat down on the bed. “Is she, like, in the police or the military here? Or whatever they have?”
“Something like that. So please don’t fuck with her. If you push her again, you’re going to regret it.”
Jacqueline nodded. “I won’t. I promise.”
When I emerged from Jacqueline’s room, Merindra and the guards were waiting outside for me. There was an uncertain look on my favorite fox-girl’s face.
“Will?”
“It’s all good.”
“I heard what you were telling her . . .”
I pulled her into an embrace. “You’re doing exactly what I need you to do, babe,” I whispered. “Exactly.”
She hugged me back. “Okay.”
I let her go after a moment or two and went downstairs.
We had turned one of the first-floor sitting rooms into what amounted to a playroom for Cassie and Hunter, and I usually found them down there with Lorelat and Therani when they weren’t out in the back garden or on a walk along the river. When I walked in, the two of them were sitting together in the center of the room playing. Lorelat and Therani looked up at me in concern when I walked in. They exchanged a glance, and Lorelat stood up and walked over to me.
“Hey,” I said.
“I heard what happened,” Lorelat said.
“I meant to talk to you about this, but things got away from me this morning. I had to go over to the council to talk to them about Ceriniat.”
Lorelat nodded, and the stressed look in her eyes gnawed at my gut. I took her hands in mine.
“Look, bunny-girl,” I said. “Cassie is not going anywhere. I don’t know what I’m going to do with Jacqueline, but you don’t need to worry about that.”
She took a deep breath and looked up at me. “Do you know what she said to me, Will? It was a few days ago. I wanted to tell you when I had a chance, but things kept happening.”
“What?”
“We were working on her Taitalan and talking about how it was when I was her age. I was trying to speak in simple terms that she could talk about in Taitalan. How I learned stuff, and how it was so different from what she did on Earth. We were talking about how I grew up with my cousins and my mother, how I had so many people around me who loved me and helped me. And . . . when I was done with the story, Cassie just said”—her voice caught for a moment— “she said, ‘I wish I was born here, and you were my mom.’”
I took her in my arms and held her. She buried her face in my chest. It was a few moments before I could say anything.
“None of this will change that,” I said.
Lorelat just hugged me tighter.
“You were the one who got her to this point,” I said.
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
“I don’t know. But Cassie will stay with you. Whatever Jacqueline does here, she’s not going to have responsibility for them, and I don’t think Cassie wants that either.”
She sighed against me. “Will . . . she told me she loved me.”
“Jacqueline being here won’t change that either. But I need to work this out. I need to bring her down here.”
“Okay.”
“Do you want to be here?”
She looked up, face hardening. “Yes.”
I nodded. “All right. I need to talk to them first.”
She pulled herself out of my arms. Therani had come over, and I hugged her briefly as well. But she said nothing. She’d been close enough to hear my conversation with Lorelat. She hadn’t bonded quite as closely with Hunter, but I knew her feelings on this subject were exactly the same as Lorelat’s.
I went over to Cassie and Hunter. They were building something with the Taitalan equivalent of blocks, a set of hollow crystals in various shapes and sizes that they arranged into stacks that vaguely resembled my three houses. In and around them were little painted wooden figures, cunelo, sorai, linyang, and the rest.
“What have you got here, guys?”
“This is Phan-garad, and this is Yama-Kana,” Cassie said. “This is our house, and this is where the guards live.” She pointed to a flat, circular crystal next to the barracks. “This the circle we go and back forth in.” She picked up one of the cunelo dolls and made it fly over to a circle next to the house in Phan-garad.
“That’s awesome.”
I played with them for a minute or two, helping Cassie get the Yama-Kana house the way she wanted it while preventing Hunter from knocking things over. Then I sat back and scratched her ears for a few moments.
“Guys, I’ve got a little surprise for you. I didn’t know this was going to happen. But your mom is here.”
Cassie looked up at me, a moment of confusion and concern flitting through her eyes. “Mommy is here? In Taitala?”
“Yeah, baby. She came through the cave that we did, last night.”
She glanced over to the door, then back at me. “Where?”
“She’s in the house. But everything is okay. I think she’s just visiting. We’re not leaving Taitala. We’re all staying here.”
“Is she mad that we left?”
“She’s a little mad at me. But that’s all. She wants to see you guys.”
She looked over at Lorelat, then back at me. “I don’t want Mommy to be mad at me.”
“She won’t, baby, I talked to her about this. It’s all okay. Do you want to see her? I’ll be here, and so will Lorelat and Therani, and Merindra.”
“Okay.”
I gave her a quick hug and went back upstairs. Merindra and the guards were still outside Jacqueline’s room.
“I want you to come with us,” I said. “Be prepared for something to happen, but if it does, please take it easy in front of the kids.”
Merindra nodded. “We will.”
When we walked in, Jacqueline let out a soft sob as she saw Cassie and Hunter. But they just looked back at her.
I recognized the look in their eyes. I’d seen it a thousand times or more. They were trying to assess what mood she was in – was it Happy Mommy or Angry Throwing Things Mommy?
But I knew it wasn’t exactly either one of them, and they didn’t seem to know what to do as Jacqueline walked up. She knelt down and hugged both of them tightly. Cassie looked at me for a moment, then returned the hug, though tentatively.
“I missed you guys so much.” Jacqueline held them for about ten seconds before pulling back to look at Cassie. I could see she was trying to keep a lid on her shock as she took in the long furry ears protruding through Cassie’s blonde tresses.
Cassie saw it too. “I’m cunelo now, Mommy.”
“You . . . you look beautiful, honey.” Jacqueline reached out to feel her ears slowly.
“Cassie’s a bunny-girl,” Hunter said. “Like Lorelat.”
“Uh . . . a what?”
“It’s just a nickname I started using for the cunelo,” I said.
Jacqueline looked around. “Who is Lorelat?”
Lorelat was now standing about ten feet away, watching intently. “That would be me,” she replied. She had a dark look on her pretty face that I had never seen before. The two of them exchanged a long glance before Jacqueline turned back to Cassie and Hunter.
“So . . . you’ve been living here?” Jacqueline asked the kids.
“I like it here,” Hunter said. “I like our house.” He turned to the blocks. “This is our house. We lived in this house before.”
“I like it here, too,” Cassie said.
Jacqueline took a deep breath. “You don’t miss school, or your friends back home?”
“We have school here,” she replied. “Lorelat and Therani have been taking care of us and teaching us about Taitala.”
Jacqueline looked up. “Therani?”
She was standing next to Lorelat now. “That’s me,” she replied coldly. Her fangs were unfolded and easily visible as she spoke.
Jacqueline looked around at them, then at me. “Are all of them . . . yours?”
“Yes,” I said.
She looked up at my bunny-girl wife, eyes moving over her body, settling on the slight outward curve of Lorelat’s belly. “You’re pregnant, too.”
“Yes,” Lorelat replied.
“I’m going to have baby sisters,” Cassie said. “A lot of them. And two baby brothers. I’m going to take care of them.”
“They’re not your—” But Jacqueline caught herself, glancing at me. I just returned the stare.
For a few minutes, Jacqueline sat with them, trying to play with them and act like things were perfectly normal. But it was obvious from the look in her eyes that she didn’t know what to do here. She kept glancing at Cassie’s ears and tail, though she was trying to do it discreetly.
Lorelat and Therani sat a few feet away, watching them silently. After about ten minutes, Hunter seemed to lose interest in what they were doing and went over to Therani.
“I want to go outside.”
Therani looked at me. I nodded. They stood up and went into the yard, and Jacqueline watched them go.
“Are you going to stay in Taitala, Mommy?” Cassie asked quietly. “Or are you just visiting?”
Jacqueline took a deep breath. “You don’t want go home?”
Cassie looked at me, then at Lorelat, then at Merindra, who was glowering at Jacqueline from across the room. Cassie’s ears twitched nervously.
“No. I’m Taitalan now. I have to stay here.” Then she turned to Lorelat. “I don’t like this. I want to go outside too.” But she said it in Taitalan, and it was clear from the shock in Jacqueline's eyes that she didn’t quite understand what Cassie had said.
“What did you just say?”
“I can speak Taitalan.”
“Why don’t you go with Lorelat, honey?” I said. “Mommy and I need to talk.”
Jacqueline seemed poised to object but ultimately didn’t. Cassie got up. She and Lorelat went outside to join Hunter and Therani.
◆◆◆
 
Jacqueline was uncharacteristically quiet and subdued when we returned to her room. She sat down heavily on the end of her bed.
“Is this what it’s going to be like? I see my children only under guard?”
“You have to understand why that is.”
She sighed. “The look in Cassie’s eyes when she saw me. It’s been two months. You would think . . . I’m her mother, and yet . . .”
“Things have been very different for her on Taitala.”
Jacqueline seemed to be fighting back tears. “She doesn’t want me here. Does she?”
I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Jacqueline had never been much for self-reflection. Everything was always my fault, or someone else’s. Not hers. But what I saw in her eyes right now was something I’d never seen before.
I weighed my words carefully, not wanting to precipitate another outburst that would require Merindra and the guards to subdue her again.
“She wants what she has here. She’s worried you’re going to change it, or take her away from it.”
Jacqueline stared blankly across the room. “That rabbit-girl she was with . . . Lorelat.”
“What about her?”
“The way Cassie looked at her.”
“Lorelat has been the one taking care of her, mostly. They’ve bonded. I won’t lie to you about that. They’re very close now.”
Jacqueline fell forward onto her hands and began crying quietly.
I sighed. Jacqueline was capable of sorrow, but it was always inward, about her. This seemed no different. I’d tried too many times to pull her out of it, before I realized these violent mood swings were just who she was. More than once, my attempts to cheer her up had precipitated an explosion of wrath about my responsibility for her tears.
So while I might once have gone over to comfort her, those day were gone. And she seemed to realize that, looking up after a few moments.
“You don’t fucking care, do you?”
“Do I care what you’ve done to all the good things in your life? Yes, I do. I’ve spent the last ten years trying to pick up the pieces.”
She let out a little sob and fell forward again.
“Fuck you, Will. Just leave me alone.”
So I did.




Chapter 6

I asked Merindra to come down to my office after I emerged from Jacqueline’s room. When we got down to the first floor, I saw that Ayarala was there waiting. She gave me a quick hug.
“I assume you heard?” I asked.
“Yes. I came because of it.”
“Come on. We were just going to discuss some things.”
The three of us went to the office, which looked out on the backyard. The kids were out with Lorelat and Therani playing on the grass beside the pool. Watching them, I could see what Jacqueline had seen, and I could see why it had been such a gut punch for her. It didn’t seem like they missed her, or even needed her at all.
“I’m going to be perfectly honest with you two,” I said to them. “I really have no idea what I’m going to do about this.”
“She is kelanga, Will,” Ayarala said. “She should not even be here.”
“Ayarala, baby, you were nalasin when I found you, and I brought you back from that. How often does that happen?”
I could see the hurt in her eyes from my words, but she saw my point. Her jaw vibrated for a moment before she answered me.
“It does not.”
“So. I’m not saying I want her here or want her to be part of our family. I don’t. But she is here, and we have to deal with it.”
“Why does she need to have any contact with Cassie and Hunter?”
I just groaned. I had no answer I could articulate.
“Will,” Merindra said, “do you know what would happen to a sorai mother who became kelanga, and who then tried to come back to see her child? She would be killed the moment she showed her face.”
“I know.”
“So why is Jacqueline still breathing, after everything she did to you, and to them? To be blessed with two children, yet to treat them the way she did? Please, just give me permission, and I will end this. I will be as merciful as I can be.”
I bent forward and rubbed my forehead. I knew that with a single word from me, Merindra would go and do it. It would be neat and clean. I could tell Cassie that Jacqueline had gone home and that would be that. Everyone here would unequivocally support what Merindra had done, and things would move on.
But I could not allow her to kill the mother of my children. I just could not.
“I’m sorry. I need the two of you to understand that things are different on Earth. Whatever Jacqueline did, she doesn’t deserve to die for it. I can’t ask you to kill her, any more than I could ever want either of you to be killed, no matter what you did to me or our children.”
Most of the fire drained out of Merindra’s eyes. She exhaled slowly. “Lead me, Will.”
“I need to you do just what you’ve been doing. To protect our family from her.”
“I will. Absolutely.”
“What about me, Will?” Ayarala asked.
I sighed. “I . . . I need you here. This is something beyond Heralda.”
She smiled. “Then it is good that I came. This is something she and I have been discussing. Did you know that she is from Phan-garad, originally?”
“No.”
“She is. And I know that you miss me, and wanted me here, even before this, even knowing all the things I need to do there. But the more we discussed the situation, the more I have come to feel there is more here that needs my attention than in Phan-garad. So we agreed to switch houses. I was about to tell you when the news about Jacqueline came.”
I motioned to her, and she came over and got in my lap. I hugged her.
“This is good.”
“I know,” she said. “And there is also Bellina.”
I laughed. “That too. But this means Eladra will be there by herself, out of the seven of you.”
“Someone needs to manage the Makalang Festival. We talked about it. She will be fine. She comes here nearly every day as it is.”
That was true. So this would work.
◆◆◆
 
A little while later, I went out back to see how things were going. Hunter and Therani were playing some kind of hide-and-seek game around the yard, while Cassie and Lorelat were sitting together on the grass practicing Taitalan. Cassie was more and more trying to transition away from speaking English, which was why I wasn’t surprised by what had happened with Jacqueline.
They looked up as I approached.
“It’s all good, guys,” I said. “Everything’s fine.”
“Is Mommy going to stay in Taitala, Daddy?” Cassie asked.
“I don’t know, honey. We’re figuring that out. I don’t think she likes it here.”
She looked at Lorelat, bunny ears twitching. “I like Taitala better than Earth. People are nicer here.”
Lorelat smiled and hugged her.
“I need to talk to Lorelat for a bit, sweetheart. Why don’t you go play with Therani for a few minutes?”
Cassie got up and ran over to them.
Lorelat turned to me. “This hurts, Will.”
I took her in my arms. She melted into my chest, and I just buried my face in her soft ears and caramel hair.
“Everything I told you earlier still applies. Cassie is staying with you. Whatever I do with Jacqueline, that’s not changing.”
“That’s all I want, Will. Take everything else away from me. Just leave me Cassie and our baby, and I’m okay.”
I hugged her tightly. Unlike most of my other wives, she hadn’t been holding her pregnancy back at all, and I was starting to feel the changes in her body. It would still be half a talon or so, but she was further along than any of the inner seven. I was okay with that, since she wasn’t putting herself at risk the way the others had repeatedly.
I filled her in with what I’d discussed with Merindra and Ayarala.
“That makes me feel better. That you put Merindra in charge.”
“Me too.”
◆◆◆
 
Later that evening, I spent about an hour in the office going over the books for my clubs with Breanne. She’d been the Taitalan equivalent of an accountant when I claimed her a while back. It was with her help that I was finally able to understand the Taitalan accounting system, which bore almost no resemblance to the double-entry method I’d learned as a financial analyst back on Earth. After a month or so, I was getting enough of a handle on things that I could start to assess how my businesses were doing in a way that was useful. That was important, because I hadn’t bought all those clubs just to let them siphon all my money away.
Ijariac, the former manager of Ebony Void and my general manager of the whole group, had been doing a pretty good job overseeing the clubs, but I wasn’t – yet, at least – comfortable letting things run on autopilot. So I’d been reviewing the finances with Breanne about once a sampar.
The five clubs I’d taken over from Bellina after Broakware’s execution – Temptations, Bloody Innocence, Brookside Club, Ethereal, and Vermillion Dawn – were coming back after some badly needed renovations, repairs, and deferred maintenance, but I hadn’t yet recouped what I’d spent to get them back on their feet. Fortunately, Ebony Void was doing well enough to cover the rest of it. All six clubs had experienced a boost in revenue because of their association with me, but as Shoon said, Ebony Void was the biggest beneficiary.
In my experience back on Earth, a successful bar and restaurant would be doing well to see margins in the high single digits; a pure nightclub could get to 15%. Ebony Void was running above 30%, in large part because of the ridiculous prices it charged in the VIP area. Shoon and Bellina were milking it for everything they could get, but the customers kept coming, even more so now that I was regularly up there. It was full most nights, with every nest booked up days in advance.
“You stole that place from those poor old cunelo, Will,” Breanne said, shaking her head.
“They didn’t have to take the first offer. I honestly didn’t expect them to.”
“You’re the makalang. I think they were impressed just to get your interest.”
“I guess so. I appreciate the help.”
She smiled. “This is a lot more fun and interesting than doing the books for that mining company.”
Something clicked in my head. I’d completely forgotten where Breanne had been working when I found her.
“How long were you there?” I asked.
“A couple of talons. I started there right after I got out of school. Why?”
“Were you involved in the mining at all?”
“No, just the books, like I told you. I worked in the main office.”
“But the purchases and sales must have gone through you, right?” I asked.
“Oh, yeah, for sure. I had to enter everything in the records.”
“Including the explosives?”
A blonde eyebrow went up, and Breanne’s ears twitched for a second. She looked at me strangely. “Yes. Why?”
I explained Asarane’s theory about Ceriniat’s assassination, about the bomb having been made by someone with a background in mining. She screwed up her mouth in thought as she listened.
“Huh. She’s exactly right about the different kinds of explosives, and the detonators. There’s a specific type we used.”
“How hard is it to get a hold of that stuff?” I asked.
“It’s hard. At least, you have to have a permit. There aren’t a lot of rules in Yama-Kana, but that’s one of them. I think the council has always been worried about people wanting to blow up things for fun, or whatever. Like she and her friend were doing in Phan-garad. It’s really strict.”
“How many other companies like that are there in Yama-Kana, that would have one of those permits?”
She thought for a moment, bunny ears going up to points. “Not a lot. I’d guess maybe five or six all together.”
“Okay. First thing tomorrow, I want you to get together with Asarane and see if the two of you can come up with a list of suspects. Find out who owns these companies. Who owned yours? Would I know her?”
Breanne laughed. “Yeah, you do. Kind of why I never mentioned it.”
“Who?”
“It’s Hoolaka. That’s one of the many reasons she’s pissed at you, because she had to find someone else to do the books after you claimed me.”
Hoolaka.
She had threatened revenge on me after Broakware was executed. That didn’t quite explain why she would go after Ceriniat, even if Serunai thought it was possible. But maybe there could be more here that I wasn’t seeing.
“Okay. Just see what you guys can find out, then let’s discuss.”
Breanne leaned back in her chair, stretching her arms out over head. I couldn’t help admiring what the motion did to her breasts. She saw me looking and smiled.
“This still makes me laugh, Will,” she said.
“What does?”
“That I’ve been so useful to you with this stuff.”
“Why?”
She laughed. “Do you remember what you said, or did, when I asked you why you liked cunelo, that night in the club?”
“Uh. No.” We’d all had a lot to drink that night.
She rose from her chair and straddled my lap, facing me. “You stared at my breasts the same way you just did now.”
I laughed with her, taking them in my hands and caressing her. “There’s a lot more I like about cunelo.”
She leaned forward, brushing her blonde bunny ears against my head and tossing her long tan-blonde hair into my face. “Sure, Bunny-daddy.”
She kissed me. I kissed her back, opening her top and playing with her breasts for a minute or two. She wasn’t quite as big as Eladra but she was just a bit firmer. Her nipples were smaller than Eladra’s and Lorelat’s, little pebbles of flesh I could roll between my fingers. She pulled back just a bit, laughing softly.
“I’m glad you find these useful too.”
“Kisarat said I have an eye for picking useful wives.”
Just as I began opening her leggings, a high-pitched voice responded from the door.
“Yes, but it is not the eye you think it is making those choices, my tsulygoi.”
I turned to see Mereceeree coming in as Breanne laughed loudly at her joke.
“Hey, when did you get back?” I asked.
She came over to us and kissed Breanne quickly. I hugged her.
“As soon as the night fell. I know how much you have missed your favorite wife.”
She’d been gone most of the last few sampars scouting the area around the Crimson Star with some other panikang, watching for the kaliman group returning to their cavern. After what happened with Girasani the night they attacked Yama-Kana, both of us insisted that Girasani remain here. I didn’t want to give them another chance to capture her, now that we knew for sure they wanted revenge for her “betrayal.”
“I have,” I said.
Breanne laughed. “I’m not even his favorite bunny-girl.”
“Awasa-late, he will often moan your name in my ear by mistake when we mate.”
Breanne laughed even louder. The two of them were about as different physically as they could possibly be, so the odds of that ever happening were basically nil.
“Do you have anything to report, or did you just come back here to make fun of me?” I asked.
“I did, but yes, I do.” Her mood grew serious. “The kaliman mission has finally returned to the cavern. Things are happening there that we need to discuss.”
I groaned. “Okay. Round everyone up. Ayarala is here, so find her too.”
“I will.”
I gave Breanne a quick hug as she buttoned her top and got up. “Find me later, and we can finish things here.”
She smiled and pecked me on the cheek. “I will, Bunny-daddy.”
◆◆◆
 
My core group, at least the ones who were in the house, assembled in the large meeting room on the first floor: Merindra, Kisarat, Narilora, Girasani, Mereceeree, Asarane, and Ayarala. In Meridrian’s absence – she usually stayed in Phan-garad – I asked Jissalyn to join us so she could fill Meridrian in later.
When everyone was settled in, Mereceeree took a deep breath and began.
“We have been watching the base of the trail, near the circle. I have been sending my sisters out at night in all directions in search of their camp, because I did not want us to be surprised again, as we were when they came here. About a sampar ago, one of them spotted the kaliman camped along the river.”
“Kind of slow going,” I said.
“It was clear to us that their injuries and the losses we inflicted on their leadership took their toll. You will recall that their trip to Yama-Kana was at a rapid pace. Their return was not.”
“Did you see Sheedlyn?” Kisarat asked.
“Yes. As well as Zaralyr, the leader, and uQe’kiral. They appeared to be carrying him in a sort of litter.”
“Did he seem well? And content with the situation?” I asked.
“Yes. But Sheedlyn was not. As we followed them to the base of the mountain and up toward the cavern, she barely spoke to any of the kaliman. Nor they to her. For the most part, it was almost as if she was not even part of the group. They ignored her, even when she fell on the climb up that valley.”
“They blame her for what happened,” Girasani said. “With the basayangs.”
Mereceeree nodded. “They said nothing about it during the trip, but when they returned, and Zaralyr reported to the Triad, it was almost the first thing she said. ‘The blood of my females is on her hands. They gave their lives to correct her stupidity.’”
“What did Sheedlyn say?” I asked.
“She blamed everything on you, of course. That you must have done something to interfere with the basayangs.”
“She called them that?” Kisarat asked.
“No. Actually. She called them ‘the preserved.’”
“Interesting,” I said.
“They weren’t very well preserved,” Narilora said.
The rest of us laughed. They stank, actually. Mereceeree continued.
“There was, you can imagine, a great deal of shouting and argument at this meeting. The Triad was happy that they had successfully returned with a male, but very unhappy with Zaralyr for all the deaths. Sheedlyn did everything she could to shift the blame onto Zaralyr, and the Triad eventually took her side. They felt Zaralyr should have prepared better, and they blamed her for their defeat at our hands.”
Now she looked at Girasani. “They were especially upset with her for releasing you, awasa-late. They thought she should have fought her way out with you, or at least executed you immediately before negotiating.”
Girasani looked down at the table. “They argued about that while they were holding me,” she replied. “She insisted on returning me for trial.”
Ayarala, who was sitting next to her, reached for her hand and squeezed it.
“Babe, you never told me that,” I said.
Girasani looked up at me. “They released me. That is all that matters, as I told you that night.”
“They really wanted her to fight her way past us?” Merindra asked.
“Yes,” Mereceeree said.
“They would have been slaughtered,” I said. “We were at full strength, many of them were injured, and we outnumbered them three-to-one.”
“Zaralyr said as much. But Sheedlyn called her a liar, that you could not have healed so many, that she could have stopped you and Zaralyr refused to let her try. She called Zaralyr a coward.”
Girasani gasped.
“Yes,” Mereceeree said. “And Zaralyr did not take it well. If I heard things accurately, she must have drawn her blade on Sheedlyn or threatened her somehow. There was some kind of scuffle, so I assume she had to be restrained by the Triad’s guards. The Triad took that as a confession of guilt and had Zaralyr removed from the meeting hall.”
“What did she do?” I asked.
“There was little more of substance that day. I almost returned to report all this, but I decided to stay another day or two to see what would happen after that meeting. I do not know what Sheedlyn did. She disappeared into the laboratories in the cavern wall, and I did not want to risk being discovered by listening too closely. But we were able to follow Zaralyr. Last night, she met with several of her lieutenants. They are all very unhappy with Sheedlyn and the Triad. They discussed your conversation with her, about the basayangs. Zaralyr told them what you said, about Sheedlyn making them in the cavern, and killing the kaliman to do it.”
“Did they believe her?”
“They seemed to. There have apparently been rumors about it. They discussed trying to see what Sheedlyn and the Triad’s people are doing in the laboratories. They came to no decisions, but it is clear to me that they no longer trust the Triad. There are apparently others who feel the same way, though I know that only because one of them mentioned it in passing. I do not know who they are.”
“Did they mention any names?” Girasani asked. “Anything at all?”
“Someone named Yawihri.”
“She is one of the elders,” Girasani said. “She was once part of the Triad and has opposed the current members in the past.”
“What is your sense of this?” I asked her. “Is there any point in trying to make contact with them?”
She shook her head. “I do not know. How would we do it? Zaralyr regards me as a traitor. Whatever she thinks of Sheedlyn, none of that will change. I know her. The only reason she spared me that night was because she wanted to see me convicted of treason and executed in accordance with the city’s laws, rather than simply letting her troops kill me in their rage at seeing their sisters die under our blades. It was not out of mercy that she refrained from having me killed.”
“What is it you seek to do, Will?” Ayarala asked. “This does not seem like an opportune time for Missok’s expedition to come knocking on their door.”
“No,” Girasani said. “It is most definitely not.”
“If we can take out Sheedlyn, once and for all,” I said, “I think that has to lower the tensions among them. They have uQe’kiral. They have a healthy male now. It’s Sheedlyn who’s trying to turn them to who knows what. The longer she’s there, the greater the chance she could turn the kaliman into a new cult.”
“Could we offer them help against her?” Narilora asked. “We know her better than they do.”
“Yawihri was always pragmatic,” Girasani said. “If what we offered was significant enough, perhaps.”
“So maybe we go,” I said. “And maybe we deliver some kind of discreet message to Zaralyr along those lines. Maybe Mereceeree can drop a letter through her window or something, laying it all out.”
“What would we say?” Ayarala asked.
“You have to convince her somehow, Will,” Kisarat said. “Convince her that you are acting in good faith despite everything that has happened.”
“What do you suggest?” I asked her.
“We have evidence of what Sheedlyn and the cult have done.” She glanced at Asarane. “A small mountain of it. We would have to bring the originals of everything. But perhaps if we did, if we allowed them to review the documents in the cult archives about the basayangs and how they were created, it might be enough to convince them.”
“You and Asarane know those records better than anyone. Are you willing to come with us to do this?”
The two of them looked at each other.
Asarane spoke first. “I’ve been—”
But Kisarat cut her off. “Your child is too important, awasa-late. We cannot take the risk. You must stay here.”
Asarane opened her mouth, but whatever she meant to say died before she could get it out. She looked down at the table.
“I need you here for something else anyway,” I said to her. “I’ll explain later.”
“So who else is coming?” Merindra asked.
I sighed. “I’m sorry, babe. But I need you to stay here too.”
Merindra gasped. “What—”
“Jacqueline.”
She closed her eyes and growled softly, clenching her fists in front of her. “Okay,” she said quietly.
I looked at Girasani. “I will understand completely if you don’t want to risk another trip there.”
She pursed her lips for a moment or two. “You need me.”
“Mereceeree?”
“Of course,” she said.
“Ayarala?”
“I already told you I would go,” she said. “I am ready when the rest of you are.”
Then I looked at Narilora. “With Merindra staying here, I need you.”
“Why are you even asking me, Will? Of course I’m going with you.”
I looked over at Jissalyn, who had been quietly taking notes the entire time. “Talk to Meridrian. Put together a team of eight, four of each race. Not the best fighters. I want the quietest, stealthiest ones in the entire company. The ones who could walk over a pile of sleeping busang without waking them up. I know we’ve got some.”
She nodded.
“It will be done, my tsulygoi.”




Chapter 7

My house in Phan-garad had a pleasant open garden and sitting area on the fifth floor where I liked to watch the sunset or enjoy the evenings. The house in Yama-Kana was bigger but not as high, and I kept a contingent of linyang crossbows on the roof because of all the recent drama. So instead of going up there, I’d taken to sitting on the balcony outside the third-floor office. In addition to having a fine view of the river and the rest of the city on the other bank, it also had a sort of firepit in the center. The seasons on Taitala were about twice as long as Earth’s but not as extreme, so while we were finally getting into the Taitalan winter, it was not unpleasantly cold at night once I got a fire going.
After the meeting, I was sitting on one of the lounge beds with a glass of my vintage kerasak – it had been a really long day between all the shit with Jacqueline, the kaliman, and Ceriniat’s assassination – when Ayarala came out.
“There you are,” she said.
With the cooler weather, she’d transitioned to more substantial wraps in the evening and wore something akin to a fleece robe. She came over and lay down beside me.
“I’m really glad you’re going to be here now,” I said.
She snuggled against me. “I know you are, my love.”
I played with her long silver-gold hair for a minute or two. Then I heard someone inside the office.
“Will?”
“Out here.”
Breanne appeared wearing a similar robe. She was smiling and clearly expecting to continue what we’d started earlier when she saw Ayarala and stopped short.
“Oh—awasa-lina, I’m sorry.”
Ayarala sat up a little. “No, Breanne, you can join us. Please.”
“There’s a big blanket just inside the door,” I said.
Breanne found it and came back out. She lay down on the other side of me, and I spread the blanket over us. I just lay there holding them for a while as they cuddled against me.
“Being a wife is so different from what I always imagined,” Breanne said a few minutes later.
“It was very different with my first tsulygoi,” Ayarala said. “I was basically his servant, and his wives were not friends because he was old and rarely mated. All we cared about was getting with child as soon as possible and leaving, which made us very competitive with each other. It was not a happy existence. Becoming nalasin was almost a relief, in a way.”
“It must have been really strange going from that to Will.”
“Very strange, but very wonderful.”
“I’m so glad it’s not like that with our family,” Breanne said. “I’m so glad we’re all friends.”
I reached inside their robes and began exploring their bodies. They lay still on their backs and let me. Even pregnant, Ayarala was still so firm and fit, with perky apple-sized breasts that I could take entirely in my hand. Breanne, like most cunelo, was soft and full everywhere. The contrast was indeed strange and wonderful.
When I reached down further, I found them both very wet. So I played with them gently, sliding my fingers in and around their smooth folds. I knew exactly what Ayarala liked, but I was less familiar with Breanne’s reactions. So I reached into them and did my best to bring them along together. Soon Breanne was whimpering softly against my neck while Ayarala just held my hand and kissed my shoulder. They came nearly at once, Ayarala shivering quietly against my side while Breanne lifted up from the bed, shaking and convulsing in release. I slowed down a bit but kept going. They didn’t stop me, and a few minutes later came again in much the same way.
Then Ayarala rolled against me and began pulling off my clothes. Breanne joined her, and soon I was naked with them. They disappeared under the blanket, and a moment or two later, I felt two mouths competing to pleasure me.
I had never been with Breanne and Ayarala together – my oldest wife and one of my newest –nor had they ever been with each other. But they quickly found a rhythm, laughing softly and taking turns going over me.
After a few minutes, Ayarala sat back, emerging from under the blanket.
“You first, awasa-late.”
Breanne threw a knee over my waist and backed down as Ayarala guided me into her. Owing to the physiology of mating here, Taitalan women were much tighter than human women, and I never got tired of that feeling of initial entry. Breanne let out a low moan as I filled her up. Ayarala knelt behind her and reached around to caress her big breasts.
Breanne twisted around to kiss her as she began riding me. She was still unfamiliar with this kind of sex, and Ayarala guided her movements. I lay there enjoying the feel of her and the sight of the two of them over me. Breanne bent forward, and Ayarala guided her breasts to my mouth. I sucked hard on Breanne’s nipples as she ground herself against me. She began to move more rapidly and whimper through her nose. Finally, she let out a soft sob of pleasure, and I felt her contracting tightly around me several times.
Breanne fell to the side with a long sigh. Ayarala reversed herself, showing me her tight little butt, and dropped herself slowly down onto me. I held her hips and watched myself going in and out of her, loving the feel of her around me. When Breanne had caught her breath, she crawled around in front of Ayarala. They came together in a passionate kiss, holding each other as Ayarala rode me eagerly.
Then Breanne withdrew a bit, pushing Ayarala backward until she was leaning back on her arms. Breanne kissed her way down Ayarala’s body, suckling her breasts for a few moments before settling between my legs in front of her. Ayarala gasped as I felt Breanne begin to lick at us.
Breanne was older than Ayarala and had been with plenty of females before I came along, so while she was inexperienced with me, she knew exactly what to do with Ayarala. She wrapped her arms around Ayarala’s waist, linking her hands together on my stomach. I felt her tongue fluttering around and exploring Ayarala’s folds as she moved over me. I sat up a bit to support Ayarala, taking her breasts my hands. She twisted around to kiss me as I played gently with her nipples.
It didn’t take long before Ayarala was moaning and writhing between us. I felt Breanne’s tongue flicking rapidly against Ayarala’s clit. Ayarala had her fists in Breanne’s long tan-blonde hair, holding her close as she rose toward release. Then, with a shiver and soft cry, I felt her spasming around me as she came. Breanne kept licking until the sensations became too intense and Ayarala had to push her away.
Ayarala laughed weakly and pulled Breanne up. They embraced, kissing again. Then Ayarala fell to the side and pushed me toward Breanne. My bunny-girl lay on her back, opening herself to me. I rolled over, entering her easily now because she was so wet and aroused. This had gone on long enough that it took only a half a dozen strong thrusts before I erupted inside her as she held me tightly.
I noticed what I’d noticed every time I’d been with Breanne. I hadn’t said anything before, but I thought it was time. I stayed inside her, nuzzling her nose affectionally.
“Bunny-girl, you’re part of my life, and I want you to live it the way you want to. But I’m curious why you haven’t been making yourself fertile when we’re together.”
She looked up at me with just a trace of nervousness in her pretty green eyes. “I’m not quite there yet. Is that okay? I know it’s really weird, especially for a cunelo.”
“It’s fine, baby. Honestly.”
“I really love my life the way it is now, like you said. Everything is pretty much perfect.”
Ayarala cuddled in next to us. “No one expects anything, awasa-late. Your sisters have more than made up for any reticence on your part about having a child.”
Breanne laughed. “Yeah, I know.”
“I’m glad you’re happy, babe,” I said. “That’s enough.”
“I’m a wife of the makalang, Will,” Breanne said. “Do you appreciate that’s a thing people used to joke about, to say you had unrealistic expectations for your life?”
Ayarala laughed. “She is right, Will. People did.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Breanne laughed with her. “They would go, ‘Oh, it’s like you expect the makalang to just show up and claim you!’” She laughed again. “Except then one night, he did.”
I hugged her, laughing with them.
I took Ayarala again a few minutes later as Breanne lay beside us. When I was done, it was getting late. I sent the girls to bed, telling them I’d be there in a little bit.
But I had one other thing to do.
I went down one floor to Jacqueline’s room. Merindra had gone to bed as well, and the night shift guards, a pair of sorai, were outside in the hallway.
“All good?” I asked.
“Yes, my tsulygoi,” one of them said. “She ate earlier but has been quiet since then.”
I opened the door. Jacqueline lay motionless on her bed with her feet hanging off the end, staring at the ceiling. She looked over at me as I came in.
“What?”
“How are you doing?” I asked.
“Don’t pretend you care.” Her eyes were red and puffy as if she’d been crying.
“I care about resolving this peacefully, somehow,” I said.
“What’s to resolve? I’m going to stay in this room until you get tired of having me here and force me to go back to Earth, or I finally piss off Merindra enough that she slits my throat. Our kids are going to grow up in this weird place and forget about me.”
“They’re going to stay here. The rest of it is negotiable. You need to decide what it is you want within those boundaries.”
There was a flare of anger in her eyes, one I’d seen so many times before, but instead of erupting into an explosion of her usual wrath, it died just as quickly. She sighed.
“When did you stop loving me, Will? Because I’ve never stopped loving you.”
I groaned. “Do we need to have this discussion?”
“Can you just tell me?”
I looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know. When it was clear you preferred Richard to me? When I discovered what you’d done to me with the kids? When I realized you were going to continue stringing me along even after you left, just because you could? It was one of those.”
She put her hands over her face. “What you said earlier, about what I’ve done to all the good things in my life. You were right. I’ve fucked up every goddamned good thing that ever happened to me. Every single fucking thing.”
She began to cry again. I had to steel myself against the old urge to comfort her when her mood swings went on a deep downward arc. She had never quite gone this deep before, but I’d carried her through some pretty heavy bouts of depression over similar things in the past. It never lasted long enough to change anything.
“Good night, Jacqueline. Maybe if you can figure out how all that happened and what you did, we can work through this somehow. I’m going to bed.”
She said nothing, just continued to cry quietly.




Chapter 8

It would take a day or two to prepare for the trek. The next morning, I put Narilora and Girasani in charge of pulling all the gear together. One of the things I wanted to be fully prepared for was operating in the kaliman cavern without being seen – that was why I’d asked Jissalyn for stealth rather than fighting ability. After several sampars of using a flashlight to get around in the dark, it had finally occurred to me to wonder if Taitala had night-vision gear. I wasn’t a fan of the bulky night-vision goggles I’d used in the Marines, but I hoped they had something better, since not all the races could see in the dark.
My hope was answered. It turned out that Taitalan crystal technology had developed something far more sophisticated than anything I’d used on Earth. It was a simple lightweight device about the size and form of a pair of Earth ski goggles, and the performance was vastly better than Marine night-vision gear. It didn’t quite turn night into day, but with them I could see in pitch darkness well enough to operate. The only drawback was the price. They were very expensive, but that wasn’t really a concern for me anymore. So I got goggles for me, Ayarala, and Kisarat.
Meanwhile, Kisarat gathered up the cult archives she wanted to bring. Ayarala went to meet with Missok and explain what we were doing, while Asarane and Breanne went over to the city records office to research the mining operations in Yama-Kana.
I checked in with Merindra after everyone else was busy. I found her sitting outside Jacqueline’s room. The look on her face made it clear where her mood was after the meeting the previous night.
“Hey.”
She looked up, but said nothing.
“Are you still upset about this?” I asked.
She straightened herself in the chair. “I obey my tsulygoi, Will.”
I dropped down to one knee and took her hands in mine. “Look. I know you want to come. I do. But I want you to ask yourself something.”
“What?”
“Which of these two things do you think I care more about? My kids, or Missok’s expedition?”
She sighed. “Cassie and Hunter. I know.”
“And is there anyone else in this household you would trust to deal with Jacqueline if you came with us?”
She looked down and squeezed my hands. “No.”
“Do you think there’s anyone else in this household I would
trust to deal with Jacqueline? Anyone else who has the ability to control her, and understands what I need you to do here?”
“No.”
“Okay. Then there you go.”
She leaned forward and hugged me. “I am thankful for your trust in me.”
“You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have complete trust in you. I’ve known who you are since you decided to stay with me after Lorelat, Therani, and the rest of them fled that afternoon.”
She laughed softly. “I have often wondered if you still remember that. Because I know how you feel about Lorelat and Therani.”
“I do remember, babe. I do, absolutely. And I trust my children with them. So ask yourself how much more I trust you.”
She pulled my face toward her and kissed me.
“I love you,” she whispered.
“You too.”
I stood up and looked at the door. “Anything to report?”
“She is still sleeping. She has still not adjusted to the difference in daytime here.”
“All right. Anything happens, let me know.”
◆◆◆
 
I was assessing our collection of wilderness gear with Narilora down in the barracks basement when Kaorin, one of the original linyang guards from Phan-garad and now one of Meridrian’s NCOs, appeared in the doorway.
“My tsulygoi, I am sorry, but there is a group of linyang at the house asking to meet with you. They were told you were not there, but they insisted on waiting.”
“Do you know who they are? What do they want?”
“They said to tell you that Froidani needs to speak with you and Narilora.”
I glanced at Narilora. She knew the history there.
“Is she with them?” I asked.
“Yes,” Kaorin said.
“I can think of exactly one thing they would be coming to talk to us about,” Narilora said.
I sighed. “Me too. What are you thinking about it?”
Narilora stood up from beside the storage crate she’d been going through. “We may as well face up to this.”
We followed Kaorin back to the house along with a contingent of guards. There we found Froidani and three older linyang sitting on one of the ornate crystal benches out on the front lawn. They turned toward us as we approached.
“I’m sorry for making you wait out here,” I said. “It’s just that under the current circumstances, the guards are under orders not to let anyone into the house without my permission.”
Froidani nodded. “Absolutely understandable. Are you able to speak with us now?”
I paused for a moment or two, trying to assess them. I sensed no threats or hostility. If anything, they were worried about me taking them seriously.
“Yes. Come in.”
In a few minutes, the six of us settled into the first-floor meeting room. They declined my offer of any refreshments. Froidani briefly introduced the other three, who were all clan elders.
“I assume this visit has something to do with Ceriniat and the conclave,” I said.
Froidani nodded. “You assume correctly. I don’t imagine that either of you are aware of this, but Ceriniat and I were friends from childhood. So I knew her long before she became clan leader, long before she gave birth to eLia’gad and saw her life change forever. We did not see each other frequently over the past few talons because of our many responsibilities, but we remained in touch and still confided in each other on various matters.”
“And did these confidences include me?” Narilora asked.
Froidani smiled, and the elders laughed softly to each other.
“They did indeed.”
“And perhaps she mentioned one thing or another she might have said to me privately?” Narilora asked.
Now Froidani laughed as well. “You are wise not to trust what I say on my word alone. Ceriniat told me you were not swayed by flattery or empty praise. But whether or not you feel you were born to greatness, Narilora, it is being thrust upon you now.”
Narilora sighed and looked down at the table. “I do not want to be clan leader.”
“Ceriniat said as much. Which was precisely why she was coming here to name you as her successor to the Emerald Circlet.”
Narilora gasped, and frankly I lost my breath for a moment as well.
“What?” she asked.
“Wait,” I said. “I didn’t think that was how it worked. I thought there was supposed to be an election. How could she just name a successor?”
Froidani nodded. “You are correct. The Emerald Conclave will take place as always, and the next leader will be selected by a vote of the clan. But things are not quite as simple as that may sound. I do not know how it works on your world, Makalang, but here many things can affect how the clan may vote.”
“Yes, it works the same, more or less.”
“Then you must understand that the endorsement of someone like Ceriniat would carry a great deal of weight in how the voting would go. Her support among the clan was nearly absolute. Not everyone loved her, that is true, but she had no real opposition and the large majority of the clan revered her.”
“She had many years left to her,” Narilora said. “Why do this now?”
“She wanted to begin grooming you for it. She did not want you to go through what she did when she was chosen.”
“What are you talking about? She sought leadership of the clan.”
Froidani shook her head. “She did not, not at first. This was well before your time, as surely you must understand. What you may have been told about her election is not the full truth. When she decided to accept her destiny, yes, she declared her intention to become clan leader and put herself forward for the election. But getting to that point was not straightforward.”
“She didn’t want to be clan leader?” Narilora asked.
“No. She was focused on her son and on leading the Long Claw. That was her passion. She did not want the responsibility, and there were others who did. But for precisely that reason, the clan elders at the time were convinced her leadership was needed, because they knew she would not seek it for her own ends. They came to me and implored me to convince her. I knew her mind and did not want to change it. But in time, they made me see the truth of the situation, and I in turn was able to show it to Ceriniat. Nothing over the past fifteen talons has caused me to regret that.”
I exhaled slowly. “And so you are here to attempt it again.”
Froidani look at the other elders, then back at me. “I am.”
“But why?” Narilora said. “Why me? No one will give me an answer for that. Is it simply because of an accident in my conceiving a male?”
One of the elders beside Froidani spoke up. “The history of our clan would suggest such things are rarely, if ever, mere accidents, child. Taitala has her ways.”
“And to conceive a male linyang, by the makalang, no less,” the elder beside her said.
“Put that aside for now,” Froidani said. “Think for a moment of your other accomplishments, Narilora. You were both skilled and beautiful enough to be chosen to mate. Your skills caught the eye of the makalang, and despite the dozens of other wives he has claimed, you remain one of his closest and most valued. You have close friends among all six clans, which almost no other linyang can say. You helped draw the panikang out of their isolation and helped discover the kaliman. Your exploits in the battle to save this city are well known.”
“I was but one of many that night,” Narilora said, with an edge in her voice. “Do not put that on me.”
Froidani looked at me. “Tell me the truth, Makalang. Do you feel you would have achieved the same successes without Narilora beside you?”
I had to look down at my hands. But I wasn’t going to lie.
“No.”
“I know you are planning another expedition to the kaliman to assist Missok on her quest to reunite her clan, however pointless I suspect it may be. Is Narilora coming with you?”
I leaned back, sighing. “Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because I need her.”
Froidani looked at Narilora. “Your unwillingness to recognize your own worth is precisely why you would make a fine leader of our clan.”
“Are you going to put me forward?” Narilora asked.
The four of them looked at each other.
“We have already done so,” one of the elders said.
I reached over and took Narilora’s hand as her face went pale.
“We knew this was coming, pussy-cat.”
There was a long silence. Then she nodded sadly. “I will accept your nomination for the Emerald Circlet. I cannot promise I have it in me to win the election, but I accept.”
Froidani and the others nodded.
“Good. What happens now is in the hands of fate.”
They stood. I left Narilora in the meeting room and showed them out.
When we emerged from the house, I stopped Froidani before they departed. “Can I ask you something? This is only tangentially related to the clan.”
“What?” she asked.
“The first time I came to Yama-Kana, the council hearing between Feylani and Broakware, Feylani seemed convinced that you would be hostile to us. Did I misread your feelings about me?”
Froidani’s eyes narrowed, and she regarded me for a moment. “Feylani and I had our differences, most of them due to my friendship with one of her enemies.”
“That cunelo. Meeroy.”
“Yes. I would normally have voted against her, except for the subject of the question being you.”
I blinked. “You didn’t?”
“No. Because I knew, through Ceriniat, who you are, Makalang, regardless of what the Gates of the Golden Staff brought before the council, and regardless of Meeroy’s desire to be rid of Feylani once and for all. That vote cost me her friendship, and we have known each for ten talons. That is how seriously I view this matter with Narilora. ”
I nodded.
“Okay. I appreciate it.”
◆◆◆
 
When I returned, Narilora was sitting out on the back patio just outside the main room of the house. Cassie and Hunter were in the yard with Lorelat and Therani playing a rough game of sepabo, the most popular Taitalan sport that was basically a cross between soccer and rugby. I sat down with her as she watched them laughing and squealing and chasing Hunter around.
“That’s all I ever wanted with you,” she said. “That right there. Simply to raise our child together. I never wanted all of this.”
“You’ll still have it.”
She shook her head. “Not like that. Not like it will be for Lorelat. That’s all she cares about too, yet it’s all she’ll ever have to worry about.”
I took her hand. “We can still approach this like we talked about. Just make a show of seeking the clan leadership, but no more. I can’t believe anyone thinks Serunai won’t be elected. She has to be the favorite. Who else is being put forward?”
“No one you know. I think three others so far. But no one who has half her record or stature in the clan.”
“How does the process work? Do you need to campaign, go out and ask people to vote for you?”
“No, and doing so is viewed very negatively. Once you’re put forward, you’re supposed to sit back and let others argue for and against you. So you can’t really seek to be leader unless you have enough people who will do that.”
“And you don’t. So what’s the problem?”
Narilora groaned and looked over at me. “Will, sometimes you’re so smart, and sometimes you can be amazingly dense. Why do you think Froidani and those elders came over here? They’re going to be the ones arguing for me. They already put me forward. They wouldn’t have done that unless Froidani was prepared to support me with everything she has. And she has a lot.”
“Oh.” That made sense, and I kicked myself briefly for not seeing it.
“And you seem to have forgotten who I’m mated with. Everyone knows who you are and what that means. That’s a lot of built-in support without even trying.”
“Right. Sorry.”
She leaned her head against my shoulder.
“So we can’t really influence that part,” I said. “What about the election itself? How does that go?”
“There’ll be a conclave, like she said. Everyone who wants to attend and vote can do it. There will probably be a few thousand people there.”
“Where?” I asked.
“It depends. The elders decide. Since Serunai and I both live in Yama-Kana, my guess is it will be here. Both her people and Froidani’s will be pushing for that.”
“Then what?”
“For a few days people will speak for and against all the candidates. There will be a lot of meeting, talking and negotiating, as well as eating and drinking and socializing. Sometimes candidates drop out before the vote even takes place, if it’s clear they have no chance. Eventually the elders will decide it’s time to vote. You need a two-thirds majority of the clan to be chosen. If no one gets a majority, the candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated. They keep voting like that until someone wins.”
“What happens if it’s too evenly divided?”
“The elders start putting pressure on people to reconsider their votes, or for the one who has less support to drop out.”
“So there you go. Maybe at some point in the voting, you declare that you support Serunai, to unify the clan or whatever. That kind of thing must happen in an election like this.”
“It does,” she said.
“So?”
“Something just tells me it won’t be that simple.”
I squeezed her hand. “So how about we deal with that when it happens? We have plenty of other things to worry about. How about we get back to work on the trek?”
She sighed and nodded. “Okay.”




Chapter 9

When Narilora and I were done pulling our gear together, I went to check in with Jissalyn in her office. I found her sitting with Meridrian.
“Hey.”
“It is good to see you, my tsulygoi,” Meridrian said.
“Did you get the group for the trek pulled together?”
“We did.”
Jissalyn ran me through the team of eight guards they’d selected. Kaorin would lead the group, and I knew most of the rest. The ones who were based in Phan-garad were coming over that afternoon.
“It’s a good group,” I said. “Can you find Kaorin? She was here earlier.”
Jissalyn leaned out the door and called to one of the guards. Kaorin came in a few moments later.
She was built a lot like Narilora, small, lithe, and athletic, though her breasts weren’t as big. She wasn’t anywhere near as beautiful as my favorite linyang, but she was still pretty cute, with yellow-hazel eyes and tawny, tabby-like hair she always wore in a tight braid. She’d been one of the guards in the basement when I broke out of aJia’jara’s captivity, the one I’d picked up and thrown down the hallway. After surrendering to me later that day, she’d been unfailingly loyal and capable, which was why Meridrian had made her one of the NCOs. She was with me when I rescued Lorelat and had fought in every one of our engagements since then.
“Yes, my tsulygoi?” she asked.
“I just wanted to talk to you for a bit about this trek. You’ve been over there, so you know the area. But my hope here is that we can do this without any fighting. I don’t want another battle with the kaliman.”
She nodded. “I assumed as much, from the size of our group and your instructions to Jissalyn.”
“Worst comes to worst, your job is just covering our butts so we can all get back to the circle and get home. The kaliman patrols I saw when we were there numbered about six to ten, so we should be able to handle anything we run into. After what happened in the cavern and when they came here, I suspect they don’t want another fight either.”
Kaorin smiled. “No, my tsulygoi, I am sure they do not.”
“That said, we’re going to be on their ground, so the goal is to avoid detection as best we can. We’re going to try to contact one of the kaliman leaders who I think may be receptive to a meeting. She’s the one who led the group here.”
Her eyes widened a bit. “The one you spoke to? Who let them torture Girasani?”
“The others wanted to execute her. She prevented them from doing it. So she strikes me as someone with principles. That’s someone you can negotiate with. We’re hoping to help her against people we can’t.”
“I see. I trust your wisdom and leadership, my tsulygoi.”
“Okay, great. Any issues with your squad so far?”
She led a group of ten, one of the three squads that Meridrian had chosen to integrate the new cunelo clanguard.
“No, our two cunelo are skilled fighters, and their attitude is good. Their fighting style is not the same as the sorai, but I do not foresee any problems.”
“Sounds good. How have things been with you?”
She smiled quickly. She knew what I meant. Like Narilora, she’d been holding back her pregnancy, for the same reasons.
“I am good, my tsulygoi. I am happy to serve you.”
“All right. When the rest of them are here, have them all collect their gear from the basement and get it in one place ready to go. I want to head out first thing tomorrow.”
She nodded. “It will be done.”
Kaorin left, but Meridrian stopped me when I got up to go.
“Tsulygoi, there is an issue we need to discuss. It concerns the new guards who have been volunteering.”
“Something wrong?”
“Not as such. It is just that, between them and the wives, we are running out of places to put them, especially now that the cunelo are volunteering as well. The house in Phan-garad is full. Eladra told me she cannot spare any more rooms. We are essentially full in the barracks here as well. Unless we begin quartering them in your house here, we may need to start turning them away.”
I groaned. “How many do we have?”
She looked at Jissalyn. “I think eighty-two now? I am not certain.”
“Something like that,” Jissalyn said. “Eight squads, each of which has at least ten.”
I bit my lip for a moment. “That’s a lot. I just dislike turning people away. Things are still awfully unsettled.”
Meridrian nodded. “They are. And with each new event, it has dismayed me to realize that we needed all the forces we had. Imagine if we had to face the basayangs with the group we brought here against the cult? What happens next time?”
She was right, as usual.
“Except we don’t—” Then I remembered. We did. And I had another thought. “Come up to the roof with me.”
Somewhat confused but intrigued, Jissalyn and Meridrian followed me up to the roof. Two linyang with their crossbows were on duty, sitting with a somewhat bored demeanor against the wall. They started in surprise when we emerged, coming back to full alertness when they saw who was with me. Nodding at them, because I’d been there myself when the brass unexpectedly appeared at your guard post, I led Meridrian and Jissalyn out to the edge of the roof.
From here, we could see over the buildings across the square, out over the river. About half a mile away but still easily visible, my house sat on the little spit of land at the edge of the residential area. On one side was uQe’kiral’s castle-like dwelling. On the other was Feylani’s old place, a large, blocky stone house that most closely resembled a Mediterranean Greek village. It was one story and stretched along the water in an interconnected string of rooms large and small. It was still unoccupied – Kisarat told me at one point that it had been seized by the city after her death. It was now available for purchase, but no one had yet stepped up to take such a large dwelling.
The three houses occupied a contiguous area along the river at the end of a street that led to the bar district. As I looked from one to the other, I realized it would not be difficult to secure the entire area. A single stone wall could be built from the edge of my house, around uQe’kiral’s, then across the street – where we could presumably build some kind of gate – then around Feylani’s house and back to the river.
“Tsulygoi?” Meridrian asked.
I pointed toward the three houses. “When he went back with the kaliman, uQe’kiral gave me his house, that blocky thing next to us. It ought to be big enough to hold about ten or twelve more guards comfortably, maybe the ones we have at the house right now. That reduces the pressure that’s on the way once the babies start coming.”
“That is something,” Jissalyn said, “but it would only relieve the current pressure. It gives us little room for anyone more.”
“Right. But do you see the other one across from us? That long, sprawling thing? It’s available. If we took it, that should solve the problem for the foreseeable future.”
The two of them looked at each other, then me.
“That is a large house, my tsulygoi,” Meridrian said. “You mean to buy it?”
“We have the money. And I’m thinking we could secure the entire area around the three houses. Run a wall all the way around. Do you see how it could go? And it would give us a nice big open area along the river for training in addition to the extra housing.”
She nodded. “I see. And yes, it would. It is your decision, of course, but that would certainly solve the problem.”
I nodded. “I’m going to look into it. I don’t know what building a wall would involve with the city, but buying that house should be simple.”
◆◆◆
 
When I went back to the house for lunch, I found Breanne and Asarane waiting for me. They’d gone over to the city records office that morning to figure out how many companies in Yama-Kana had permits to purchase mining explosives. We sat down together in the office.
“We found less than I expected,” Breanne said. “There are only four active permits. One for Hoolaka’s company and three others. Two of them I know because they’re competitors of hers. One, believe it or not, belongs to that cunelo couple who owned Ebony Void. It seems like it’s a hobby operation of theirs, though I know they do real work.”
“I don’t think they were the ones who killed Ceriniat,” I said dryly.
She shot me a quick smile. “The other firm is part of a group of companies that belong to Ysuloc, that talalong on the council.”
“She was a friend of Feylani’s.”
“Right, and from what I know of her, having grown up here, she seems like the last person who would try to assassinate a clan leader.”
“What about the third one?” I asked.
“We couldn’t find much,” Asarane said. “It’s just listed as being issued to a company called Bright Star. There are a few records for them, but they don’t seem to have done much of anything recently.”
“I think the company may just be inactive,” Breanne said. “Getting a permit isn’t easy, so they may just be sitting on it until they’re in a position to do some prospecting. It happens.”
I tapped my fingers on the table a few times.
“This points us pretty directly at Hoolaka.”
“Yeah,” Breanne said.
“It does,” Asarane said.
“But it’s nowhere near enough evidence to accuse her. We need more.” I looked at Breanne. “Is there any way we could get into her company records?”
Breanne squirmed. “Filaria still works there. But I don’t know if I can ask her that.”
Filaria was her friend, a linyang we met the same night I went out drinking with Kisarat and Merindra and came back with Breanne. She’d come over to the house a couple of times since then.
“I don’t want to put her in a difficult position,” I said. “But we really need to know.”
“Would there even be anything in there that would prove it?” Asarane asked.
Breanne pursed her lips and looked down. “Maybe. The thing about maintaining your permit, you have to keep records of the explosives you buy and use. That was one of the things I did. Now and then, the council will send an inspector to review the records. It happened a few times when I was there. You have to be able to account for everything. It’s like the only thing in this entire city they really pay attention to, I guess for obvious reasons. Like I said, it’s really strict. Any kind of real problems and they’ll take your permit, which could put you out of business.”
“So if she did this, there might be a trail,” I said.
“Again, maybe. She could have falsified the records. But having worked there, I’m pretty sure I could tell if they did. I was really the only one who took care of all that.”
I nodded. “Okay. I’m not going to ask you to do it. But if there is a way you can get in there, it would help resolve this.”
She looked up at me. “If I tell her it’s connected to Ceriniat, she’ll do it. I just need to work myself up to asking her.”
I put my hand on her shoulder. “Think about it for a while, and let me know.” Then I turned to Asarane. “Meanwhile, I have another project for you.”
I explained my idea about buying Feylani’s house and building a wall around our entire compound.
Her eyes widened. “Wow. Well, I don’t know exactly what the process here would be for doing something like that. I can find out.”
“People seem to just build stuff or tear it down a lot,” Breanne said. “It can’t be that complicated.”
“Okay,” I said. “Check and let me know.”




Chapter 10

After lunch, Eladra arrived with another batch of new girls from the Makalang Festival. Back at the beginning, I was claiming all the girls they picked from the festival as wives. The longer things went on, though, and especially since I’d relocated to Yama-Kana, we had transitioned to how I did things at the clubs here. Unless they expressed some interest in joining my household, I just mated with them and sent them back.
That actually brought me closer to the sort of assembly-line approach that aJia’jara had planned for me when I arrived in Phan-garad. Since I was in charge now – and I had a lot more to my life here – I didn’t really mind. I certainly wasn’t going to complain about having a couple of dozen permanent wives who not only didn’t care about my mating with a steady stream of random girls but actually encouraged it. Because, lest we forget and despite everything else that had happened, producing any many children as possible was one of my main jobs on Taitala.
Jacqueline was out back having her supervised interaction with Cassie and Hunter. That meant Lorelat was out there as well with Merindra and Therani. So Eladra happily handled the “orientation session” with me.
Two hours later, when I rolled off the last girl, a cute little dwenda named Zelyndri with dark golden hair, she lay there gasping for breath between me and Eladra. My favorite bunny-girl rolled over a bit and caressed her stomach.
“Not what you were expecting?” she asked.
Zelyndri shook her head. “I have heard the stories. Many of the girls who mated came back to talk about it. I think everyone knows now it is not like with Taitalan males.”
“You said something about wanting to stay,” I said.
Zelyndri looked at me. “If you will have me. I should tell you that I know your awasa-lina, Ayarala. She is from my village. We were friends as children, but I have not seen her since she went off to school. When someone told me she was the makalang’s first wife, I did not believe it.”
“She’s downstairs. Ask one of the guards. I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you again.”
“So you will claim me?”
“Consider it done. Welcome.”
I got up and got dressed. Zelyndri dressed and went looking for Ayarala. When I looked out back, Jacqueline was still out there, but she was sitting motionless on a bench watching the kids play with Lorelat and Therani. Merindra stood nearby.
Eladra came up and hugged me from behind, still naked. “What are you looking at, Will?”
“What do you think I should do with Jacqueline? I’m asking you as one of my bunny-girls.”
She sighed and leaned her head against my shoulder. “It hurts me that this troubles you so much. I wish I had answers for you.”
“No thoughts at all?”
“Only one. Before she came here, I thought of her as a monster. I couldn’t imagine how she could have been part of your life. Now . . . I see why you’re conflicted. She did terrible things to you and her children, but I see why you let her stay with you. There’s darkness in her heart, but it seems that in some ways she still loves Cassie and Hunter. And you.”
“She does.”
I pulled her around and hugged her. She leaned against me, ears brushing affectionately against my face.
“You aren’t going to send her away,” she said. “Are you? Even though she’s kelanga.”
“It’s more that I have no idea where to send her. There’s nowhere to send her on Taitala, and I don’t know if I can send her back to Earth and close the wormhole without risking getting stuck there myself.”
“It’s your decision.” She rose up on tiptoes and pecked me on the cheek. “I had fun with this today. I think I’m going to talk to Lorelat about splitting the duties, now that I have Loreloo helping out in Phan-garad.”
I laughed softly. “You could just stay here.”
She looked up at me with her big blue eyes. “Is that what you want? I think Loreloo could handle the selections from the festival. She knows what you like now.”
“I’ve kind of missed having you around. Especially with the rest of the inner circle here now.”
“I would still need to go back there during the day.”
“Ayarala is doing the same thing.”
She smiled. “All right, my tsulygoi, if that’s what you want. I’ll move my things over here.”
I kissed her. “Good.”
◆◆◆
 
I went downstairs to the back patio. Jacqueline was still sitting there, and she and Merindra both looked in my direction. I wanted to talk to her, but I wasn’t going to sit down next to her like this, not with the kids out there. Seeing the two of us like that would be confusing to them and might suggest things that were not going to happen.
“Come on inside,” I said.
Jacqueline stood. Merindra looked at me questioningly.
“I’ve got her,” I said. “You can take a break.”
Jacqueline had her arms wrapped around her waist. She followed me, looking down at the floor. I led her into one of the sitting rooms off the main hall.
“Sit.”
There was a bar in the corner. I poured a couple of glasses and handed one to her.
“This is malvina. It’s a spirit that’s a bit like rum.”
She took a little sip, tasting it. “It’s good. Thanks.”
I sat. It was late afternoon by now, and I watched the sun setting over the river. The Yama-Kana river valley was beautiful, and Broakware had no doubt picked this spot for her house because of the view.
“What am I going to do with you, Jacqueline?” I sighed. “Do you have any suggestions?”
“Do I have a choice? It doesn’t seem like I have any say in this.”
She still wouldn’t look at me. She just stared down at the floor about ten feet away, ignoring the rose-gold and purple sky outside the window.
“I can try to send you back to Earth. I think it will work.”
She closed her eyes. “I don’t want to go back.”
“Why not?”
She looked at me now, a flare of anger filling her eyes. “You’re not that stupid, Will. You’re a lot of things, but you’ve never been stupid.”
“You can stay for Cassie and Hunter, but things are going to be very different.”
She closed her eyes again, biting her lip. She let out a little sob.
“I want it back,” she said softly.
“What?”
She put her hand over the bridge of her nose and began to cry quietly. I suddenly noticed that her new wedding ring was gone.
“What we had,” she said. “What I fucked up. I want it back.”
I groaned, looking at the ceiling. “What do you think we had?”
“I know a lot of it was shit, and that was my fault. But it wasn’t all bad. Was it?”
I didn’t say anything.
“Right after we got married. That was good, wasn’t it?” she asked. “How we’d tease each other on the beach until we couldn’t stand any more of it, and then we’d run back to the apartment to make love? Do you remember breaking my favorite bikini tearing it off of me?”
“Yeah.”
She looked over at me. “Do you remember our trip to Santa Barbara for your birthday, to that little B&B I found? How we hardly got out of bed to see anything?”
“I remember that. I also remember all the bad stuff in and around it. All the screaming fits you got into. How many times you stormed out of the apartment and came back drunk at 3 a.m., stinking of cigarette smoke. Are you prepared to tell me what you were out doing all those nights?”
I looked over. Her jaw was vibrating.
“I never cheated on you except with Richard, Will. On our children’s heads, I swear that.”
“Richard was enough,” I said. “So what were you doing? You weren’t at the library.”
“Okay, yes, I went out drinking, and yes, I was talking with other guys, but it never went anywhere. I never did anything with any of them, I swear to you.”
I looked into her. I was more than a little surprised to see that she was telling the truth. And yet, it made a twisted sort of sense, now that I thought of it.
“You were just jerking them around to make yourself feel better. Was that it?”
She looked down and closed her eyes, then took a deep breath. “Yes.”
“What did you really have to be depressed about back then, Jacqueline? We had a decent place by the beach, no real responsibilities, and yes, when the sex was good, it was great. Both of us had pretty decent jobs, given that we were right out of college. Was it the money? That we had to budget things to live where we were?”
She put her hand over her face again. “I don’t know.”
“Was it your mother? All the shit she gave both of us?”
“I don’t know.”
I sighed and took a long drink.
“Is that what was different about Richard?” I asked eventually. “He could give you the lifestyle you grew up with? Or was it the sex?”
She laughed bitterly, not looking at me. “It wasn’t the sex.”
“It wasn’t.”
“No.”
“Go on.”
She looked over at me, eyes red. “What the fuck do you want me to say? That the sex with Richard sucked? Okay, yes, it sucked. It was exciting sneaking around, but the sex itself sucked.”
I don’t know if she thought that would make me feel better, but it didn’t. It actually made me mad. I had never really been able to make up my mind what had gone on between them, because I hated even thinking about it. In the back of my head, this little voice had always suggested that somehow Richard found a way to give her something I never had. Finding out that wasn’t the case made everything she’d put me through seem so absolutely fucking pointless.
Was she telling the truth?
I looked. She was. Shit.
And yet, this made sense, too.
“Is that why you always wanted so much make-up sex? Because Richard couldn’t get you off?”
She didn’t answer me, but I saw the truth in her anyway.
I groaned. “I mean, I knew the sex wasn’t why we got divorced, Jacqueline. It was your anger-management issues and your inability to be happy with anything in your life.”
I stared down at my drink and swirled it around a few times.
“I have to go somewhere for a few days. You’re going to stay here and follow the rules. When I get back, we’re going to come to some decisions.”
“About us?”
I groaned again and leaned back. “There is no ‘us,’ Jacqueline. Not anymore. You didn’t fuck it up, you flat-out killed it.”
I looked back at her, at the tears flowing down both cheeks.
“So I don’t have a chance?” she asked quietly.
“A chance of what?”
She took a ragged breath. “Of being . . . part of this. This thing you have here.”
My head swam for a second. “Is that what you want?”
She came out of her chair and knelt in front me, trying to take my hand.
“If that’s all I can have anymore, I’ll do it.” She started to cry again. “Will, I love you. I do. Please, I’m begging you. I understand everything now. I don’t want Richard, I want you. Let me prove it. Please.”
I couldn’t take any more of this. I extracted myself from her grip and stood up. She fell forward onto the chair, sobbing uncontrollably.
I opened the door. Merindra was outside along with a couple of the guards. I saw the nervous look in her eyes and drew her into a quick hug.
“When she pulls herself together, get her back upstairs to her room.”




Chapter 11

It had been another long day, so I devoted the rest of the evening to saying goodbye properly to Merindra and Lorelat. Both of them were needier than usual, which didn’t surprise me, and I did my best to satisfy them.
We rose early the next morning. Heralda had come back to watch the house in Ayarala’s absence, while Loreloo would manage things in Phan-garad. The six of us – me, Ayarala, Kisarat, Girasani, Mereceeree, and Narilora – geared up and walked over to the barracks. Kaorin and the other seven guards were waiting with Jissalyn.
Taking fourteen people and all their gear through the circle was a stretch, but my powers with the crystals had continued to grow, and I managed it without too much effort. We left the barracks behind and reappeared around the circle in the forest. The temperature dropped at least thirty degrees, and I was immediately glad that I had them pack all the alpine gear we’d collected.
Around me, the others reacted to the cold as well, pulling their jackets tighter around them. The sun was still behind the mountain, and it likely wouldn’t come over the peak until nearly noon. Even so, Mereceeree donned her goggles to shield her eyes from the sunlight.
Ayarala hadn’t been here until now, but she spent quite a while in the forest when she was nalasin, living on the other side of that mountain before I found her all those months ago. She seemed at ease, straightening up her jacket and gear and pulling her hair out behind her back. She looked around at the wilderness, at the river flowing through the rocks, then up at the mountain towering off in the distance, which was capped in considerably more snow than what had been there before.
“It is beautiful, Will.”
“It is,” I replied.
She shielded her eyes, looking up at the summit far above. “You really climbed all the way down from there?”
“We did. Hard to imagine now looking at it, but we did.”
“I understand now why you were all so exhausted when you returned.”
Girasani, Narilora, Mereceeree, and Kaorin, who had all been here before, spread out to see what, if anything had changed. Some of the guards had been with us when we fought the cult and the kaliman; those who had not followed the lead of the others.
Kisarat, though, was a city girl at heart, and I could tell from the look in her eyes that she wasn’t sure what to make of all this.
“You okay?”
She nodded. “It is cold. But I will be fine.”
I rubbed her shoulder quickly, then turned to the others.
“I want to camp down the hill from the cavern,” I said. “There’s an open area along the river where we can do it without being seen from above. It’s going to take about a day and a half to get up there. There are a couple of waterfalls we need to climb around, but none of it is that grueling.”
I paused to see if there were any questions. There weren’t.
“We don’t know for sure that there aren’t any kaliman patrols on the mountain, so we’re going to have to act as if there are. That means we need to spread out and try to avoid walking too far in the open. For most of the way, there are trees we can walk beside and through. Girasani, Narilora, and Kaorin will take turns on point.”
“What about me?” Mereceeree asked.
“Where are we going to meet your sisters?”
The other panikang were still here, watching the cavern in her absence.
“I told them to watch for us at the bottom of the canyon,” she said. “They will likely come down when we make camp. Do you want me to scout ahead?”
I looked up at the sky, which was crystal clear with only a few wispy clouds far above. Mereceeree had the hearing of a bat, but her eyesight was no better than mine, which meant she was far more likely to be seen flying around than to see anything of use to us.
“Not now. When it gets dark, you can start scouting. We need you in the cavern, once we get there.”
She nodded.
When everyone was ready, Narilora took point and started upriver. One by one, the rest of us fell in behind her. For the next several hours, we climbed slowly and steadily uphill. I was a bit concerned about Kisarat, but she managed well enough. At midday, we reached the first waterfall. The climb around it wasn’t too difficult, but I had to take Kisarat’s pack halfway up. We stopped for lunch at the top.
“You doing okay?” I asked Kisarat.
She nodded. “I will be sore tonight, but I can make it.”
Girasani took over the lead after we were fed and rested, and the rest of the day was a long trek through the forest beside the river, moving in and around the trees where things got too dense. It warmed up as the sun came over the mountain, and many of the others took off their jackets or stripped down to their tights. I checked on Ayarala, who was doing fine and actually seemed to be enjoying herself. I’d been carrying Kisarat’s pack for most of the day, and since there’d been no climbing after the first waterfall, she was in better spirits.
We saw nothing of concern, and mid-afternoon, I asked Mereceeree to make a quick circuit of the area. She came back a few minutes later.
“I saw no one, and no signs of recent passage. But there is snow up above where you mean to camp, in that area below the cavern.”
“How much?”
“Not enough to interfere with our climbing, but it tells me it will be cold tonight.”
Toward the end of the day, with Kaorin now in the lead, we reached the waterfall below the lake we’d encountered coming down the mountain, the one where the river from the kaliman cavern emerged from underground. I had to help Kisarat up, because she was clearly exhausted. We made it to the top as the sun was starting to set.
The others had already started making camp beside the lake, and Narilora was out in the water with Girasani looking for jalank to shoot for dinner. Further up, I saw what Mereceeree warned me about. There were broad patches of snow across the mountainside, including the area that led to the cavern entrance, though I couldn’t see it from here.
I got our tent set up, and Kisarat lay down to rest. I took off my boots and walked over to the edge of the lake to soak them in the shallows. The water was icy cold, but after a day of hiking, it felt wonderful. Narilora looked up as I approached.
“Don’t frighten off the fish.”
“Just cooling my feet.”
I watched the two of them for a minute or two. Girasani slowly drew her bow and began tracking something in front of her. A second later, she fired, and there was a splashing in the water to her left. Narilora let out a laugh of triumph and lunged forward, reaching down and pulling out a jalank skewered by Girasani’s arrow.
“Good shot, awasa-late.”
She tossed the fish in my direction, and I caught it awkwardly only to lose my grip and send it flailing onto the rocks behind me. I walked out to retrieve it and finished it off with my knife.
Girasani came over, and I handed her the arrow.
“I think I’ll let you two handle this.”
She smiled. “That may be wise. But Will, may I ask something?”
“Sure.”
“What do you think you will do with Jacqueline?”
I shook my head. “I really don’t know.”
“I spoke to her briefly yesterday, when she was with Cassie and Hunter. I want to understand her. What happened to her, being kelanga, that is not something that occurs with my people. I think it is because children are not so rare with the kaliman as they are with the other clans. A female who has a child raises her. And I talked to her about my coming to be with you, leaving my people and living in a new place, as she may do now. I thought I might be able to help her understand your life now.”
This intrigued me. “What did she say?”
“Not very much. She listened, but that was all.”
“She said nothing?”
“She asked if I loved you. I told her yes, of course.”
“How did she take that?”
“She just looked down. We said nothing else to each other.”
◆◆◆
 
As it began to get dark, Mereceeree took off again. We set up a cook fire back in the trees behind a giant boulder, where it wouldn’t be visible from uphill. Kisarat came out of the tent and cuddled up against me to get warm.
“Tomorrow won’t be as hard,” I said. “From here, it’s relatively level along the river, until we get to the bottom of that canyon where I want to make camp.”
“How did the four of you possibly make it down this entire mountain?” she asked. “The stories Merindra told me were bad enough, but now that I see what you actually did, I am stunned.”
“It was rough, especially further up, near the summit. But we were coming downhill.”
Mereceeree was gone for about half an hour. I was starting to get a bit worried when I finally saw her gliding in just as we had dinner ready. She landed a few feet away from me.
“See anything?”
“There is nothing above us, nothing at all. We should be safe enough tomorrow.”
“I’d be shocked if they were actually expecting anything by this point.”
Ayarala brought over dinner, and we sat down with Narilora and Girasani.
“They must know about the circle you made, Will,” Narilora said. “They have to suspect something. How else could we have gotten everyone over here? They know we came down the mountain. You told them as much.”
“That was sampars ago, and they have no reason to think we’ve been back.” I looked at Mereceeree. “All the time you and your sisters have been over here, did you see any patrols?”
She shook her head. “No. Never. They guard the main entrance to the cavern, but I have seen no signs they have ever emerged, except when they left for Yama-Kana.”
“The losses they took have surely made them more cautious,” Girasani said. “There were not that many guards to begin with. There was no reason for it. The force they sent to Yama-Kana had to be nearly everyone left with any training, and half of them did not return.”
I nodded. “Even so, let’s be careful tomorrow. No sense in taking chances.”
◆◆◆
 
The wives had to split into two tents, and I went to sleep with Ayarala and Kisarat in one of them while Girasani, Narilora, and Mereceeree took the other. The night was cold, and we huddled into a cozy ball to stay warm. My first two wives were no longer holding back their pregnancies, and I lay there for a while caressing the small but growing bumps on their bellies as they lay against me.
But sleep eluded me.
I still hadn’t processed Jacqueline’s breakdown the previous night. As many times as I’d fantasized about her coming back to me in tears begging forgiveness, the reality of it had been far more unnerving and painful. Not once had she actually apologized or expressed any real remorse. She’d just tried to convince me our sex life had been good enough to want to give it another try.
But like I told her, sex hadn’t been the reason for our divorce. Yes, it was frequently fucked up in an emotional sense, and yes, she often used sex to get what she wanted out of me, but I couldn’t really complain about the frequency of it or her willingness to meet my physical needs when she wasn’t mad at me. When she was in a good mood, she never once said no to anything I asked her to do.
That trip to Santa Barbara she mentioned was a perfect example. She surprised me with it for my thirtieth birthday, and she pulled out all the stops planning it, buying a bunch of new lingerie and plotting out different places she wanted to have sex. She was in an unusually good mood the entire time, and she was right that we’d given each other blisters by the time it was over. But true to form, she picked a pointless fight about something I said on the drive home, and I spent four hours listening her shrieking into my right ear about how miserable I made her, no matter how many times I tried to apologize.
I would decide not long afterward – largely out of desperation – that the solution to this recurrent problem was starting a family. She would decide around the same time that the solution was starting an affair at work.
Finding out the truth about her sex life with Richard was both unsurprising and infuriating. Unsurprising because I always felt her main motivation for the affair was to give a big middle finger to the entire world – to her uptight parents and their stifling expectations for her, to me, who she’d married precisely because they hated me and therefore I could never be the husband they wanted for her, and to everyone else in her life who had ever told her what to do. I can do what I want. You’re not the boss of me.
So sneaking around with Richard was naughty and exciting on those terms alone. It wasn’t the sex, since she could get that from me whenever she wanted it. And she finally left me when she decided it made more sense to invert the situation – a husband who met her social needs, and an ex-husband who could meet her sexual needs. That was why she’d been so furious with me when I refused to sleep with her after the divorce.
Then I’d blown her whole plan to smithereens by disappearing, especially after I took Cassie and Hunter. With me gone, the grass was no longer so green on the other side.
I knew she was telling the truth about still having feelings for me. I saw it in her, still burning brightly. She wanted those carefree, sex-soaked days in Pacific Beach back. She wanted Santa Barbara again. But she was remembering only the good times we had together and completely suppressing all the shit she’d put me and the kids through. She just couldn’t seem to appreciate what she’d done to kill the feelings I had for her.
So her proposal to join my collection of wives here was insane. I could not see any way that could possibly work. I doubted the girls would tolerate it, and it would confuse the hell out of the kids. It wasn’t even the constant group sex that would be a problem. I knew Jacqueline would do it, just for the wrong reasons. After all, she’d done it before.
Back at USC when she was still trying to convince me she was the perfect girlfriend, she’d arranged several threesomes with friends of hers. During them, she’d been willing to engage in lesbian sex, though it was clearly a “look what I’ll do for you” kind of thing rather than being truly bisexual. It stopped after we got married, but I strongly suspected she still had it in her to do it if she felt it was necessary. When Jacqueline wanted something out of her life, there were few lines she wasn’t willing to cross. Richard was proof of that.
But what I had here with the girls and what we did together was out of love. They didn’t love Jacqueline, and the odds of her ever developing meaningful feelings for them seemed less than zero. She only wanted me, and my other wives would know that.
So.
I was still stuck with the same dilemma that had landed in my lap when she showed up.
What the fuck was I going to do with her?
◆◆◆
 
After I lay there for an hour or so, I finally pulled myself out from between Ayarala and Kisarat and dragged on some clothes. I slipped out of our tent to try to clear my head. It was very cold, and my breath fogged the air.
One of the linyang was on night watch. I looked over and saw that it was Kaorin. She glanced at me in surprise.
“Tsulygoi?” she said softly.
“Couldn’t sleep. Just want to sit up for a bit.”
I went over and sat next to her against the log she was leaning on.
“Doing okay?” I asked. “Pretty cold out here.”
“I am fine,” she said. “I have been through worse.”
“Me too.”
“When you were a fighter on your world? I remember the stories you have told us. In the Ear-Ack.”
“Iraq. Yeah,” I said. “There were places where it got really fucking cold at night.”
“It will get colder than this. Now that winter is coming.”
“Hopefully we won’t be coming back here.”
She smiled at me quickly. “This has been so different from how I expected things to be, when you arrived.”
“What do you mean?”
“Different from all the legends about the makalang. They are not like this, all the things I have done with you. Most of them are just silly stories for children and foolish females. I have had friends who did nothing but read makalang books. I suppose their lives were not what they wanted, so they disappeared into these fantasies.”
“Nothing wrong with fantasies, I guess.”
“But a life should have purpose. It was why I joined the Long Claw. It is why I have stayed with you. It is just that your purpose is very different from the makalangs in these books, wanting to save our world from itself.”
I nodded. My other wives – mostly Kisarat, who had once been exactly one of those females who were obsessed with makalang romance novels and erotica – had told me similar things many times.
“What do you think is going to happen to the Long Claw, with Ceriniat gone?” I asked.
“I do not know, but I have heard a few things from friends of mine who are still serving.”
“Like what?”
“It seems that eLia’gad, Ceriniat’s son, wants nothing to do with them,” she said. “He inherited her other possessions, but as a male, he has no interest in the Long Claw.”
“Not exactly surprising.”
“No. To be perfectly honest, if he had attempted to take over the company, I suspect many of its fighters would have left. Perhaps all of them. Ceriniat was respected for her leadership and fighting ability, none of which he shares.”
Young Taitalan males were generally interested in only two things, mating and collecting assets. Not all that different from back on Earth, I suppose, but once eLia’gad inherited all of his mother’s considerable wealth, it was hard to see him having the slightest interest in leading a mercenary company.
“So what happens now?” I asked.
“As far as I know, the senior officers who reported to Ceriniat have not made a decision. They may decide to simply continue as an independent unit, but my friends say there has been some talk about declaring allegiance to the new clan leader, whoever she is.”
I thought about that for a moment or two. “So Serunai would just take over? Like that?”
Kaorin looked over at me in surprise. “It could be Narilora. She is worthy of leading them. They would follow her, without question. Many of them have already left the Long Claw to serve her, much as I did for you.”
I took a deep breath. “Let’s just say there’s a lot going on with that. That’s all I can say right now.”
She nodded. “You are the makalang.”
She shivered. I put an arm around her to share some warmth, and she leaned against me. We said nothing else for a while. I just sat there looking up at the stars. I couldn’t find Cassiopeia, but she had been pretty close to the horizon when I’d see her up here last time, and maybe Taitala had gone far enough around her sun that the constellation wasn’t visible anymore.
As we warmed up together, I realized that Kaorin was purring softly against my chest. I hugged her gently.
“We’ve come a long way since I threw you down that hallway.”
She gasped softly. “You remember?”
“Of course.”
“But you have so many wives now. I had assumed . . .”
“I have a good memory for faces. And you were one of the first.”
She sighed and, after a moment, pressed herself closer to me. “I should have died that night, when the kaliman attacked us.”
She’d taken an arrow right through her chest the night we fought the horde of basayangs. It would have been a mortal wound had I not been there to heal her.
“All my wives matter. I don’t want any of you dying.”
“I never hoped to mate. That I will now bear a child of the makalang seems like a dream I will never wake up from. ”
I slid my hand down to her waist, resting it over our child. I felt her in there, a tiny cat-girl on the way, bits of me and bits of Kaorin mixed together. I never got tired of doing this, looking at my kids, no matter which wife it was. The merger of energies was just so fascinating.
Kaorin gently slid her hand over mine. I felt a wave of contentment and affection flow out of her.
“Thank you for this,” she said softly.
“You earned it.”
“I want you to know that I have no intention of leaving you, when she finally comes. I want nothing but to continue serving you, and raising her with all your other children.”
I laughed softly. “It’s going to be interesting.”
“I think it will be wonderful.”
Her purring grew deeper. She thought I had forgotten about her, but I hadn’t. There had certainly been an awful lot of girls, wives and otherwise, during the half-talon I’d been here, but I remembered. Kaorin had taken two or three times to get pregnant, I think. I didn’t remember everything, but I could still picture the last time we’d been together. Lorelat had been there, as she usually was.
All of my wives wanted to mate to have children, but not all of them – especially the older ones among the guards who were used to sex with other females – were really into straight sex. Kaorin definitely had been. I remembered how we finished the time that had done the trick in getting her knocked up, her yowling and pounding her tight little butt back at me as I took her from behind, with Lorelat underneath, licking up at us. I remembered her shuddering in release around me as I pumped my seed into her.
Sitting there holding her now, I wanted her again. But I didn’t say anything. This wasn’t the time. Maybe when we got back.
I bent down and kissed her head. “I need to get to sleep. Thanks for keeping me company.”
She nuzzled against me. “Of course, my tsulygoi. Sleep well.”




Chapter 12

The next morning dawned cloudy and cool, and I didn’t like what I saw above us. Ayarala emerged from the tent and looked up as well. Narilora came out behind her, groaning when she saw the sky.
“What does this look like to you?” I asked.
“I think it is going to rain, Will,” Ayarala said. “I can smell it on the wind.”
Ayarala had lived alone in the woods on the other side of the mountain range for quite a while, so I was inclined to trust her judgment.
“Yeah, that’s what it looks like to me, too. Let’s make sure everyone has their rain gear handy before we leave.”
Kaorin and one of the other linyang were breaking down their tent. I hadn’t been surprised to see the linyang take one tent and the sorai take another. However successfully I had integrated them into one unit, old habits died hard.
She looked at up at me as I approached, smiling quickly. “Tsulygoi?”
“The consensus is that we’re likely to get some rain. Make sure everyone is prepared when we break camp.”
“Of course. And I agree, the sky will not be our friend today.”
From here, it was a long, mostly level hike along the river. The mountain still climbed around us, but the river valley remained fairly flat. We were at about 5,000 feet here, so the altitude was not too challenging.
Coming back up now after having come down on the first trip, I got a sense of how this area must have formed. It looked like an ancient canyon that had been blocked by a landslide at the spot where the lake now was. Whatever ancient lake formed in the canyon had long since been filled up by sediment and rocks from further up the mountain. I knew from having been up there that multiple broad fields of talus and boulders covered the upper slopes. No doubt repeated spring floods had pushed a lot of it down here. In time, the canyon filled up, except for the spot at the end where the underground river emerged. The current from that was likely enough to keep the lake from filling up completely.
Since we were trying to avoid being seen this time, instead of trying to get away from the kaliman cavern as fast as we could, we stayed near the forested edges of the little valley. The ground here was mostly sand and gravel and easier to traverse than the rocks near the river.
Jissalyn and Kaorin had done well in picking the quietest and most agile fighters in my company. Along with Narilora, Girasani, Mereceeree, and Ayarala, they all moved with an easy grace along the river that made me feel like a clumsy hippo.
Kisarat was feeling better today and kept up with the rest of them. I stayed at the back with her so I would avoid attracting too much trouble before the girls on point saw it.
And mid-morning, they did.
It wasn’t the kaliman, though. It was a busang.
I had faced one of these big cat-like animals almost immediately after arriving in Taitala. They resembled dark, six-legged mountain lions, and they were just as fierce and predatory as their Earth counterparts. The one I met was chasing Ayarala, and it would have killed her had I not drawn it off and fought it myself. And I would almost certainly not have survived that fight had I not been wearing the carbon-fiber LARP armor that I had never intended for anything other than show.
Girasani was on point, and I heard her cry of alarm all the way from the back of the line. The rest of them went on alert instantly, drawing blades and cocking crossbows.
Yet even at the back, I could see something was different about this busang.
It emerged from the forest about twenty yards in front of Girasani. Unlike the fast-moving beast I faced, this one moved slowly and seemed to be favoring its left foreleg. A predator with six legs could limp more easily than one with four, but even then it seemed weak and unsteady.
It snarled at Girasani and made a half-hearted attempt to attack her, but she easily skipped away from it. The rest of the group moved up around her, forming a semicircle.
I ran up to join them, and I saw the problem just as Narilora pointed it out.
“It’s injured, Will. Badly.”
There was a foot-long gash on the busang’s left foreleg, and from the looks of the wound, it was seriously infected. The beast’s eyes were red, and it swayed unsteadily as it glowered at us. It took another step forward, this time stumbling on a rock and more or less face-planting right in front of us.
The tension in my group dropped a few notches. It was clear that this thing was no real threat. Unless infections worked differently in native Taitalan wildlife, it was hard to see the busang living more than a few more days.
Yet it still tried to advance and attack us, once again struggling with its injured leg. The girls spread out, avoiding it easily.
“We should put it out of its misery,” I said. “It’s just going to suffer like this until it dies in a few days.”
“Can you heal it, my tsulygoi?” one of the sorai asked.
“My healing abilities don’t work on Taitalan animals,” I said. “And even if they did, do you really want a strong, healthy busang here? It’s not likely to be thankful I helped it.”
The rest of them murmured in agreement. After glancing at me, Narilora raised her crossbow. Kaorin did likewise. The busang snarled again but didn’t move. The girls fired a moment later, and two bolts through its head dropped the busang instantly. It almost certainly hadn’t felt a thing.
Ayarala knelt down to look at the busang’s body as Kaorin and Narilora retrieved their bolts.
“It looks as if it might have torn its leg open on a broken tree branch or something like it,” Ayarala said. “This does not look like a wound inflicted by another animal. And yet it does not seem malnourished at all. I wonder why it was trying to attack—”
She gasped, then looked up at me. “Will.”
“What?”
She pushed the busang’s body over onto its back. I saw it just as she spoke.
“This is a nursing female. She must have been hunting for her cub.”
“Her winter den can’t be too far away,” Narilora said. “Her cub would be there.”
“They breed this late in the season?” I asked.
Narilora nodded. “A female usually has one cub when winter begins. She’ll stock the den with enough food to last through the snow as the cub grows. Then in the spring, the cub will be large and strong enough to fend for itself when it emerges from the den.”
“Do we need to do anything?” I asked. “It’s unfortunate, but what can we do?”
She took a deep breath and sighed. I was surprised to notice similar looks on the faces of the other linyang.
“Will, this is up to you,” Narilora said. “And I know it’s not why we’re here. But do you remember what I told you when we first met, about how I hunted busang?”
“Yes.”
The news that I’d single-handedly killed a busang was one of the things that convinced Narilora to submit to my claim on her.
“Successfully leading a group to kill a busang is part of the extra training and testing that happens when you’re chosen to mate. It’s one of the last things you have to do.”
I sucked on my front teeth for a moment. “Failing that test seems like it would be fatal.”
“It is, usually. But you’ll hunt with someone else’s group a few times before you get to lead your own, so by the time you get that far, you know what you’re doing. It’s still really dangerous, obviously. The fights almost always involve young males, because they’re the only ones that will stand and fight a group like that. The older ones are just too cunning to pin down, and females with cubs won’t risk fighting anything that isn’t prey.”
I began to see what she was getting at.
“But once in a while, you meet up with a female that will fight?”
She nodded. “If you corner one close enough to her den, she will definitely fight you to defend it. Those are the hunts that tend not to end so well, because she’ll try to kill anything that found her den. But this is the thing about those hunts. It’s just the tradition. If you manage to kill a female with a cub, you can’t just leave her cub to die. You have to bring it back and take care of it until it’s old enough be released back into the forest. It’s so there will be busang for other females to hunt next time.”
The looks on the other linyang faces told me they were thinking about this too.
I took a long breath and exhaled very slowly. Zoos and pets were not a thing on Taitala. That was in large part because the small native animals on this planet hadn’t been domesticated like the kabayang had.
I had nothing against pets. I liked cats – Jacqueline and I had a couple of them, and it was part of my attachment to Narilora. But all of that was a very different proposition from raising a six-legged baby mountain lion to the point where it was dangerous enough to be able to survive on its own.
And yet. Five pairs of linyang eyes looking back at me told me the price I would pay for blowing this off.
“Okay. But how do we find this thing?”
The look on Narilora’s face erased my doubts. “I have tracked busang, like I said. We should be able to follow the mother’s tracks back to her den. It cannot be far.”
I nodded. “Let’s get it done, then. We’ve still got a ways to go.”
Narilora explored the area where the busang came out of the trees for a minute or so before waving us forward.
“This way.”
For about five minutes, we followed her as she slowly led us up out of the little river valley into the forest. The ground here was sandy and loose, and the busang’s tracks were not hard to see. Every few hundred feet, Narilora would stop and kneel down, looking for the trail before finding it again.
The forest here was mainly the tall green-barked trees with oval blueish-green leaves that were the primary alpine flora on Taitala. Even though everything else here felt like a mountain landscape on Earth, the trees made it seem more like a tropical rain forest.
We hadn’t gone very far into the forest when a light rain began drizzling down through the trees. Everyone stopped to get their rain jackets on quickly, as Narilora warned that the rain was going to ruin the tracks unless we kept going.
In a few more minutes, Narilora stopped in front of a low overhang in the hillside.
“I think this is it. The tracks lead right here.”
I wouldn’t have noticed anything had she not pointed it out. There was nothing but a pile of branches against the rocks, not much different from other deadfalls we’d passed. But she was right that there were multiple sets of busang tracks around the overhang.
She moved the branches out of the way. I squatted down to help her. In a few moments, we exposed a narrow passage leading under the rock. I couldn’t see anything, but Narilora did. She reached inside, and I heard a low-pitched mewling noise.
She came out with the busang cub. It was roughly the size and shape of a dachshund, except with six legs and covered in fluffy fur. Unlike the adults I’d seen, which were uniformly dark in color, the busang cub resembled a greenish-brown tabby cat. Its fur was a mix of spots and stripes, likely some form of evolved camouflage. Had it wandered outside the den, it would have blended in very well with the underbrush.
It squirmed and struggled against Narilora’s grip, making the same mewling noises. Narilora let out a little cry of pain as it dug its claws into her arm, and she set it down roughly.
There was a carcass of something at the edge of the den that seemed only a few days old, preserved by the cold. I bent down and cut off a thin strip of flesh with my knife, then held it out.
The cub hesitated for a moment or two before pawing over and taking the offering. I watched as it chewed the meat with its baby teeth for a few moments and swallowed. Then it looked up and began mewling again.
I cut off another strip of meat and fed it. When I looked up, the rest of my group were all watching me.
“It can’t feed off this kill by itself,” I said. “Its teeth aren’t developed enough. The mother must bite off pieces of meat and chew them up for it.”
Narilora looked down at me in amazement. “How could you know that?”
“Back on Earth, people keep small animals for companionship. So you kind of learn this stuff.”
After a few more strips of meat, the busang cub seemed sated. It looked around at me, the den, and the rest of us in confusion.
“Okay,” I said. “We better get going.”
I picked the cub up and tucked it under one arm. It didn’t struggle against me like it had with Narilora. Instead, it settled in against my chest.
“Do busang eat fish?” I asked Narilora.
“They'll eat pretty much anything that moves,” she said.
“Then we should be set. Can you tell if this is a male or female?”
She leaned in and looked under its tail. “It’s female.”
I looked down at her. What was a good name for a cute, cuddly little female who would one day be eager to rip my throat out?
“I’m calling you Jackie.”
“Will? What?” Ayarala asked.
“I’ll explain later.”
◆◆◆
 
The rain continued for another couple of hours but stayed fairly light. We continued along the river, but I told everyone to stay at the edge of the forest because I had a feeling about what was coming down the mountain. Sure enough, the river began rising after an hour or so, spreading out across the rocks and getting considerably rougher in the center. Fortunately, the valley bottom was wide enough that we were able to avoid it.
I kept Jackie tucked into my jacket, and she stayed remarkably still as we hiked up the river. Now and then Narilora or one of the other girls would come over to check on me.
“She’s fine,” I told Narilora when she came back for the third time.
The baffled look on her face was just adorable. “You told us you did this ‘finance’ thing, like what Breanne does, and you were a soldier before that. When did you learn to care for wild animals?”
“She’s not that different from the linyang-like animals I told you about on Earth, just bigger.”
“The pussy-cats?”
“Right.”
Finally she smiled at me, tail swishing behind her. “Well, if that’s the case, it makes more sense. You are very good at caring for linyang.”
We reached the bottom of the canyon by mid-afternoon. The rain had stopped and the sky was starting to clear as the sun began to set. We made camp right at the base of the slope, and once I got my tent set up, I tucked Jackie into my sleeping bag. She curled up and stayed there, seeming to understand that this was her new den for now.
Narilora came over holding her crossbow. “Come fish with me?”
“You know I haven’t figured that out yet.”
“Just want to talk.”
“Jackie should be fine here for now,” I said.
“It’s not about her. Something else.”
So I grabbed my crossbow and followed her over to the river, which had settled down after the rain stopped. We went down a ways as she looked for a good spot. Then she cocked her bow and stepped gingerly onto the rocks. I just took off my boots and waded into a shallow spot to soak my swollen feet.
After we’d been there a minute or two watching for jalank, she glanced over at me.
“I heard you talking to Kaorin last night.”
Narilora was a light sleeper, so this didn’t surprise me. We’d been close to their tent.
“Sorry if we woke you up.”
“It’s okay.” She looked back at the river. “Will, do you remember that night at the club, when I asked about why you’ve never brought any other linyang into our inner circle?”
“Yeah.”
“Kaorin was one of the ones I was thinking about.”
This surprised me, if only because she’d never mentioned anything like it before.
“Really?”
She glanced at me again. “You don’t think she’s pretty?”
“She’s not you, but yeah, she is pretty. That’s not the issue.”
“So?”
“You think that’s a place she wants to be?”
Narilora groaned in that way she had. “Will, she adores you, especially after you saved her life that night. You’ve never noticed how she looks at you?”
I knew Kaorin revered and respected me, but a lot of the guards looked at me the same way. Which, now that Narilora mentioned it . . .
“Huh.”
She rolled her eyes at me. “Yeah.”
“Is that what you want?” I asked.
“Yes. I like Kaorin. We’ve always gotten along well. She’s an excellent fighter, and she believes in you as much as the rest of us in the inner circle. She’s been a big part of what you’ve done here, as much as any of the guards except Meridrian.”
I nodded. This made sense, now that she brought it up. She and Kaorin were about the same age and had similar backgrounds, so it was no surprise they got along.
“Yeah, I guess she has. So maybe we add a little more linyang to the inner mix so you’re not all by yourself.”
“It’s not that, it’s—”
“No, I get it. I do. Balance is important, and we need it there too.”
She smiled and stepped over to nuzzle my chest. I put an arm around her.
“I love you, pussy-cat.”
“I love you, too. For a lot of reasons, but mainly because you understand me like no one else does.”




Chapter 13

We came back with three fat jalank for dinner and soon had them roasting over a fire. We were up against a cliff, so I was much less concerned about our being seen from above. The river at this point narrowed down and turned toward another slope off to the left, where it came down a different part of the mountain from the foot of a glacier about 5,000 feet further up. The canyon leading to the kaliman cavern started near the top of a long field of talus that began about fifty yards back the other direction.
The opening to the canyon was a heavily wooded notch in the mountainside that wasn’t visible from where we were camped. Nobody coming down from there was going to see us until they were on that slope of broken rock, and at that point they would be far more exposed than we were. Having come down that slope twice myself, I was confident we would have plenty of time to get ready if any kaliman patrol were to appear.
When it began to get dark, Mereceeree came up to me.
“I am going to go find my sisters. The camp we have been keeping is not far up the canyon.”
“Okay, just be careful. Don’t make me have to come in there after you like last time.”
She rose up and pecked me on the cheek. “I will be back, my love. You are sleeping in our tent tonight, and I want my share of your penis.”
She spread her wings and took off before I could say anything else. The typical panikang diet was what passed for vegan on Taitala, so I knew she wasn’t interested in the jalank.
I got Jackie from my tent and sat down by the fire with the rest of the girls. Jackie curled up in my lap and eagerly ate the little chunks of fish I fed her. Girasani sat down next to me, and Ayarala sat on the other side. She reached over to feel Jackie’s fur, but Girasani just looked down at her nervously.
“How are you feeling about all this?” I asked Girasani.
“It is strange to be so close to my old home, yet feel so far from my old life.”
“Still no regrets?”
She smiled. “None. I have friends and love, and a child coming. I cannot imagine living in that cavern now, after having been outside for so long. Every day was the same. Sad, lonely, and monotonous.”
I put my arm around her and hugged her. She cuddled against my side.
“I’m glad,” I said. “I love having you in my life, and I can’t imagine you leaving us.”
Ayarala cuddled up to me on the other side, gently scratching Jackie’s ears. Across the fire, Kaorin was sitting with Narilora and the linyang.
I watched them for a few moments, and in that odd way that often seems to happen when you realize that a girl you liked but hadn’t given that much thought to likes you back, Kaorin seemed a lot prettier to me now than she had the day before. I wasn’t sure how we would integrate her into the inner circle the way Narilora wanted to, but I was ready to give it a try.
◆◆◆
 
About half an hour later, I heard the soft flutter of wings overhead. Mereceeree came gliding in with two other panikang. I thought I recognized both of them, but since my interactions with panikang beside Mereceeree and her mother were almost entirely mating with them in the middle of the night, it was hard to be certain.
I stood up from the fire, passing Jackie to Ayarala, and went over to them. Girasani, Kaorin, and Narilora joined us.
“All good?” I asked.
Mereceeree glanced at one of her sisters, then back at me. “I asked them to come down here because it would be simpler for them to explain what they heard.”
“Makalang,” one of them said, “we have been listening and watching the kaliman as you requested. Mereceeree said she relayed the news from several days ago. Things have progressed since then. Zaralyr and her dissident faction have begun plotting against the Triad because of their concerns with Sheedlyn.”
“Plotting how?”
“They have made no firm plans yet, but Zaralyr has begun gathering others who agree with her. They have perhaps twenty in their group now. Yawihri has joined them.”
That was both good and bad. Good, in that her position was stronger – especially if the elder Girasani told us about was among them – and that she might now be receptive to our overtures. But it was also bad in that the more people she gathered, the greater the likelihood that the Triad would get wind of it.
“What about Sheedlyn?” I asked.
The other panikang spoke up now. “She has again disappeared into her laboratories in the cavern wall. We have heard nothing from her. But we have heard the discussions among the Triad, and reports her assistants have delivered to them. It sounds as if she is close to some kind of breakthrough. It is not clear what she means.”
It had to be the basayangs. We’d gotten here none too soon.
“Have you heard anything about Zaralyr’s group being discussed among the Triad?”
She shook her head. “No. She was dismissed from her command, and they appear to be believe she is no longer a threat.”
I nodded. Good. I looked back at the first one.
“In the discussions within Zaralyr’s group, have they mentioned me at all?”
“Yes,” she said. “It appears they now believe you were speaking the truth about Sheedlyn trying to make basayangs here. They are convinced she is behind the disappearances. Zaralyr and her officers told the others how they spent several sampars with her during the trip to Yama-Kana and back. They are convinced she is only using the kaliman for her own ends, and that she has fooled the Triad into believing she can help them.”
“They have uQe’kiral now,” Girasani said. “What does the Triad hope she can do for them?”
The panikang shrugged. “It is not clear to us. They have given uQe’kiral a home at the edge of the city. He seems content. He mates with the females they send and otherwise keeps to his own business.”
Something clicked in my head. “He’s not in the rooms up in the wall? The place where aXiqian lived?”
“No.”
Somehow, some way, a very important thing had completely slipped my mind. I’d sealed off the cavern of the Crimson Star from Sheedlyn and the kaliman. There was a very expensive security system guarding it now, and I knew no one besides me had been in there since.
But in all my precautions, I’d forgotten something. The Crimson Star extended beyond that cave. It extended all the way up into the kaliman cavern, in a slim prism that emerged in aXiqian’s old room. Sheedlyn didn’t need to get into the main cave. She might be able to draw on the Crimson Star right from that room – exactly as aXiqian had done for a thousand talons. Having used the Crimson Star myself several times, I was certain she wouldn’t be able to draw on its full power so far away from the center of it, but any contact at all would increase her power considerably.
What I’d done in changing myself to correct the gender imbalance on Taitala had forged an enduring link to the Crimson Star. I could feel it and draw on it in Yama-Kana, and I could feel it here as well. I didn’t think Sheedlyn was still trying to use it, but I couldn’t be 100% sure.
“You haven’t seen or heard her moving through the cavern?” I asked.
“No. As I said, she went into the laboratories in the wall, and we have not seen her.”
Except, I knew Sheedlyn had the ability to shield herself from observation, just as I did. If she wanted to, she could have gotten in there unobserved.
Had she? I needed to find out.
“Anything else we should know?” I asked.
The two panikang shook their heads. I looked around at the rest of them.
“Okay. First thing tomorrow, we’re going to make contact with Zaralyr.”
◆◆◆
 
Eventually I settled into bed with Girasani, Mereceeree, and Narilora. Jackie followed me into the tent and curled up in a pile of my gear. It was cold, but not cold enough to deter Mereceeree, who crawled into my sleeping bag after wriggling out of her uniform tights. I heard Narilora laughing softly, but she slipped out of her tights as well and cuddled up to us. Girasani did likewise a moment or two later.
I cuddled with Mereceeree for a few minutes, exploring her taut little body as she kissed me and nibbled at my neck. She was the tiniest of my wives, and I could almost wrap my hands entirely around her waist. It was too cold in the tent to pull her onto my face, so instead I reversed her inside the sleeping bag, pulling her hips to my mouth as she began digging into my shorts to find my erection. She immediately swallowed me up.
I pleasured her like that for several minutes as she licked and sucked my cock. Girasani slipped under the bag and joined her. Narilora was on the other side wanting attention, so I reached into her sleeping bag. She pulled my arm between her legs. I found her wet and ready, and began playing with the little bud at the center of her sex as she purred against my side.
Mereceeree and Girasani were taking turns swallowing my entire length. I did my best to concentrate on Mereceeree, pulling her smooth sex tight against my mouth and sucking up the wetness that flowed out of her. Just as I was getting close to the edge, she began to shake above me, and I felt her spasming in release around my tongue. She pulled back, moaning against my cock as Girasani took over.
I lifted Mereceeree up and reversed her again beside me, then rolled onto her, burying myself inside her with a single thrust. She was still shivering in orgasm, and the penetration alone was enough to set her off again. As she dug her nails into my butt, pulling me close, I pounded her three or four times before exploding deep inside her. I let her orgasm flow into mine, feeling the sensations roll over me. I no longer needed to draw energy out of my wives, but I could still feel everything I did to them.
Girasani was still down there, and when I rolled off Mereceeree against Narilora, she crawled forward to lap up the seed that was flowing out of her. Mereceeree moaned and pulled her closer. I drew on the Taitalan undercurrent to keep myself hard and ready. Narilora guided me into her, wrapping her legs around my waist. She pulled me down to kiss her, and I thrust into her with tongue and cock. She purred deeply around me, and the vibrations of it sent chills up my spine.
Girasani climbed up next to me again, lying on top of Mereceeree. They fingered each other as Girasani leaned in to kiss me and Narilora. I groped at Narilora’s plump breasts as I fucked her, enjoying the contrast between her and Mereceeree’s perky little boobs.
Narilora just wanted to be taken hard, and a few minutes of rough thrusts had her moaning and shaking under me. Then her back arched as I felt her claws in my butt, and her tight sex contracted around me. I savored the intensity of her orgasm, but as soon as she’d come down, she pushed me toward Girasani.
Mereceeree moved over to make room as Girasani lay between her and Narilora. I climbed between her thighs and slipped into her gently. She was still so wonderfully tight, and I couldn’t get rough with her yet. It was enough to just fuck her slim body slowly and rhythmically, in and out, grinding myself against her sex over and over.
Narilora and Mereceeree pressed themselves against us on either side, cuddling in to suck on Girasani’s nipples. My kaliman wife just moaned and gasped under me, arms around her awasa-lates as we all pleasured her together. When she came, it was all at once in a sudden wave that rolled over both of us. Her contractions were almost painful, and that was all I could take. A staccato beat of multiple orgasms milked my cock until I spurted helplessly into her.
Mereceeree and Girasani were sated, but Narilora wanted more. When I rolled off of Girasani, she slipped into my bag and straddled me, slipping my slick cock back inside her. I held the other two as Narilora rode me and her silky tail swished against my thighs.
Then I felt something furry against my head. It was Jackie, trying to get into my sleeping bag for the warmth and unconcerned with what was going on. Mereceeree laughed and pulled her between us. She lay there until Narilora finally shivered in release, falling forward onto my chest. I hadn’t come with her yet, so I kept her there, holding her hips and moving her over me until I erupted one last time. She milked everything out and then fell to the side.
We rearranged the sleeping bags so we could cuddle into a big ball together and went to sleep.
◆◆◆
 
I rose early, but Kisarat was already by the fire with a steaming pot of massit waiting for me. She handed me a cup.
“Thanks.” I leaned in and kissed her.
“Those three kept you awake for some time,” she said smiling.
“Sorry.”
“There is enough of you to go around. I will have my turn tonight.”
I laughed. “It’s a deal.”
Girasani appeared a few moments later carrying Jackie.
“Hey,” I said. “Good morning.”
She handed Jackie to me. “This little thing is very cuddly, but she woke me up wanting attention.”
I took the busang cub from her as she sat down. There were some leftover pieces of jalank from last night still sitting by the fire, so I fed Jackie as we sat there warming up.
“I cannot believe we are going to take her back with us,” Girasani said, hands around her cup of massit. “I do not understand what Narilora told me. It makes no sense. Busang are fierce predators. They have killed my people in the past. It is one of the reasons leaving the cavern alone is forbidden.”
“I guess we turn her loose at some point, before she gets too dangerous.”
Jackie nuzzled my hand, so I scratched her ears as Kisarat made breakfast. Narilora and Ayarala appeared from their tents. Mereceeree had dressed and gone out to join her sisters during the night, so I knew she would sleep for a while longer.
“Jackie seems quite attached to you,” Ayarala said.
“There are small animals like this on Earth, like I’ve told you, that also resemble linyang in some ways. People keep them for companionship. Jacqueline and I had two. But they don’t grow into dangerous predators.”
“Did you name her after Jacqueline, Will?” Kisarat asked.
All four of them looked at me now.
“Uh. Yeah. Kind of a sick joke, I guess.”
“How is it a joke?” Ayarala asked.
“Because she’s cute and cuddly now, but eventually she’s going to want to tear my heart out and eat it.”
They looked at each other. Only Narilora laughed.
“You have a strange sense of humor, my tsulygoi,” Girasani said.
◆◆◆
 
When we were done eating, and Mereceeree finally emerged from the tent, the five of us sat down together to draft my letter to Zaralyr.
“I have been thinking,” Girasani said. “I wonder if making contact with Yawihri might be more productive. I do not believe she will want to execute me immediately. I know Zaralyr does.”
“Can we trust her?” I asked.
“In this matter, yes. If she has thrown her lot in with Zaralyr, knowing what is at stake, she must be seeking to oppose the Triad.”
“What do you think will be most convincing to her?”
“Yawihri was always very thoughtful and pragmatic. She is not a person of unbridled passions. She will not approach this out of anger or fear. We must make our case the same way. Give her all the facts we have and be clear about what we are offering her.”
I thought about that for a few moments. “What exactly should we offer them?”
“What we have is proof of who Sheedlyn is and what she has done,” Kisarat said. “That proof could be useful to them in turning others against her.”
“Or we simply offer them help in eliminating her,” Mereceeree said.
“I doubt Zaralyr will welcome us into the city,” Girasani said. “Not after what happened in Yama-Kana.”
“So we offer to help them politically? How would that work?”
“From what the panikang told us,” she replied, “it sounds as if only the Triad has been dealing with Sheedlyn. Only a few members of the cult were in the city before you appeared. I knew that from being in the guard corps, but almost no one knew anything about them. They kept a very low profile. That does not seem to have changed.”
“Especially now that we killed them all,” Narilora said.
“Yes. So if the disappearances have become known in the city, there will surely be rumors and concerns among the people. Zaralyr and Yawihri are likely hoping to take advantage of that to turn the people against the Triad. Such things have happened in the past. If a sitting Triad loses enough support, a new one is chosen. But Zaralyr would never directly rebel against the Triad unless she had no choice.”
I looked around. No one else said anything.
“I guess we should start with that,” I said. “But my concern is that once they openly move against the Triad with what we give them, there’s a chance Sheedlyn realizes we’re here, or at least that we may be helping them. That could provoke her into taking action against them or trying to find us. And if we can draw her out, that could put us into a position to take care of her once and for all. But to do that, we’re going to have to go in there, whether or not Zaralyr wants us.”
“Girasani and I have been in and out many times, my tsulygoi,” Mereceeree said. “Their vigilance is not high, and I have scouted several places in the cavern where we could set up a secure base to operate. I did so some time ago in the event we ever needed to do such a thing as this. We can come and go unseen without needing to use the main tunnel where the river flows.”
I nodded. “Good. Then let’s make plans to do it once we meet with Yawihri and Zaralyr.”
She smiled. “This is why I am your favorite wife, Will.”
The others laughed. It was a running joke of hers, and I knew they took it in the spirit she meant it.




Chapter 14

Girasani, Kisarat, and I drafted a message to Yawihri explaining that we knew what was going on and wanted to help them stop Sheedlyn. I made it clear we had a lot of specific evidence of Sheedlyn’s activities in the past. I also stressed that, whatever conflicts I had with the kaliman before, we were in agreement on the dangers Sheedlyn’s continued existence posed to everyone. Then I proposed that we meet at the top of the canyon where the river flowed into that sinkhole. I didn’t want them knowing where we were yet.
After discussing it with Mereceeree, I told Yawihri to place her response in a spot in the cavern that Mereceeree felt was safe enough for her to retrieve it, well away from the city. Then she flew off to deliver the message, planning to drop it through Yawihri’s window on a fly-by. She assured me she could do it easily since it was still dark down there – the kaliman cavern operated on an odd light-dark schedule that was out of sync with the daytime and nighttime hours up above.
The rest of us stayed in the camp conserving our energy, since I suspected we might need to move fast uphill in case Yawihri was willing to meet. I checked in with Merindra on my tablet. Even through the screen, I could tell she was still very unhappy about being left out of this.
“Everything is fine here, Will. Nothing has happened since you left.”
“Jacqueline is behaving?” I asked.
“She has barely left her room, except to see Cassie and Hunter. Whatever you said to her when you left seems to have put her in a very depressed mood. She will not even meet my eyes now.”
“Okay. And how is my favorite fox-girl holding up?”
She managed a quick smile. “I wish I was there. I miss you and Narilora, and the others. But I understand.”
Jackie crawled into my lap, looking for attention. I repositioned the tablet so Merindra could see her.
“We found a new friend up here.”
Her eyes widened. “Is that . . . a busang?”
“Yeah, long story. Narilora’s idea. We ran into her mother, who was half-dead from some injury. Apparently among the linyang, if you kill a mother with a cub, you’re its new parent. So, here we are.”
“I have heard that. But Will, you know what will happen with her. You have faced one.”
“I do. We’re going to figure it out when we get back.”
“All right. Please be careful when this meeting happens. You know Mereceeree can get ahead of herself sometimes. Remember what happened last time.”
I laughed. “I do, and we will. I love you. Talk to you tomorrow.”
“I love you too.”
◆◆◆
 
With little to do but wait, I lay down to take a nap after lunch. Jackie curled up inside my sleeping bag with me. For all my concerns about adult busang, given how one of them had nearly killed me, I was getting attached to her. I knew it was just instinct on her part, imprinting on whatever large creature was willing to feed her and protect her, but still. I’d had pets of one sort or another for most of my life, the main exception being my time in the Marines, and I kind of missed having one on Taitala – even with the wives I had that approximated some of that experience.
One of them appeared while I was still pondering this dilemma. Narilora slipped into the tent and lay down beside me, with Jackie in between us. She scratched the little busang’s ears gently.
“Hey, pussy-cat,” I said.
She smirked at me. “You tried to talk me out of this, and now she’s your new best friend.”
“Has anyone ever been able to tame one of these?” I asked.
“I’ve never heard of it. It would be one of those things you either get right or die. Why would you want to?”
“Who would dare fuck with me if I had a full-grown busang at my side?”
She laughed. “Well, if anyone could do it, it would be the makalang. And Will, if you think the linyang respect you now, doing that would make you a legend.”
“I’m a legend with one linyang, and that’s enough.”
She laughed again as I kissed her. “Yeah, about that. I was talking with Kaorin earlier. You know she has a room at the barracks. I asked how she would feel about moving over to the house and having more involvement with the family decision-making. Being more connected to the inner circle of wives, and all.”
“And?”
“She was a little shocked. She said, ‘But I’m a guard.’ I said, ‘You’re a wife like the rest of us. You’ve been with Will longer than Asarane or Girasani, or even Mereceeree.’ She asked if this was your decision. I told her it was both of us, that she’d earned it and I wanted her there.”
“How did she take that?” I asked.
“She’s going to do it. She was really happy. Don’t be surprised if she gets a lot more affectionate with you now.”
“You should explain things to Ayarala, so she knows.”
She kissed me. “Way ahead of you. Know what she said?”
“What?”
“‘I was wondering when Will was going to bring in another linyang. Why did it take this long?’”
I laughed and pulled her to me, holding her against my chest. She, Jackie, and I took a catnap together for a little while.
I already knew my healing abilities didn’t work on the native Taitalan wildlife, because they lacked the human DNA that the intelligent races had as a result of their ancestry from the historical makalangs. That was the connection I used to heal them – I could connect their energies to mine and use it to repair their wounds and rebuild their energies, even from the point of death.
But the thing that stuck out to me was that I was doing it with Taitala’s energies now. I was tapping into the undercurrent, not drawing on my own energies, or those I’d drawn from my wives back in the beginning.
Taitala’s native species had energies of their own. I could sense them in Jackie as she slept against my chest. This close to the Crimson Star, I could see every element of her being. I could see all the things that made her a busang, that would turn her into a fierce, fearless predator within the next talon. She was bonding with me now, but that bond would eventually be overwhelmed by her hunting and self-preservation instincts. I could see that clearly as well.
Jackie’s energies were nowhere near as complex as the human-Taitalan hybrid races – their intelligence was a major part of that. Jackie’s energies by contrast were pretty simple: hunting, eating, mating, and so on. The longer I looked at her, the more certain I was about what I would need to change to be able to tame her, or at least make her controllable. Busang were capable of recognizing each other and controlling their ferocity in order to mate and raise young. And young busang like Jackie instinctively obeyed their mothers. If I could somehow connect that instinct to me, it might be possible.
How I could do that, though, I had no idea.
◆◆◆
 
A little while later, Ayarala stuck her head in the tent.
“Will, Mereceeree is back. And she has a reply from Yawihri.”
“Good or bad?” I asked.
“She did not say, but I think it must be good because she was making jokes about your penis.”
I laughed. “Yeah, that’s a good sign.”
Narilora and I got up and climbed outside. Mereceeree was waiting beside the fire with Girasani, Kisarat, and the others. Girasani held a folded sheet of paper.
“There is not much to it,” she said as we approached, “She simply says that they will meet with us at the mouth of the river as we requested. They ask that we bring the evidence you described. Yawihri also expresses a desire that there be no conflict between us.”
“She must have discussed this with Zaralyr.”
“I am certain of it,” Girasani said.
“When do we meet them?” I asked.
“After the dark by their time, which means late at night for us.”
I looked up at the sky, then over at the slope leading to the canyon.
“We can get up there before it gets too dark, but we’re going to need to hurry.” I looked around at everyone. “I don’t want to stay up there all night, but let’s pack enough water and food for one meal. Let’s move.”
They scrambled for their packs, and within a few minutes, we were climbing slowly up the slope. Fortunately, it was mostly loose, small rocks and gravel, so no boulder scrambling was necessary, but it was still a steep, steady climb. I stuck with Kisarat, but she was acclimatized enough now not to have too much trouble. We were at the top in about an hour.
From there, we climbed up the canyon through and around a lot of dense trees and underbrush. The sun was starting to set, but before it got dark, I began to hear the roar of the waterfall ahead. We reached the big sinkhole just as the last streaks of color were starting to fade from the sky.
The area around the sinkhole was damp and shrouded in mist that rose up from the river as it plunged over a ledge into the mountainside. Below us, a cave mouth about a hundred feet across yawned in darkness. Black-green moss and algae covered almost every exposed rock, and the ground was thick with undergrowth.
“Where would they be coming out?” I asked Girasani. “Not up through this?”
She shook her head. “No. There is a passage nearby, a little way up that slope. It leads down to the tunnel where the river flows. It is the one I used to get up here when I first saw you that day.” She shot me a quick smile.
“Okay, let’s get set up over there.”
Girasani led us past the sinkhole, a bit further toward the spot where I first encountered her on our trip down the mountain. The forest opened up, and there was a clearing beside the river. She pointed to a dark, narrow hole in the rocks off to one side. “There.”
We made a temporary camp in the little clearing. Mereceeree and the two panikang landed and joined us. She introduced them this time. Their names were Vareeka and Shareechi. I asked them to watch the tunnel and listen for the kaliman. It began to get cold, so we made a fire. I wasn’t concerned about being seen this time since we were up here specifically to meet the kaliman.
◆◆◆
 
We’d been there for several hours, sitting around the fire and trying to stay alert, when Vareeka whispered sharply at us.
“They are coming!”
One by one, everyone stood up, stretching out their stiff muscles.
“Keep your weapons at hand, but try not to act threatening,” I said. “The last thing we need is a fight. That’s not why we’re here.”
About a minute later, a kaliman emerged from the passage. It was a guard, with her bow in hand but not drawn. She looked up and froze when she saw us standing there. Then she turned back and said something to someone behind her. Another guard emerged, and they stepped out warily, looking at the panikang near the exit and the rest of us around the fire.
Another guard came out, followed by Zaralyr. She looked around for me, and we made eye contact. Her eyes narrowed, but she said nothing right away. Another pair of guards followed her, and after them came an older kaliman that had to be Yawihri. Two other kaliman, who were not armed, came with her. Finally, two more guards came up the rear.
Zaralyr stepped slowly toward me.
“You are a very complex male, Will of Hawthorne,” she said.
“Comes with being the makalang, I guess.”
She noticed Girasani standing near me and favored her with a glare before turning back to me. “I am very unclear why you persist in involving yourself in the affairs of my people, even considering Sheedlyn’s activities,” Zaralyr said. “Whatever she is doing, we are very far from anything you should be concerned with.”
“I think you have answered your own question, my friend,” Yawihri said. “Clearly this involves Sheedlyn, and clearly the threat must be much greater that we feared to draw him so far.”
“It is,” I said.
Yawihri looked over at Girasani. “So this is the one. What was it, I wonder, that drew you so intensely to this male that you would turn your back on your own people?”
“I wanted to be a wife,” she replied.
“I see. I have spoken at length with uQe’kiral about this state of being called ‘wife.’ I find it very odd, very odd indeed. And I find it quite ironic, in light of your decision, that he came to us precisely because he was sick of wives.” She laughed and then looked at me. “Are all these yours?”
“Yes.”
She looked back at Girasani. “You are with child.”
“I am,” she replied. As thin as she was, it was showing already. “I would not have mated had I stayed.”
“Well, I suppose that is reason enough to be satisfied with your choice.” Yawihri walked to the fire and sat on one of the rocks next to where I was standing. “We cannot remain long here, so we should get down to business. Show me these things you spoke of.”
I motioned to Kisarat, who came over with her backpack and began pulling out her books and notes. For about an hour, we walked Yawihri and Zaralyr through everything we knew about Sheedlyn and the cult, and the things they’d done. Even in the dark, I could see Yawihri’s face growing more and more angry and concerned. We let her read through the cult’s records, and Zaralyr did as well. Zaralyr’s hostility toward me began to fade, replaced with a cold fury toward Sheedlyn.
Finally, Yawihri looked up at me. “You believe she plans to do such things to our people?”
“I believe she’s in the process of doing it right now. I saw the bodies they were making into basayang.”
“I saw them as well,” Narilora said.
“And that was more than six sampars ago,” I said. “Some of that time, Sheedlyn spent traveling to Yama-Kana and back, but I’m certain she’s still working on it. I know things have continued to evolve since then, and from what I know, I think she’s close to doing something very bad.”
Zaralyr stared at the panikang for several long moments, then looked back to me. “You’ve had spies in our cavern all this time, haven’t you?”
“I needed to know what Sheedlyn has been doing.”
Now she looked at Girasani. “And you must have been helping them. He could not have learned so much otherwise.”
“My goals are the same as Will’s,” Girasani shot back. “I do not want our people turned into basayangs. You fought them. You know what they are. She is evil.”
“What do you think she hopes to do here?” Yawihri asked me.
“I don’t know,” I replied. “But I know it can’t be good. She had a small army of basayangs at one point, and she lost it that night. She may want it back.”
“There were hundreds of them,” Zaralyr said.
“Roughly a thousand, give or take. I know that because we have the records of the bodies she obtained.”
“From this female you mentioned?”
“Yes,” I said. “And I think she must be doing something similar with the Triad. The similarities between her arrangement with Broakware and the disappearances you’re experiencing are very striking to me. She sat back in the shadows and let Broakware do the dirty work. I suspect she’s doing the same thing down there now.”
“There are at least ten people who we know have disappeared,” Yawihri said. “There may be more.”
“Even if we assume it’s twice that, it’s still few enough that she could be stopped,” I said.
“She enjoys the protection of the Triad,” Zaralyr said. “We are not strong enough to move openly.”
“We could help you.”
Zaralyr closed her eyes and let out a long sigh. “You have the blood of too many of my people on your hands already, Will of Hawthorne.”
“Only because of Sheedlyn.”
“I understand that now. I would still prefer that no further blood be shed.”
“I have no desire to spill it,” I replied. “I only care about stopping Sheedlyn.”
“We share your concerns,” Yawihri said, “and perhaps we will need your help eventually. But for now, we must ask for your patience. Allow us to take this information you gave us and use it to bring others to our side. Once we build our strength, we can bring down the Triad and stop Sheedlyn.”
“I suspect you don’t have a lot of time. You may have very little.”
“I realize that,” Yawihri said. “But a number of things that have baffled and concerned me recently now make a great deal more sense. There are others who feel as I do but lack the information I learned from Zaralyr. With what you have shown us tonight, I believe there is a good chance we can marshal sufficient opposition to the Triad and resolve this peacefully.”
I looked at Zaralyr and back to Yawihri. I could tell this was as far as we were getting tonight.
“All right. I will give you some time, but not forever. I’m stopping Sheedlyn one way or another, and I won’t allow her to turn your people into another basayang army.”
Yawihri stood. Zaralyr rose a moment later, and the rest of the kaliman gathered around them.
“Thank you, Will of Hawthorne,” Yawihri said. “My hope is that we will not meet again, nor need to.”
“We’ll watch the same drop site for a few days. Leave another message if you need to meet again.”
Yawihri nodded but said nothing. They turned to the passage and slowly filed into the hillside, disappearing one by one.
When they were gone, Girasani turned to me. “What are we going to do, Will?”
I waited a few moments to be sure the kaliman were out of earshot.
“We’re going in there.”




Chapter 15

We descended the canyon to our camp, and I found that hiking in the dark was a great deal easier with my new Taitalan night-vision goggles. When everyone was down safely, I found Jackie and retired to Ayarala and Kisarat’s tent. It was late, and we were exhausted, so the three of us just cuddled together. Jackie curled up between me and Ayarala.
“You were expecting some fun tonight,” I said to Kisarat. “I’m sorry.”
She kissed my cheek, and I felt her tail curling over my thigh. “In the morning, my beloved tsulygoi. I can be patient.”
I caressed her firm, taut body for a few moments, but sleep soon won out.
◆◆◆
 
I enjoyed Kisarat and Ayarala’s attentions for a while when we woke, but once everyone in the group was fully rested and awake, I gave the order to break camp. Then I pulled Mereceeree and Girasani aside.
“These hiding spots you found in the cavern, are they big enough for all of us to camp without being seen?”
“There is one,” Mereceeree said. “A tunnel that leads from the main cavern, about halfway down the river, on the other side from the trail to the city. There is a cave at the end that is big enough for a group our size.”
“Do you know the place she’s talking about?” I asked Girasani.
“Yes. If we are careful, we will not be bothered. There is nothing near this cave to draw anyone into it.”
“Okay, good. That’s where we’re going.”
We packed up the tents and everything else and got going up the mountain. Since we couldn’t leave her behind, I tucked Jackie into a side pocket of my backpack. I wasn’t sure it would work, but she seemed just fine with the arrangement, hooking her forepaws over the top of the pocket and watching the scenery as we hiked up the slope.
“Good thing she can deal with this,” I said to Narilora.
She laughed. “That’s because this is how busang mothers carry their young. The cub will hang onto her back as she moves.” She leaned in and kissed me. “You make a good mother, Will.”
I laughed. “I’ve had some practice.”
It took about three hours to reach the passage that led down to our hiding spot. On the way, we picked up Vareeka and Shareechi from their camp, since I figured they would be useful in the cavern. Girasani led us into one of her semi-secret entrances – one of the tunnels she’d found during her days of taking unauthorized trips out of the cavern, before I found her. It was a long, narrow descent, and several times I had to take off my backpack to get through, but none of it was too grueling, especially now that I could see in the dark without needing to bother with a flashlight. The rest of them, being much smaller than me, had no trouble.
It took us about twenty minutes to reach the cavern floor. It was nowhere near as cold down here. It wasn’t warm, but everyone slipped out of their heavy alpine gear on the way down.
Mereceeree and Girasani scouted the area outside the exit for a few minutes before returning.
“It is clear,” Girasani said.
Since it was still nighttime hours in the kaliman city, I had Mereceeree make a circuit of the cavern around us to make sure there was nothing to be concerned with. Girasani led us along the cavern wall toward the cave. We were on the other side of the river from where we first entered that day we were captured. The waterfall was off to the right, back toward the main tunnel, and the pathway that led back and forth up the cavern wall on the other side was directly opposite us.
Mereceeree came gliding back in a few minutes later. “I saw nothing. The city is quiet.”
It took about ten minutes to reach the cave. There was a low, round tunnel about six feet high leading into the cavern wall. I had to duck at first, but then it opened up. A hundred feet or so in, we reached a small egg-shaped cave about fifty feet across. The floor was fine sand, and it looked like it had been filled by sediment from the river at one point. It would do.
We made camp, and I had everyone fill up their water containers from the river while the city was dark. When I was satisfied we were set up well enough, I talked to Kaorin about keeping watch on the area around the entrance to the cave. She promised to take care of it. Then I went over to Girasani.
“How much time do you think we have before people start waking up?” I asked her.
“The city is about a third of a day behind the surface. What do you want to do?”
“There’s something I want to check,” I said. “I can shield us from being seen, but it would obviously be easier if no one was around.”
“I think there is time if we go now.”
I got Mereceeree and Narilora, and the four of us headed out. I raised a sheath of energy to conceal us, which I could do almost effortlessly now, especially this close to the Crimson Star.
◆◆◆
 
It took around fifteen minutes of walking to reach the edge of the city. We skirted the fungus farm and the aquaculture ponds by staying right against the cavern wall, but eventually we had to cross one of the bridges into the city, which was still quiet and dark.
“Where are we going?” Narilora asked.
“aXiqian’s old room. It doesn’t sound like they’re using it, which means that crystal is unattended. It’s part of the Crimson Star, and I’m concerned Sheedlyn may have figured that out.”
We made our way through the city as carefully as we could. The sheath didn’t make us invisible; rather, it created a sort of mental block that prevented anyone from noticing our presence. But that would be much more difficult if we bumped into them or did anything overt like knocking things over or opening doors.
aXiqian’s room was up in the cavern wall above the Triad chamber, at the top of a long, broad staircase cut into the stone. When we were here last time, a pair of guards had stood watch at the top of the stairs, and a dim red glow was visible from the entrance when the city was dark. Neither was in evidence now. The stairs were empty, and I saw no red luminescence. That might be good, or very bad.
We climbed the stairs to the top. I still wasn’t sure whether we would encounter any guards, but none appeared.
“It seems abandoned,” Girasani said.
“uQe’kiral has a house,” I said. “I don’t imagine he would have wanted to live in a hole in the rock like this.”
The passage beyond the entrance was dark. We made our way in, and now I finally saw a dim red glow. But it was considerably less intense than it had been before. As we reached aXiqian’s room, I saw why.
When he lived here, a slim crystal prism – the very tip of one of the giant crystals growing out of the Crimson Star – protruded from the center of the room. It had been about eight inches thick at the base, narrowing to three or four at the tip.
But it was now gone.
All that remained was the base of it in the stone of the floor, where it had been broken off. The damaged circle of crystal was the source of what little red light still filled the room.
“This isn’t good,” Narilora finally said.
“No.”
“Where did it go?” Girasani asked.
“It had to be Sheedlyn,” I said. “She must have taken it.”
“She’s doing the same thing here that she did at the Crimson Star,” Mereceeree said.
Sheedlyn had used the Crimson Star to make something strong enough to oppose me – a sort of anti-makalang. It nearly killed me, but I didn’t think she’d done it again. I felt it the last time. I felt nothing like it now.
“I don’t think she’s doing what she did before. But whatever it is can’t be good.”
“Could it be in those labs we found?” Narilora asked.
“We have to get that crystal back if we can. Is there time go over there?” I asked Girasani.
She nodded. “I think so. If we hurry.”
Sheedlyn’s labs, where we’d found her experiments with the basayangs last time, were in a small complex of buildings at the outskirts of the city, all the way around the end of the cavern across the river. It was a little bit of a walk, but it was also on our way back.
“Let’s go. This early, there shouldn’t be anyone there.”
We descended the stairs and crossed back over the bridge to the other side. The outside of the lab complex appeared little changed. There were a pair of small, connected buildings, beyond which was an opening in the cavern wall. Two bored guards, clearly ready for their watch to end at dawn, stood at the entrance. There was an area around the side where we could climb over a wall and get in.
“The security doesn’t seem any tighter than last time,” I said. “I’m not sure what that means, but if Sheedlyn was up to something big, you’d think they would have more guards.”
“The guards are rarely given much information about what they’re supposed to be doing,” Girasani said. “We were not looked up to.”
“I want to get in there, but I feel like someone needs to stay out here to watch the area.”
“I will do it,” Mereceeree said. “I can cling to the wall up there, and if I see anything happening, I will come get you.”
I nodded. “Okay, let’s go.”
Mereceeree took off out of sight of the guards and flew up the wall, stopping about a hundred feet up to cling to a dark ledge. As dark as her skin was, she was basically invisible unless you knew she was there.
Girasani, Narilora, and I went around the side of the two buildings. There was a spot where a wall connected them, but it was low enough for me to get over. The girls had no issues with it.
On the other side was an opening in the cavern wall. It was dimly lit by the same glowing spheres the kaliman used for lighting all over the city. The passageway went in for about sixty feet, opening into four rooms, two on each side.
When Narilora and I were in here before, we’d found the cult in the midst of an unsuccessful basayang manufacturing operation. That had never entirely made sense to me, because the cult knew how to make them, but whatever they’d been up to here hadn’t worked. We found a collection of failed and partially failed attempts, two of which I had to put out of their misery.
The first laboratory was strewn with random equipment and notes scattered across two long tables. Last time, we’d found crystals all over the place but none were out now. Over in one corner, I saw two boxes filled with crystal fragments, but they seemed to be an afterthought. They were pushed out of the way of everything else, and whatever work was going on here was in another part of the lab.
One table appeared to be the center of the experiments. There were a lot of notes and other records that I couldn’t immediately decipher. As I looked closer, I noticed that there was something that resembled a mortar and pestle in the center of it. The bowl was clean and empty, but I noticed a couple of grains of something around it on the table. I put my finger over them and picked them up.
A sinking feeling hit my gut. I knew immediately what this was. As tiny as they were, the crimson color was still visible. And grains or not, I could feel energy they channelled.
I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
Narilora looked over at me. “What?”
“This is bad. I think she’s been grinding up that crystal she took from aXiqian’s chamber.”
“Why? What for?” she asked.
“I have no fucking idea.”
There was nothing else of note in this lab, so we went across the hall. The other lab was laid out much like the first one – except for the four kaliman standing motionless along a wall.
The moment we walked in, all four of them turned toward us, drawing slim crystal swords and charging forward.
I realized two things instantly. These were basayangs, and they were unlike any basayangs I’d ever encountered.
Narilora and Girasani were only just able to get their blades out in time to defend themselves. Two of the basayangs came at me, and I wasn’t able to get my katana unsheathed fast enough. Both of them stabbed at my chest, and only the heavy sorai composite armor I wore saved me. Their blades glanced off as I backpedaled. I struck down hard at one of them, but it danced out of the way. The other one struck again, just missing a gap in my armor.
I could see the foreign, corrupted energies inside them. Nothing original was left, but the patterns were different, much stronger and more orderly. They moved more quickly and gracefully than any basayangs I’d seen before. Even the fresh ones Merindra and I fought the very first time weren’t like this.
I had to circle around one of the lab tables to keep them from surrounding me. Across the lab, Narilora and Girasani were holding their own for now, dodging and parrying, but they hadn’t yet drawn blood.
In dealing with groups of basayangs, I’d been able to stun them by sending vortices of energy at them to disrupt whatever was controlling them. I tried it now, but the vortices just washed past, doing nothing. Their energies were too organized to be affected.
One of the basayangs came at me around the table, stabbing forward again. I parried its blow to the side and struck back across its neck. My blade struck home but not deeply, only opening a bloody gash in its skin. It pressed on, undeterred.
The other one circled around the table with a tactical awareness I had never seen a basayang display. I was in danger of being surrounded again, so I kicked out at the basayang I’d wounded. It struck at my leg, but my armor held, and it went flying across the lab. I spun around just in time to block a wicked strike at my back.
I heard Girasani cry out in pain and looked over to see a laceration on her arm. It wasn’t serious, but she wasn’t doing well. I didn’t see any wounds on the basayang she was fighting.
Narilora was doing better, darting and dodging around the basayang’s blade. The basayang overcommitted to one thrust, and Narilora ducked under it, thrusting her sword through the basayang’s stomach and out its back. The basayang didn’t immediately react, and Narilora pulled her sword up, slicing it open up to its chest. The basayang fell to the floor in a bloody heap.
The one I was fighting continued to throw a flurry of blows at me, more than I could get anything past. I concluded this thing was just too fast for me and decided to try another tactic. When I blocked the next strike, I pushed its blade to the side and struck out hard with my left fist. I connected with the basayang’s face and knocked it backward.
The basayang behind me – the one I’d kicked – was back on its feet. I spun around again and threw a roundhouse kick at its head. It struck at my leg, but once again my armor protected me. The basayang went tumbling backward.
The other one was struggling to get up from the punch I’d thrown. I turned and struck down hard with my katana. It got its blade up, but my strike had too much power to stop, and the blade bit deeply into its neck.
Narilora and Girasani were now fighting one basayang between them. It backed up repeatedly to avoid getting surrounded, but they got it into a corner, and after another moment or two, Narilora stabbed it through the eye as it was trying to parry Girasani’s strike.
The last basayang stood up from the kick I’d thrown at it. It seemed weaker but still moved faster than any basayang I’d ever fought. Just as it charged toward me, an arrow came streaking across the lab. It struck the basayang in the head and came out the other side.
The basayang crumpled to the floor. I looked over to see Girasani lowering her bow.
“Thanks.”
Narilora struggled to catch her breath. It was several long moments before any of us could say anything else.
“What were these things?” Narilora finally asked.
“They’re basayangs,” I said. “But different ones.”
“Those weren’t basayangs. They couldn’t be. They were so fast. They were thinking, not just attacking.”
I sighed. “I think Sheedlyn has developed something new. Something using the powder from the Crimson Star. It could explain it. Their energies are so much stronger and more organized than what I’ve seen before. I couldn’t disrupt them like I did the last time.”
I healed Girasani, then knelt down next to one of the basayang bodies. Like the others we’d seen here, there was a rope mark around its neck.
Narilora looked out into the passageway.
“Anyone out there?” I asked.
“No. I don’t hear anything.”
“Let’s keep going. Any chance we had of doing this without Sheedlyn knowing someone was in here are gone, so we may as well see what’s left.”
The two other labs were sealed behind crystal doors. To my dismay, one of them was locked. The one across from it was not. Inside, we found four dead kaliman, each one lying on a lab table. They had rope marks around their necks as well, but they hadn’t yet been turned.
Beside one of them was a little glass vial. Inside it was about an inch of what looked like red sand.
It was the ground-up crystal from the Crimson Star.
“Bingo.”
Narilora and Girasani looked at me in confusion.
“What?” Narilora asked.
“Uh, I mean, this is it. Look.” I held out the vial. “She’s using this stuff to make these new basayangs. That’s why they’re so much more powerful.”
“This is terrible,” Girasani said. “We have to stop her.”
“We are. Look around and see if you can find any more of this stuff.”
I tucked the vial into my belt. We searched the three labs but found nothing. I held out hope we might find some fragment of the original crystal, but I strongly suspected Sheedlyn was keeping that close to her, wherever she was.
“Will, we need to leave soon,” Girasani said. “There cannot be much more time before it is light.”
I stopped before the locked door. I reached out through it, trying to see if I could feel anything in there. I expected more of the new basayangs, but I sensed something else entirely. There were people – kaliman who were still alive. Four of them.
“Oh, shit.”
“What?” Girasani asked.
“I think the people who disappeared are inside here. Some of them, anyway.”
She gasped. “We must get them out!”
“Yeah. I’m just not sure how. I’ve never been able to open one of these crystal locks.”
Except, as I looked at it, I realized something else. This wasn’t like the safes I’d dealt with before. Those were keyed to one person and pretty much unbreakable, short of blasting the door apart with a high-powered laser. This door was not. It was simply keyed to a crystal.
And as I looked closer, I saw how it worked. I just needed to match the patterns of the crystal key. It would have been tough for anyone else, but with my two crystals and the energy of the Crimson Star so nearby, it looked doable.
I heard a high-pitched voice behind us.
“Will and my awasa-lates, your time is up,” Mereceeree said sharply. “The lights have come on.”
“Just a moment,” I said.
I focused my two crystals on the lock, trying to tune the energy patterns to what it was expecting. It was a bit tricky, but in about five seconds, the lock clicked open.
I pulled the door back. Inside were four kaliman sitting together on the floor. They looked up, first in fear and then in surprise. Their eyes widened.
Girasani stepped around me. “Please, you must come with us. Your lives depend on it.”
“Who are you?” one asked.
“It does not matter. Come!”
They quickly got to their feet and came out into the passageway.
“Where are the others?” one of them asked.
“I’m afraid anyone else who was in here with you is probably dead,” I said.
“What are you?” she asked.
“Please, you must not speak of him,” Girasani said. “Do any of you know Yawihri?”
Two of them nodded.
“Do you know where she lives?” Girasani asked.
“Yes,” one of them said.
“When we are out of here, you must find her. Tell her what happened here, who took you.”
“It was that strange female,” the kaliman replied, “the old one from outside the cavern, the one with the tail. She took the others from the room one by one.”
“Tell her that,” Girasani replied.
We hurriedly exited the passageway. The lights were coming on, but I saw no one coming into the lab. I raised a sheath of energy to hide us as we scrambled over the wall. The four kaliman followed us until we neared the edge of the city.
“We are leaving,” Girasani said. “You must go to Yawihri now, as quickly as you can. Speak to no one until you find her.”
The four of them turned and walked quickly away.
“What’s going to happen to them?” Narilora asked.
“Yawihri can protect them. And perhaps they are the evidence she needs.”




Chapter 16

We returned to the little cave in the wall. I filled the rest of them in on what we’d found and what happened. There were a lot of questions, but there wasn’t much more we could do now. When we were done explaining, Ayarala touched my arm.
“Will, when you were gone, Merindra called on the tablet. She seemed very upset, but she would not tell me why. She wants to speak with you.”
“Crap.”
I took the tablet and called her. Eladra answered and went to get her. When Merindra came on the screen, I could see the tension in her face. Her jaw was vibrating nervously.
“What’s wrong?”
She let out a little sob. “Will, you left me with one responsibility here, and I have failed you.”
“What? What happened?”
“Jacqueline has escaped.”
My jaw dropped.
“What? What are you talking about?” Then my gut went cold. “The kids—”
“No. They are fine. They have been under guard this entire time as you ordered. It is just her. She climbed out of the window in her room and down the outside of the house. We have guards searching the city for her, but we have not found her.”
It was several long moments before I could say anything. On the screen, I saw a tear run down Merindra’s perfect face.
“Will, I am so sorry. This was my responsibility, and I failed. Please forgive me.”
I took a deep breath. “It’s . . . it’s not your fault, babe. Please don’t beat yourself up. It never occurred to me that she might do this. I was only concerned with keeping her away from the kids, and you did that. This isn’t your failure, it’s mine.”
“It’s mine. I should have thought of this.”
I wanted to reach through the tablet and give her a hug, but I couldn’t. “Okay, look, pull yourself together. Let’s move forward. I’m not mad at you. You did your job protecting the kids. That was the responsibility I gave you.”
More tears flowed down her face. I had seen Merindra cry only once before – that day she had to rappel down a huge cliff despite her terror of heights – and I hated it.
“I’m sorry.”
“What’s done is done,” I said. “How long has she been gone?”
“I think most of the night. She went to sleep early as she’s been doing. After we found her gone this morning, Jissalyn and I questioned all the guards. One of the linyang on the roof thought she saw someone near the wall last night. But because whoever she saw was moving away from it, she did not raise an alarm.”
“When was that?” I asked.
“Not long after she went to sleep. It was after I left my watch over her.”
I closed my eyes. This made no sense, and yet, it made perfect sense. Jacqueline was trapped on an alien world where she knew no one but me and a few of my wives. She knew almost nothing about Taitala, nor where to go for help or what to do.
But at the same time, I understood what had happened. She hit bottom with me the night before I left, when she laid it all out there, begging me to take her back. And I spurned her. That was exactly the kind of thing that always caused her mood swings to rebound. And the further she fell on the downswing, the higher she flew afterward. She could be doing anything right now. The question was what.
For a few long moments, I was paralyzed with indecision. I needed to be here, and I needed to be back there. Which was it going to be?
“Will?” Merindra asked. “What do you want us to do?”
I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was Mereceeree. “We can find her,” she said.
She was right. There wasn’t much that escaped the panikang when they were searching. If Jacqueline was out there, they would hear her, or hear someone talking about her.
If I decided to go back to Yama-Kana, I could probably power through the hike down the mountain to the circle and be home in about eighteen hours. But in the event I had to come back here, that was easily a full day on top of that, maybe more. That was too much time to lose when I didn’t know what we’d set in motion here.
Mereceeree, though – she could glide all the way down and probably be in Yama-Kana within an hour.
I turned to her. “Okay. I want you to go back. Do you need to take your sisters to find her?”
“No. There are others in Yama-Kana. They can stay to help you.”
“All right. Then go. And good luck.”
She kissed me hard. “Do not worry, my tsulygoi. Your favorite wife will take care of this.” Then she turned to the tablet. “I am on my way, awasa-late. I will see you soon.”
“Thank you,” Merindra said.
◆◆◆
 
I had to lie down to clear my head. I needed to trust Mereceeree and Merindra to solve the Jacqueline problem so I could focus on what we still had to do here. After Ayarala checked on me, and I told her I just needed to rest, the rest of them left me alone. Jackie curled up in the crook of my arm and went to sleep. She didn’t seem to mind the cave, as long as I was here.
Someone made lunch. Narilora brought it to me.
“Anything going on out there?” I asked.
“Doesn’t seem to be. Can I sit down?”
“Sure, pussy-cat.”
“Eladra called,” she said. “Another group of linyang came to the house. It was my formal summons to the Emerald Conclave, which is starting in two days. I have to be there.”
“I’ll be with you, whatever else is going on.”
She lay down beside me. “You don’t have to be.”
“Yes, I do.”
She pushed her head against my neck. “Even with all this stuff with Sheedlyn?”
“I’m pretty sure that after what we did this morning, we’ll know within two days where this is going.”
“And Jacqueline?” she asked.
“Jacqueline is an annoyance at worst. Mereceeree will find her, probably in a few hours. She doesn’t know enough about Taitala to hide effectively. Then, I don’t know, I’ll lock her up in the basement so this doesn’t happen again.”
She laughed softly. “Okay.”
We lay together quietly for a few minutes. There really wasn’t any more to say.
Kaorin leaned in the tent. “Tsulygoi?”
“What’s up?”
“The rest of us are wondering if there is anything we should be doing. We are watching the area around the entrance to this tunnel as you instructed. Is there anything else?”
“Ah, yeah. Ask Vareeka and Shareechi to make a circuit of the cavern. Tell them to stay out of sight, but see what they can hear. And to check the drop site.”
She nodded. “I will do so.”
Kaorin returned a minute later. “They have left. I will let you know what they report.”
“Thanks.”
She started to leave, but Narilora stopped her.
“Why don’t you come in and rest with us? There’s nothing else to do right now.”
Kaorin hesitated for a moment or two, glancing at me. Then she climbed in the tent. She didn’t seem to know what to do until I motioned for her to lie down opposite Narilora on the side of me where Jackie was sleeping. She did, looking down at the busang cub.
“She is almost like a little wife now. Always sleeping with you.”
“I’m going to figure out a way to keep her around, somehow.”
Narilora laughed softly. “Will thinks he can tame her,” she said.
Kaorin’s eyes widened. “If anyone could do it, it would be the makalang.”
“I tamed the two of you.”
There was a little intake of breath, and Kaorin finally seemed to accept what was happening here. She moved a little closer to me, resting her head on my shoulder. Narilora did the same, reaching over to intertwine her fingers with Kaorin’s as I took them in my arms. In a few moments, I felt them both purring against my chest and two tails twitching contentedly against my thighs. And I felt an emotional wall going down inside Kaorin, as if she’d wanted this for a long time but never let herself believe it could happen. I pulled her to me, and she sighed against my neck.
Jackie climbed out from between us and curled up in a little ball on my groin. It felt good to have them all there. There was still a lot I had to worry about, but I dozed off a minute or two later.
◆◆◆
 
We were in the tent that Narilora had been sharing with Girasani and Mereceeree, and Girasani came in and lay down with us a bit later. She didn’t seem to think Kaorin’s presence was anything notable, and I wondered what my wives had been discussing among themselves.
“Nothing going on out there?” I asked. I tried to speak softly, since Kaorin had fallen asleep against me.
“No. The panikang returned. The ones we freed are with Yawihri. She and others are discussing the situation with Zaralyr. They know we are in here somewhere, and Zaralyr is not happy.”
“I don’t imagine she is.”
“But Yawihri is focused on what the freed ones told her, and what Sheedlyn may do,” Girasani said. “It seems they may be moving quickly.”
I thought about that for a moment. “Sheedlyn doesn’t know it was us. I don’t think she has any reason to think we’re here. She only knows someone broke in there, killed her new basayangs, and freed the others. She probably thinks it was Zaralyr. She knows she has opposition here, and I bet she’s thinking about them, not us.”
“I agree.”
“They didn’t hear anything around her lab?” I asked.
“No.”
She was likely still shielding herself. It’s what I would have been doing in her position. “They checked the drop site?”
“Yes,” she said. “Nothing for now.”
◆◆◆
 
I rose a bit later and checked in with Merindra. Mereceeree was back and already out with several of the other panikang searching for Jacqueline. Merindra seemed to be in a better mood, and I tried to reassure her that this wasn’t that big a deal.
After I signed off, I walked out to the edge of the tunnel. Two of the guards, one sorai and one linyang, were just inside the entrance.
“How are we doing?”
The sorai answered me. “There was a patrol on the other side a little while ago, up on that ledge.”
The linyang pointed out into cavern. “There. They are coming back down.”
I looked where she was pointing. With the new night-vision goggles, I could see the cavern well enough. On the other side, I saw a little chain of lights moving along the ledge. It was the glow-spheres the guards carried.
I felt something push against my leg. It was Jackie, having followed me out of the tent. The linyang guard laughed softly.
“I think she has claimed you, my tsulygoi.”
Jackie rose up, putting her fore- and mid-paws on my leg, hooking her claws into the fabric of my hiking pants. She’d done this enough already that I knew what it meant. She wanted me to pick her up. I started to bend down.
As I did, I felt something pop out of the little pouch on my belt. It was the vial of powdered crystal from the Crimson Star that I’d found in Sheedlyn’s lab, and as it popped from the pouch, the stopper came loose. Before I could do anything, the powdered crystal came spraying out of the vial – all over Jackie.
It went into her mouth, her nose, her ears, and her eyes. She recoiled from me, sneezing and pawing at her head.
“Shit,” I whispered.
I bent down and tried to brush it out of her eyes. She let me do it but sneezed again. In the darkness, I couldn’t see well enough to help her much, but I managed to clear her eyes. She seemed to have instinctively closed them fast enough to keep too much from getting in. I picked her up, and she sneezed again.
“Is she all right?” the linyang asked.
“I think so.”
But I immediately sensed something different about her. She’d swallowed and inhaled some of the crystal powder. It was deep in her ears. I could feel the little particles of crystal inside her body. The tiny crystals were affecting her energies. They didn’t seem to be hurting her, but they were changing her energy flow.
She cuddled into my arms, sneezing once again, but the damage, such as it was, was done.
Except – was it really damage? Something else was going on. As the tiny crystals embedded themselves, I felt a connection to her that hadn’t been there before – through the Crimson Star. The crystal powder was no longer part of it physically, but the connection to Taitala’s energies was still there.
And through that connection, I suddenly realized something. I now had the same abilities with Jackie that I had with my wives and children. To heal them and change them. Not because we had any natural connection through our DNA, but because of the connection through the crimson powder inside her.
I looked back into her. I saw the instincts I needed to alter to tame her. I could do it. Compared to what I’d done to Narilora’s child, to Cassie, this was trivial. Just a bit of redirection, strengthening the bond that had begun to develop between us, making her see me and my wives the same as another busang in her family unit.
It took only a few moments. She didn’t really react. But I could see the difference in her energies immediately.
And then I began to wonder: Was this what Sheedlyn was doing with these new basayangs? If I embedded this crimson powder into a fresh body as she had, what would happen?
I didn’t know for sure, but if I could do this to a busang, I knew I could do other things to intelligent life. So could Sheedlyn. I wouldn’t even need that much of it. Looking into Jackie, it was clear she had ten times more of the crimson powder in her system than was really necessary for the connection.
The linyang and sorai guards were back on watch. They hadn’t noticed anything once I picked up Jackie to help her, not that there was really anything much they could have seen.
I bent back down and picked up the vial. There was still a little bit of the crimson powder left inside, maybe half a teaspoon. I found the stopper and closed it up.
I was happy about Jackie, but this was really not good.




Chapter 17

Jackie seemed hungry once she recovered from inhaling all the crimson powder, so I took her to the back of the cave and found some dried meat in our supplies for her to eat. She gobbled it up immediately and wanted more. Not sure what might be going on with her, I fed her until she was sated. Then she went into the tent and curled up in my sleeping bag.
It was getting late in the kaliman day when Shareechi came into the cave. I noticed her holding a rolled sheet of paper.
“Makalang, there was a message at the drop site.”
She held it out. I took it and handed it to Girasani. She scanned it quickly.
“Yawihri wishes to meet again. They know we are in the cavern.”
“That’s it?” I asked.
“Yes.”
I thought about what to do. There was a spot midway down the cavern where a large portion of the overhead had collapsed against the wall into a heap of boulders about twenty feet high. It was on the same side as our cave, but far enough from it that we wouldn’t be revealing our location as long as we were careful.
“Tell them we can meet them at that big pile of rocks against the wall, after the lights are out.”
Girasani nodded. She quickly drafted the reply and handed it to Shareechi, who took it and flew off.
◆◆◆
 
When the lights went down, we geared up and marched back down along the cavern edge. I kept a sheath of energy around us the entire time in case anyone might have been watching for us.
Yawihri, Zaralyr, and several others were waiting at the rocks. I dropped the sheath as we approached. Zaralyr looked angry, but Yawihri had the same neutral expression on her face that she’d had before.
“Will of Hawthorne, I thought we agreed you would give us time to resolve this on our own.”
“I didn’t intend for things to develop the way they did. I just needed to check on something in aXiqian’s old chamber. That crystal prism that connects to the Crimson Star. It’s gone, and Sheedlyn took it. I had to see what she was doing with it. None of your people were harmed. I rescued the disappeared ones, in fact.”
“And you have my gratitude for that,” Yawihri said. “Can you tell me what you found in there? The stories these four told us are confused and incomplete.”
So I described what we’d seen in Sheedlyn’s lab and what I thought it meant.
“She’s not just making basayangs,” I said. “She’s making much more dangerous ones. They’re stronger, faster, and more skilled than any I’ve ever seen before. If she makes any more of them, you’re going to have a very serious problem here. We killed those four, but I’m not about to assume that was all of them.”
Yawihri nodded gravely. “These four you rescued represent the clear proof we need to move against the Triad. One of them is the daughter of a friend of mine, a former Triad member as I am. We have spent the day quietly gathering our support. Tomorrow we will bring this case to the Triad and call a vote to remove them.”
“And if you’re successful?”
“Sheedlyn will be arrested and punished for her crimes,” Zaralyr said.
“If she realizes what’s happening, you may not have that chance.”
Zaralyr glared at me. “I am no fool, Will of Hawthorne,” she shot back. “We know where she is, and she will not escape us. I have people watching her as we speak.”
“Where is she?”
“I am not about to tell you, because I know you will simply take things into your own hands. You are in our home, and this is our matter to resolve. Her relationship with the Triad has resulted in scores of deaths, at your hands and hers.”
“She’s capable of hiding herself from being seen,” I said.
“I am aware of that as well. We have prepared for it.”
“How?” I asked.
“There are those of us who are skilled with the crystals,” Yawihri said. “Perhaps not as skilled as you and Sheedlyn, but skilled enough to counter her in this instance. As Zaralyr said, we are not fools. We know the strength of those opposing us.”
I didn’t like trusting them with this, but unless I was prepared to fight the kaliman again – and I definitely didn’t want to – it seemed I had to let them take the lead.
“If Sheedlyn escapes, the results may be dire.”
“Again, Will of Hawthorne,” Yawihri said, “we are painfully aware of that fact.”
“All right. I’ll let you do what you need to do. But I’m going to be watching. If this doesn’t work, I’m going after Sheedlyn.”
Yawihri nodded. “If it does not work, I am confident we will have enough trouble that your involvement will be least of our problems.”
◆◆◆
 
I spent the night with Narilora, Girasani, and Kaorin, though with all twelve of us in that little cave, I contented myself with just sleeping. There would be time for more when we got back.
In the morning, Jackie was so ravenous that two of the linyang agreed to climb up to the surface to hunt something for her to eat. They came back with three small game animals that resembled green six-legged weasels. I carved the carcasses up into manageable chunks, and Jackie devoured all of it. When she was finally done eating, she collapsed into an exhausted heap in the tent.
Something was clearly going on with her. When I examined her energies, it looked like she was growing at a hugely accelerated pace. It wasn’t hard to see why, either – the crimson powder inside her body was driving it. The little crystals were drawing the undercurrent into her, making her stronger.
Yet I hadn’t noticed anything like that when she first inhaled the powder. The crystals had created a link I could exploit, but no more. This hadn’t started until after I made changes in her.
That had to be what was going on with Sheedlyn’s new basayangs. I knew from the records we found in Silas’s house that making the original basayangs hadn’t involved any kind of crystal infusion like this. That was likely why the animating effect was weaker and temporary. These new ones were dead and couldn’t grow like Jackie was doing, but the energies from the crimson powder kept them sustained and made them much stronger and faster.
I prayed I hadn’t made a mistake trusting Yawihri and Zaralyr to stop her.
Then I noticed a blinking light on the tablet that indicated a call had come in. It was Merindra. I called her back, and when she answered, I could tell from her beaming face that it was good news.
“We found her, Will. The panikang found her.”
“Jacqueline? You have her?”
Her mood dropped a notch. “No. But we know where she is. And I think you will have to come back to resolve this. She’s with Hoolaka.”
I groaned. “You’re kidding.”
“No. And there’s more. They seem to believe she is kaliman.” She pursed her lips. “They seem to believe she is Girasani.”
My jaw dropped. It was a moment or two before I could say anything.
“They do?”
“From what Mereceeree overheard, yes.”
I struggled to process what Merindra just said. If you had never actually met a kaliman, and knew them only secondhand – as Hoolaka did – it was not that much of a stretch to think you could mistake Jacqueline for one. She had dwenda-like features, in her blonde hair and blue eyes. She was as short and fit as Girasani, except for her boobs. But I had seen dwenda with chests as big as Jacqueline’s. If you were someone like Hoolaka, who viewed the kaliman as rogue dwenda, I could see it. Especially if, like Hoolaka, you were looking for anything you could find to use against me.
And Girasani, bless her heart, had given Jacqueline the information she would need to do it.
“Is Mereceeree there?”
“She’s asleep,” Merindra said. “She came back after dawn. I can wake her if you want.”
“No, let her rest. I can talk to her later. What was Jacqueline doing with Hoolaka? What was she telling them?”
“Mereceeree said they were talking about you. Hoolaka was pressing her for your secrets and weaknesses. Jacqueline was being evasive. What does she know?”
“From Earth, a lot. From here, nothing. How did this even happen? Why Hoolaka of all people?”
“Oh,” she replied. “That may not be a big mystery. It turns out Hoolaka lives about a block over from here along the river.”
Ugh. I hadn’t realized that. Jacqueline had probably just run to the first house she saw and knocked on the door for help. It was just my luck that house would be Hoolaka’s.
I leaned forward and rubbed my forehead. “Are Asarane or Breanne around?”
“Yes. Do you need them?”
“We may be able to kill two birds with one stone here.”
Her beautiful face twisted in confusion. “Kill . . . what?”
I groaned. “Sorry. It’s a saying on Earth. We have other issues with Hoolaka. Go get them.”
She put the tablet down. About a minute later, Breanne and Asarane appeared on the screen.
“Hi, Bunny-daddy,” Breanne said.
“Hi, Will,” Asarane said.
“Were you guys able to find anything in Hoolaka’s records? With Filaria?”
Breanne nodded. “Yeah. I talked to her about it. What we did was have her take pictures of some of the records. I didn’t want to get her in trouble. What she came back with is interesting, but I don’t know if it helps us. There are some discrepancies, but none of them are that blatant, and I don’t know if they really prove anything. You could look at them one way, and say they’re really incriminating. But if you wanted to, you could just call them being sloppy. And Hoolaka is kind of sloppy about this stuff. It’s why my job sucked so much. I was always having to clean up after it.”
I sighed. “Give me your honest opinion, bunny-girl. If we took what we have in front of the council, do you think we have enough to convince them?”
She fidgeted for a moment or two. “I don’t think so. I’m sorry, Will.”
“Okay. Thanks for trying, at least. When I get back, we may be able to shake something loose. I suspect there’s more here. I was able to bluff Broakware into giving herself away, and maybe we can do the same thing with Hoolaka.”
“When are you coming back” Asarane asked.
“Day or two, tops. Things here either going to calm down or get very bad within another day.”
Merindra leaned into view. “Please be careful, Will. We’ll be fine. Just bring everyone back safe.”
“I will. See you soon.”
◆◆◆
 
The lights came on in the kaliman city not long afterward. A dim glow filled the far end of the cavern. I sat out at the entrance to our cave for a while wondering what was going on. I didn’t like having the panikang flying around down there during light hours, so the two of them were sitting with me just trying to listen. A couple of the linyang guards were sitting with us as well.
“The patrol seems late,” one of linyang said.
I looked over at her. “Late?”
“The past two mornings, there’s been a patrol coming up the ledge right after the lights came on. I haven’t seen it so far.”
A couple of minutes later, Vareeka turned to Shareechi. “Do you hear that?” she asked.
“Yes,” Shareechi replied.
“What is it?” I asked.
“It’s hard to be sure this far away,” Vareeka said. “But I think there’s some kind of commotion.”
“Yelling and shouting,” Shareechi said.
I waited a few moments. “Is it continuing?”
“It’s getting louder,” Vareeka said.
I sucked on my front teeth. “If you can do it without being seen, go down there and take a look. Stay high and don’t take any risks.”
They stood up, spread their wings, and took off.
“Will?”
I turned around. It was Narilora.
“What?”
“Something is wrong with Jackie,” she said. “At least, there’s something I’m not sure about.”
I followed her back into the cave. A low moaning came from our tent. Narilora pulled back the flap.
“Look at her.”
For a moment, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. Then I realized: She was bigger. Not a lot, but noticeably larger. When we found her, she was about the size of a dachshund. Now, she was about the size of a Labrador retriever. In a few hours, just from those weasel-things she’d eaten, she’d grown half as large again as she’d been this morning.
But she was in pain, and looking into her, I realized immediately what the problem was.
“She needs to eat.”
Narilora gasped. “Again? But she just ate three—”
“I know. I did something to her accidentally, I’ll explain later, but she’s growing a lot faster than she would have otherwise. She needs more.”
“Should I go hunt for her?”
“Take a couple of the guards. Find what you can and get back here as fast as possible.”
She nodded. “Okay.”
She grabbed her crossbow and took the two linyang out front with her. Kaorin came up to me as they went for the passage up to the surface.
“Tsulygoi?”
I tried to explain what was going on. She looked into the tent. “Will she be okay?”
“I think so, if they can catch something.”
I went back out front. Kaorin came with me. In a few minutes, Vareeka and Shareechi came gliding back in.
“There is a large crowd in front of the Triad chamber,” Vareeka said. “An angry one. That is the source of all the noise.”
“Can you tell what they’re upset about ?”
“It would seem to be what we told the kaliman. They are shouting about the ‘disappeared ones’ and ‘the long-tail,’ and accusing the guards in front of the chamber of being complicit in the disappearances.”
“I think I can tell where Sheedlyn must be living,” Shareechi said. “There is another group of guards around a house near the labs. I recognized several from the ones who met with us.”
“How many?”
“Ten or twelve.”
We were fifteen minutes away, maybe ten if we ran, and we were down Narilora and two linyang.
“Fuck it. We’re going.”
I called to Ayarala. She came up front, and I explained what was going on and what we were doing.
“Without Narilora?” she asked.
“There’s no time. She may be gone a while. If she gets back, tell her to focus on feeding Jackie, and only then is she to come after us.”
Her face creased in worry. “Are you sure?”
“This may be our only chance to take out Sheedlyn.”
“Okay. Good luck.”
Girasani, Kaorin and the other linyang, and the four sorai followed me as we half-jogged toward the city. I sent Vareeka and Shareechi ahead of us and then raised a sheath of energy to hide us.
As we passed the pile of rock halfway down and approached the city, I began to hear the noise the panikang had reported. But it sounded like more than yelling and shouting. As the city came into sight, I heard the distinct sound of joyous cheering.
Then I saw Vareeka and Shareechi circling above us. I dropped the sheath, and they came gliding in.
“What’s going on?”
“The crowd has grown, and they are celebrating something,” Vareeka said. “And there is a large group moving toward Sheedlyn’s house.”
I tried to move faster, but by the time we got there, it was too late. I raised the sheath again so we could watch without being seen.
At least twenty guards surrounded the house now, and they had already captured Sheedlyn. It looked as if she'd tried to escape hidden in a sheath, but the guards had still spotted her somehow. They now had her pinned on the ground in a net, and they were working together to tie her up. I saw Zaralyr at the back of the group directing them.
The crowd Vareeka mentioned was already there, slowly surrounding the house and the guards to see what was going on. Many of them jeered and shouted at Sheedlyn. Between the guards and the crowd, we had no chance to grab her.
Sheedlyn cursed at the guards and the other kaliman as she was pulled to her feet. They searched her roughly, pulling things out of her robes. I saw one take a necklace from around her neck, and she reacted violently, spitting and trying to bite the guard who did it. They’d taken her crystal – I’d seen her using it during Feylani’s trial. Without it, she was nearly powerless.
So maybe this was finally over, even if I wasn’t the one finishing it.
As we watched, the guards dragged Sheedlyn away, toward the bridge over the river. It looked as if they were headed to the Triad chamber. Most of the crowd followed, but many of them went into Sheedlyn’s house and began angrily ransacking it.
“What should we do, my tsulygoi?” Kaorin asked.
I took a deep breath and exhaled. The opportunity to do anything, whatever it had been, was gone. The rest of the crimson crystal was probably in her house, but we had no way to get at it now.
“Let’s head back and wait for the kaliman. Nothing more we can do.”




Chapter 18

We walked slowly back to the cave. Ayarala and Kisarat were waiting, alone. I briefly explained what we’d seen. When the panikang returned, reporting that Sheedlyn had indeed been taken inside the Triad chamber, I asked them to head back and continue watching, and in particular to watch for anyone delivering a message to the drop site.
Jackie was about the same, lying in the tent breathing heavily. Narilora and the linyang returned about an hour later carrying the bloody carcass of some creature that resembled a kabayang but was about the size of a small deer.
I butchered it as best I could and fed Jackie while I explained to Narilora what she’d missed.
“So they have her?” she asked.
“So it seems. What they’re going to do with her, I don’t know.”
“I cannot imagine they will do anything other than execute her,” Girasani said. “There will be a trial, but her guilt seems clear, since they have the ones we rescued to testify against her.”
“Let’s hope. But until I see her body, I’m not assuming anything.”
Jackie began to rally after I fed her about a pound of meat. But she kept eating. She ate the entire deer-thing over the course of a couple of hours, during which I was certain she continued growing. Her teeth grew enough to crack the bones, and she ate most of those too. Then she passed out again.
“What’s happening to her, Will?” Narilora asked.
“She’s growing.” I explained about the crimson powder. “I’m almost certain it’s the same thing Sheedlyn did to create those basayangs.”
“Is she going to turn into one?”
“No,” I replied. “She’s fine. She’s perfectly healthy. She’s just maturing a lot faster than she would have.”
“She’s going to be dangerous very soon, then.”
I shook my head. “No. I’ve tamed her. The crimson powder let me do it. She’ll be okay.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes.”
I could see it in her. She was still growing, though the growth was starting to slow. She was almost fully grown now, about the size of a mountain lion, albeit longer because of her six legs. But the bond she had with me had held. I could control her. She just needed to rest.
So we waited.
◆◆◆
 
A few hours later, the panikang returned. Shareechi held another message. She handed it to Girasani.
“Yawihri wishes to meet,” Girasani said.
“There is a group already heading to the meeting site,” Shareechi said.
“Okay. Let’s go, then.”
I took everyone this time, since I wasn’t comfortable splitting the group after what had happened. I didn’t know the kaliman’s intentions now that Sheedlyn was neutralized. But Jackie was still asleep, so we had to leave her in the cave.
We found Yawihri and Zaralyr waiting for us with a group of guards.
“We have established a new Triad,” Yawihri said, “and Sheedlyn is under our control. But I imagine you must know that already.”
“Yes.”
She nodded. “We appreciate your assistance with this matter, Will of Hawthorne. But your reason for being here is gone, and you must leave.” She looked at Girasani. “You are pardoned for your offenses against our people. You need not fear punishment should you ever wish to return.”
“Thank you,” Girasani said quietly.
“Sheedlyn will be executed?” I asked.
“After her trial,” Zaralyr said. “In accordance with our laws, that will take a few days. But she is imprisoned and no longer a threat.”
I nodded. This was clearly the best I was going to get. But I intended to have the panikang stay to make sure this was finally over.
“There’s one last thing I need to ask.”
“What is that?” Yawihri asked.
I looked at Zaralyr. “When you came to Yama-Kana, you met with several dwenda. Did they mention the clan’s desire to reconcile with you?”
“Yes. That was not why we were there. Sheedlyn was the one who arranged the meeting. We needed their assistance to find a male, no more.”
“The clan leader still hopes for some kind of reconciliation,” I said. “The split between your clans is a matter of great concern for the dwenda.”
I motioned to Ayarala. She stepped up next to me.
“I know how the kaliman feel about us,” she said. “I have spoken at length about this with Girasani. We are agreed that many of the things our clans believe about each other are wrong. If she and I could come to love one another, as we do, surely there is a chance for our clans to reconcile.”
Yawihri was silent for a few moments. The looks on the faces of the other kaliman ranged from disgust to curiosity.
“What do you propose?” Yawihri asked finally.
“Our clan leader would like to visit your city and meet with you,” Ayarala said.
The other kaliman murmured to each other.
“I know you have spent many talons here in isolation by choice,” I said. “But that isolation has come to an end. I am not the only one who knows where this cavern is. One way or another, you are going to need to deal with this.”
Yawihri finally nodded, glancing at Zaralyr. “Very well,” she said. “Tell the leader of the dwenda we will receive her here. I can promise no more, but she may come.”
I looked around at the rest of my group.
“Okay. Let’s get home.”
◆◆◆
 
We found a full-grown but friendly and affectionate busang waiting in the cave when we returned to pack up. The others, especially the linyang, were understandably nervous about her at first, but it soon became clear Jackie was no threat. I called Merindra to let her know we were on our way back.
It was too late in the day for us to get any further than our last campsite at the bottom of the slope. Vareeka and Shareechi returned to their little cave-camp in the canyon, promising to keep watch on the kaliman. Jackie loped easily along as we hiked down, hopping from one rock to the next, running out across the slope, then back to us. I found that, while I couldn’t precisely control her, she understood when I gave her an instruction and did her best to comply.
When we got to the bottom and set up camp, I turned to her. “Go get something to eat. Like what we caught for you down in the cave.” I tried to envision the animal Narilora shot.
Jackie turned and ran off into the forest.
“You’re sure she’ll be back?” Narilora asked.
“Yes. I can feel it.”
She returned dragging another one of the six-legged deer things in her jaws about half an hour later. With her accelerated growth complete, it was too much for her to eat on her own, so we carved it up and set several steaks over the fire. The meat proved to be tasty but oddly sweet, which Narilora told me was because the deer things mostly ate the fruit from the tall green trees.
◆◆◆
 
We returned to Yama-Kana late afternoon the following day. I told Jissalyn to give the guards who came with us a couple of days off to rest. Kaorin came with us back to the house, and Ayarala got her set up in a room on the second floor. She was happy, and I was looking forward to having her as part of the core group.
Introducing Jackie to the household resulted in about half an hour of excitement and concern. Cassie and Hunter were initially nervous, but within ten minutes, they were cuddling and rolling around with her on the floor, squealing and laughing like she was an oversized stuffed animal.
I watched her carefully, but the changes I made held. She viewed my house as a busang den, and my kids as busang cubs. Not only did she have no instinct whatsoever to hurt them, it was clear she would kill to protect them. And when it was time for everyone to go to bed, she resisted leaving Cassie’s room, instead curling up at the foot of Cassie’s bed.
“Can she sleep in my room, Daddy?” Cassie asked. “Please?”
Cassie had been asking me for pet recently, and I could tell there was no budging her on this point. I was understandably unsure about leaving a large predator in my daughter’s room overnight, but I saw nothing the least bit threatening in Jackie’s emotions. Quite the contrary – she wanted to stay here to guard my young. I could tell from the look in Jackie’s eyes that anything coming in here to threaten Cassie was going to have serious problems.
“All right. But she stays on the floor, okay, sweetheart?”
Cassie beamed. “Okay.”
Before I went to bed, I called everyone up to the third-floor meeting room. I sent a runner over to Ebony Void to get Bellina, since I needed her for this. But even before the rest of the core group assembled, Mereceeree pulled me aside. I could tell instantly that something was wrong.
“My tsulygoi, there are two things I need to tell you. One is good. One is not good.”
“What’s up?”
“The good thing is that my sisters have located Horasa and Meellin. They are hiding in a cave along the lake. The noise of the waves helped conceal them, which was why this took so long.”
Horasa and Meellin were the two cunelo elders who had plotted against me. They were behind the attack on my house in Phan-garad. Loreloo had tried to arrest them for it, and the result had been her getting deposed as clan leader and fleeing to me for sanctuary. Her successor as clan leader, Racerak, was able to marshal more support to move against them, but by then they had fled to the great lake at the end of the river. I had asked Mereceeree to send some panikang after them.
“So what did they find?”
“They have more people with them than Racerak said,” she replied, “and they are not simply hiding in fear of cunelo justice. They are planning to return when their group is strong enough and move against Racerak. That is why they are so far from everyone.”
“Okay. Soon as this thing with the linyang clan leader election is over, let’s deal with them.”
Her face hardened. “That is the second thing, Will. You will need to do this without me. I have just been told that my mother is very ill. I must return to the mountains to be with her.”
I put my hand on her. “What’s wrong?”
“She has developed a sickness that sometimes strikes those of our people who spend their lives healing others with their crystals. It is thought that doing so for long enough will cause the healer to absorb some of what is healed into them.”
“Could I go help her?”
She shook her head. “No healing with the crystals can cure this ailment. They are the source of it. She will either recover or she will not.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. If I thought you could help, believe me, I would ask you to come with me.”
I pulled her into a hug. “Okay. Go. Do what you have to do. We’ll deal with the rest of this.”
“Thank you. I will have the ones who found Horasa and Meellin come here to meet with you.”
“Do you need to go right now?” I asked.
“Yes. I am sorry.”
I held her for a few moments longer, but then she kissed me and withdrew. I walked to the roof with her and watched her fly off for the barracks. When I returned to the meeting room, Bellina was just arriving and the rest of them were waiting. Kaorin was there too, looking a bit nervous and unsure of herself.
I briefly explained what was going on with Phareewee, Mereceeree’s mother. When we’d gotten through the expressions of concern, I sat down.
“Jacqueline first,” I said. “Is she still with Hoolaka?”
“Yes,” Merindra said. “We have guards watching her house. She has not left.”
“Where is Hoolaka’s house, exactly?”
Merindra explained. It was on the next street over, but if you went out the back along the river as Jacqueline apparently had, it would be the first one you got to. It made sense. Hoolaka had been friends with Broakware, so it wasn’t surprising they lived near each other.
“What kind of security does Hoolaka have?”
“Nothing, as far as I can tell,” Merindra said.
My eyebrows went up. “Nothing?”
“Some servants, but we’ve seen no guards.”
If Hoolaka really killed Ceriniat, that seemed a bit odd. You would expect someone who did something like that to be more concerned with protecting herself.
“Huh. Well, then I figure we just go over there and get her. Pull together a unit of guards. I think five are enough. It doesn’t sound like this is going to be much of a challenge.”
She nodded. “I will.”
“Should I come?” Narilora asked.
“No. I want you focusing on the election. And this close to it, I’m not sure how it might be viewed if something goes wrong here.”
“Okay. You’re right.”
I turned to Breanne and Asarane. “You two are coming. While we’re there, we’re going to confront Hoolaka about the bombing. Pull together the evidence we’ve got. I know it’s not everything, but maybe it’s enough to get her to do something to incriminate herself.”
Breanne nodded. “It’s all ready. Like you said, it’s not that much.”
“Okay. Next item.” I turned to Narilora. “The election. What exactly is going to happen here?”
“The voting won’t start for a few days,” she said. “But the Emerald Conclave officially starts tomorrow. Most of it is things we won’t be involved in because I’m a candidate. Representatives of the various factions and those promoting or opposing one person or another will be meeting to discuss things. People are gauging support, trying to see who appear to be the strongest candidates. Like I told you, this is the point the weaker ones will drop out.”
She paused for a moment, sighing.
“What we’ll be doing is hosting groups who want to talk to me, to gauge whether or not they want to support me. Froidani, since she put me forward, will bring those people here. We have to be ready to entertain them. And I suspect there will be quite a few.”
I looked at Ayarala. “It’s last minute, but let’s do whatever we can. Odds are, they’re going to be expecting a lot.”
She nodded. “I will make it happen. As soon as we’re done here, I will talk to the servants.”
“Maybe break out one of the special bottles of kerasak. Or will they care?”
“They’ll care,” Narilora said.
“Okay, let's do it. You mentioned the drinking and socializing that goes on with this. What if we had a party or something at Ebony Void?”
Narilora’s eyes widened. “For who?”
“Everyone?”
Bellina gasped. “That’s thousands of people, Will,” she said. “The place will be mobbed.”
“But is it something they’ll expect? Will it look good?”
Narilora’s face was pensive for a moment. Then she nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, they may actually expect something like it, given everything you’ve done here.”
“When would be the best night?” I asked.
“I guess before the voting starts.”
“Fine. Bellina, this one is yours. Talk to Shoon. Whatever you two can pull together in two days will work. And be sure the word gets out about it.”
“Are we charging people?” Bellina asked. “Or just letting everyone in?”
I knew what the gross from one big night at Ebony Void was, and I could afford to eat it. “It’s a party, we’re hosting. It will be all linyang anyway.”
She gulped, then nodded. “Linyang can drink with anyone. But we’ll get it done,” she said.
“Okay. The next issue is Missok and her expedition.” I looked at Ayarala. “Some time tomorrow or the next day, when you have the chance, talk to Yisaraq and let her know what happened, and that we’ve finally cleared the way for Missok to meet with the kaliman. Yisaraq can go work out the details with her. The linyang visits are the priority, but we need to keep that one moving too.”
“I will,” she said.
I took a deep breath. “Anything I forgot?”
“You asked about buying Feylani’s house,” Asarane said. “And that wall you wanted to build.”
“Right. What did you find out?”
“The house is still for sale. The city is asking 500,000 pikala. Given how much that is, there doesn’t seem to have been a lot of interest. As far as the wall goes, from what I can tell, if we own all three properties, you can build whatever you want. I don’t think it will cost all that much compared to the house.”
“Anybody see any problems here?” I asked.
“We definitely need the space,” Merindra said.
The rest of them nodded in agreement.
“Okay. Work with Ayarala once she gets the entertainment set up, but let’s do it.”




Chapter 19

When the meeting wrapped up and the group began heading to bed, I felt a hand on mine. It was Narilora.
“Come on,” she said.
“Where?”
“Just . . come.”
She led me to the sitting room at the back corner of the third floor, the one that was a bit like a ball pit or one of the nests at Ebony Void, just filled with plush little pillows. By the time we got there, I wasn’t surprised to see Kaorin waiting for us. She smiled up at me.
Narilora pulled me in, and we lay down with Kaorin.
“Thank you for this, my tsulygoi,” Kaorin said.
“You can call me Will now.”
She smiled. “Thank you, Will.”
It had been a really long day, and I was tired, so I just held them for a little bit, kissing one, then the other, feeling them purring against me. I pulled Kaorin’s long, tawny hair out of its usual braid. She shook it out behind her as I ran my fingers through it, scratching her ears.
Narilora wriggled out of her hiking clothes, and Kaorin did likewise. Then they undressed me. I felt Kaorin’s taut, athletic body, remembering better now the last time we’d been together. Her breasts were not large, but they were high and firm. I pulled both her and Narilora over me, sucking on one set of nipples, then the other. Their tails twitched contently over my legs.
They began kissing each other above me, and I reached down to caress their firm butts. Then I slid my hands under them, exploring between their legs. Their smooth, silky-soft folds felt almost the same, and they were now both very wet. I played with them gently, just enjoying the contented vibrations of their purring. Soon they were gently sliding themselves against my hands. I focused on their little pleasure buds and watched their arousal spinning up inside them, carefully bringing them up together.
I’d been doing this long enough, sharing my wives’ orgasms with them like this, that it wasn’t hard to time their releases, especially since they were feeding off each other’s arousal too, moaning into each other’s mouths. I slipped my middle fingers into them just as the sensations began to peak.
They came almost as one, legs shaking and hips pumping against my hands. I felt them contracting around my fingers, Kaorin a bit tighter than Narilora, since she’d been with me only a few times.
When they caught their breath, Narilora slid down to my erection. Kaorin joined her, and soon they were going back and forth licking and sucking on me. Kaorin was still inexperienced at this, and Narilora helped her along. When I felt ready, I pulled Kaorin above me. Narilora guided me into her. She was still very tight, and it took a couple of tries to get myself in. But then she backed down over me, sighing and still purring deeply.
I tried to pull Narilora up to my mouth, but she resisted.
“Let her go first, Will.”
So I did. I guided her hips, getting her into a rhythm. Lying on the heap of pillows, I was half sitting up, so I pulled her forward to suck on her nipples as she rode me.
Narilora went behind her, embracing her and cupping her breasts for me. Kaorin twisted around, and they kissed deeply. Then I felt Narilora’s hand going between us, feeling, stroking, helping Kaorin along.
Soon Kaorin was whimpering and riding me rapidly as Narilora rubbed her clit. Then she began to shake and her face twisted into a beautiful mask of pleasure as another orgasm took her. Narilora didn’t let up, and I kept Kaorin moving over me. Another release hit her, then another. Then she cried out and threw herself against my chest.
Watching her come over and over had nearly put me there as well. I rolled her over and thrust deeply into her, pounding her tight little body as she still shook and contracted around me. Then I exploded inside her with a groan as Narilora held me from behind and sucked on my neck.
I eased myself out of Kaorin, pulling Narilora around me. I set her in front of Kaorin, and she raised her butt for me, lifting her tail in the air as she buried her face between Kaorin’s thighs. Kaorin yowled loudly as Narilora began lapping at my seed.
I took Narilora’s hips and entered her. Among all my wives, Narilora liked being taken from behind the most, especially when she was pleasuring another female. I’d been with her and Merindra like this so many times. I pumped her tight little butt steadily, pushing her against Kaorin, who now had her fingers deep in Narilora’s hair, moaning and rolling her hips up at her.
I felt Narilora purring around me, and her tail thrashed against my chest. I took hold of it and drove myself into her over and over, just enjoying the feel of her tight sex. Kaorin began to shake under us and let out another yowl as she came yet again. I wasn’t there yet and focused on Narilora. Soon she was pounding her butt back at me, meeting every thrust with a low moan. Then I pushed her over the edge as her sex spasmed around me.
I kept going, closing in on my own release, but Kaorin and Narilora both came again before I got there. Kaorin thrashed around under Narilora, keeping her eyes fixed on me. As Narilora’s orgasm began to subside, I finally went over the edge, spurting deeply inside her. I fell forward, pushing her up on top of Kaorin, then rolled to the side. They held each other, kissing gently, then separated to cuddle with me.
“I am happy you are here, awasa-late,” Narilora said.
Kaorin made a contented noise against my neck. “And I am happy to be your awasa-late.”
We lay there for a while, saying nothing more.
◆◆◆
 
When I got up the next morning, Ayarala already had the house in a huge uproar getting ready for the Emerald Conclave visitors. Zelyndri, her friend from her home village, was helping orchestrate things as the servants ran around cooking and cleaning and decorating the main first-floor sitting room. Food and other supplies were arriving as Ayarala stalked around loudly complaining about one thing or another. But her mood softened when she saw me.
“Hey. Are you sure all this is necessary?” I asked.
She came over and kissed me. “We are entertaining, Will, and you are the makalang. Expectations will be very high.” She smiled. “Also, if we fall short, it will reflect more poorly on me as your awasa-lina than on you.”
I laughed. “Got it,” I said. “Don’t let me get in the way.”
Merindra was up as well, and when I tracked her down, she was in one of the guard ready rooms talking to Jissalyn about Jacqueline.
“We should probably do this sooner rather than later,” I said.
“We’re ready when you are, Will,” she said.
“Let me grab something to eat first. Go get Breanne and Asarane.”
I managed to find my way through the chaos in the kitchen to get a quick breakfast. When I came back to the ready room, the rest of them were waiting.
We walked out to the street and down to Hoolaka’s house. It was a nice but hardly ostentatious dwelling about twice the size of uQe’kiral’s little place. As Merindra said, I saw no sign of meaningful security.
I went up and rapped on the door. A few moments later, a cunelo – likely one of her servants – answered. She gasped when she saw who it was.
“I need to speak to your mistress.”
The cunelo ducked quickly back inside. I heard some muffled conversation, then restrained yelling. Hoolaka appeared a moment later, face contorted in outrage as she took in the others behind me.
“You! What is the meaning of this? Are you here to murder me as you have murdered so many others?”
“I am here to collect my wife,” I said. “And we have something important to discuss.”
“We have nothing to discuss! I have nothing to say to you!”
“Where is she?”
Then I saw Jacqueline behind her.
“Will?”
“You need to come back to the house,” I said to her. “I don’t know what you thought you were doing, but there is nothing for you out here and you’re placing yourself at a lot more risk than you realize.”
“She has left you!” Hoolaka shrieked. “You have nothing to say to her either! She has told me many things!”
But Jacqueline stepped forward around her. I couldn’t quite read the look on her face.
“I’ll go back,” she said. “It’s okay.”
Hoolaka’s mood deflated a few notches. Jacqueline came down the front steps and stood in the middle of the guards, ignoring the looks on my wives’ faces.
“He is not your people—What we discussed—”
“She’s not who you think she is,” I said.
Hoolaka let out a loud noise of frustration.
“This other thing we need to discuss,” I said. “I don’t think you want to do it out here.”
Her eyes flared. “Under no circumstances am I allowing you into my house!”
“It concerns Ceriniat’s assassination.”
“So? You know far more about that than I do.”
“Are you sure? It turns out that whoever made that bomb was using mining explosives. There are only a handful of firms in Yama-Kana with access to that stuff, yours being one. None of the others had any reason to care about Ceriniat.”
Her outrage, somehow, grew even more intense. “You are accusing me of doing this? Me? Are you mad? What possible reason would I have for killing the leader of the linyang?”
“There are records that suggest otherwise.”
Between me, the guards, and Jacqueline, Hoolaka’s attention had been occupied, but she at last seemed to recognize Breanne behind me.
“You! What have you done? What lies did you tell him? Did Filaria help you? What did I ever do to you to deserve such disloyalty? Was I so terrible an employer that you would seek to falsely place blame for this outrage on me? Why? Why would you do this?”
Only now did I think to read Hoolaka, to see what reaction this was causing. I realized in dismay that she was telling the truth. She had no idea what the hell I was talking about.
I looked at Breanne, who had shrunk back in embarrassment.
“All right,” I said, “If you had nothing to do with this, then we’re done here.”
“Oh, we are not done! If you repeat these accusations to anyone, I will have you before the council! And Breanne, never show your face to me again! Filaria either! She is dismissed from my employ! If she sets foot in my business again, I will have her arrested!”
I groaned. “Let’s go,” I said.
We walked slowly back to the house as Hoolaka continued pouring invective on our heads. When we were out of earshot, I turned to Breanne.
“I’m really sorry, bunny-girl. This was my fuck-up. You told me the evidence wasn’t good.”
She just nodded, looking down.
“Tell Filaria she has a job with me,” I continued. “We’ll find something for her to do, at the clubs or the house.”
She looked over at me. “She’ll be okay. She was pretty sick of that job anyway, after I left. She’s been telling me she wanted to leave. So I think she’ll be thrilled to be working for you.”
Then I looked over at Jacqueline, who just stared down at the ground as we walked. Only when we got back to the house did she look over at me.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“We’re going to have some important visitors the next couple of days.”
I walked her back up to her room. To my mild surprise, she didn’t resist me.
“Where did you think you were going?” I asked.
She shrugged.
“There are people here,” I continued, “people far more dangerous than Hoolaka, who would try to use you against me. They aren’t going to care if you get hurt in the process.”
“I’m already hurt.” She looked up. “You called me your wife. When you came to get me.”
“She wouldn’t have understood the truth.”
“Why did you come for me? You told me you didn’t give a fuck about me anymore.”
“That’s not what I said.”
Her eyes flared in anger. “I tell you I still love you and want to be with you, and you fucking blow me off. What else does that say?”
I closed my eyes and groaned. “I’m taking you back to Earth. This has to end.”
“I don’t want to go back,” she snapped.
“You’re going.”
She stood up. “I’m not!”
“You are.”
“I can’t go!”
“Why?”
“Because I’m fucking pregnant!” she shrieked.
She let that hang in the air as my jaw fell. Her eyes dropped to the floor.
Neither of us said anything for a moment or two.
I finally asked the obvious question. “It’s mine?”
I couldn’t bring myself to look.
“Richard wanted to have another,” she said sadly. “I thought it would help things with us, with you gone, what seemed like for good. I was about ready to move on. I went off the pill. I was ovulating the week you came back. But Richard had this big deal that week and nothing happened. And then . . . you happened. I did the math. It couldn’t have been him.”
I finally looked. It was mine. Another boy, a little clump of Will-and-Jacqueline energy inside her.
I took a ragged breath and leaned back against the dresser behind me.
“Shit.”
She started to cry. “Will? Please?”
I went to her. I had to. I took her in my arms and held her. She cried against my chest for a couple of minutes.
“Can I please stay?” she said in a tiny voice.
She couldn’t stay. But I couldn’t send her back, not now. I just stood there lost in indecision, two impossible options staring me in the face.
I looked over her shoulder to the window, into the backyard. Cassie was out there with Jackie, playing on the grass as Lorelat and Hunter ran around. Jackie played with them like a mother cat with her kittens, pawing and nipping but doing no damage. The kids laughed and squealed and wrestled with her. Even from here, I could sense how happy they all were, Jackie included.
It was working because I’d changed Jackie, turned her dangerous instincts into safe ones.
And I had a thought.
“You can stay,” I finally said. “On one condition, that we’ll discuss later.”
“Okay. Anything.”
I let go of her. I had to think about this.
◆◆◆
 
The first group of linyang visitors arrived later that morning, not long after Ayarala was finally satisfied with the preparations.
There were three of them, all older linyang who were nevertheless taut and muscular. They came with Froidani, and as the guards let them in the house I immediately recognized the uniforms of the Long Claw.
Narilora and I met them in the main entryway. There was an unofficial protocol to this that Froidani had explained.
“Welcome to my home,” Narilora said. “This is my tsulygoi, Will of Hawthorne, who is the makalang.”
“Thank you, Narilora,” Froidani said. “This is Ruasa, Gloydani, and Heliat. They are the deputy commanders of the Long Claw.”
“Thank for you agreeing to see us, Narilora,” Ruasa said.
“Would you like something to eat?” she responded.
“Of course.”
Narilora led the group back to the main sitting room, the one that looked out on the river. Ayarala and the servants had outdone themselves. The place was spotless and perfectly arranged. Fresh flowers were set around the room, and there was a selection of light food on a table along one wall, along with a variety of drinks, including the bottle of vintage kerasak. Two of the cunelo servants were there waiting for us, dressed impeccably. As soon as we sat down, they served little plates to everyone, starting with the Froidani and the others.
“Do you like kerasak?” Narilora asked. “We have a special harvest that is more than a kumala-talon old.”
Eyebrows went up.
“I do,” Ruasa said. “Thank you.”
One of the servants came forward with the bottle and poured little glasses for everyone.
“This is excellent,” Gloydani said. “I think the best I have ever had.”
“I thought so too,” I said. “They had only six bottles, so I bought them all.”
They laughed politely.
“The pickled kabayang liver is also wonderful,” Ruasa said. “Your staff is very talented.”
“The credit belongs to my awasa-lina,” Narilora said. “She arranged all of this.”
“That would be the dwenda, Ayarala?” Heliat asked. “The one who was nalasin?”
That was intriguing, but I didn’t let on my surprise that they knew. Then again, they were based in Phan-garad, where Ayarala had managed the house since I’d arrived.
“Yes,” I said.
“She is quite the manager,” Heliat said.
“She is.”
Things continued in that trivial vein for about fifteen minutes. Then Froidani quietly cleared her throat and sat back in her chair.
“Narilora, our guests have come here not just to discuss your candidacy, but also to discuss the future of the Long Claw, since these two are interrelated. Ruasa, if you will.”
The other linyang nodded.
“Ceriniat’s passing has meant a reassessment of the company’s future,” Ruasa said. “Her plan was for an orderly transition when she was no longer able to manage it. Unfortunately, that day came much sooner than she expected.”
Gloydani and Heliat murmured their assent.
“The three of us, together with the rest of the leadership, would like ownership and management of the company to pass to the next clan leader. However, that presumes that the next leader is competent enough to assume the responsibility. Therein lies our problem.”
I glanced at Narilora, whose face had gone pale.
“And you don’t think I am,” she said.
The three of them looked at each other quickly.
“Quite the contrary. We believe you are the only one among the serious candidates who is.”
Narilora gasped softly. “You do?”
“You are the only one who has meaningful combat experience,” Ruasa said. "You are the only one who has experience operating within a military organization, and continues to do so. You are the only one who has led people in combat. And you have, by far, more support available than any other candidate, support that can ensure the company’s long-term success.”
That piqued my interest.
“The company needs financial support?” I asked.
They looked at me. Ruasa shook her head.
“The company is on a sound financial footing. Very much so. I speak of the political support and guidance that you offer her. I am informed that you, as well, have combat experience on your home planet. That you served in a similar organization.”
I nodded. “I did.”
“No other candidate has anyone like you supporting her, anyone at all.”
Narilora let out a long sigh. “What are you asking of me?”
Ruasa turned back to her. “The Long Claw intends to support your candidacy. Provided, that is, that you agree with our intent to pass ownership of the company to you upon your election.”
“What happens if she isn’t elected?” I asked.
“We will address that situation should we arrive there.”
I turned to Narilora, and I was about to say something when she responded.
“I agree.”
The four older linyang all nodded in satisfaction. Froidani smiled.
“Thank you,” Ruasa said.
After few more pleasantries, Froidani and the others left. I stood in the entryway with Narilora, not sure what to say.
“I didn’t expect that,” she said finally.
“I didn’t expect you to agree so quickly.”
She looked at me. “Will, how do you think they would have reacted had I hesitated? Or refused?”
I nodded. “Not well.”
“No.” She leaned against me quickly. “The next group will be here soon.”
◆◆◆
 
One by one, groups of linyang came to call at the house accompanied by Froidani, though none were of quite the same significance. We would share food and drink for a few minutes before getting down to business. Some had serious concerns, some fairly trivial, and often Froidani would intervene with one comment or another trying to steer the discussion in a certain direction. As soon as one group left, Ayarala and the servants would swoop in to clean up and set up for the next one. Narilora navigated it all better than I expected.
When we took a break for lunch, I went to find Breanne. She was upstairs in her room reading through some of the club financial records.
“Hey, bunny-girl.”
She looked over at me and smiled. “Hi.”
“Look, I’m really sorry about this morning. There’s been too much going on lately, and I got way ahead of myself. I didn’t intend to put you in that kind of position. Being the makalang doesn’t mean you know everything, even if sometimes I act that way.”
She laughed softly. “It’s okay. I went along with it knowing our evidence was weak. And I talked to Filaria. She’s actually thrilled to be coming to work here. I already talked to Shoon. She’s going to put her to work managing the liquor at Ebony Void. Believe me, Filaria is perfect for that.”
I laughed with her. “Okay, great. But I wanted to ask you something, assuming you’re not sick of chasing these things down for me.”
“Of course not. What is it?”
“If it wasn’t Hoolaka, that leaves that other permit you found, what was the name?”
“Bright Star.”
“Can you and Asarane see what you can find about them? There may be nothing, but we have to check.”
She got up from her desk. “Absolutely. I’ll go tell her. How’s it going with Narilora?”
“So far so good.”




Chapter 20

After lunch, Froidani arrived with another group of linyang. This one had come from Phan-garad, and she told us ahead of time their opinion was important, almost as important as the Long Claw. They represented the family group that owned the elite crystal blade manufacturer in Phan-garad, the one that supplied all our weapons. Though the firm was not large, its reputation among the linyang was such that their endorsement would carry a lot of weight.
There were four linyang in the group, an older one who I would have guessed was a daughter of Kumala – forty talons or so, about eighty years by Earth reckoning – two about Froidani’s age, and a younger one who looked to be scarcely ten talons. All of them were lean and athletic. The youngest one was strikingly pretty, with light silver-gray hair and blue eyes, a combination I’d never seen on a linyang.
Narilora welcomed them, and Froidani introduced the group to us. I thought I saw a family resemblance between three of the four, and I wasn’t wrong.
“This is Tilyri, her daughter Thorai, and her granddaughter Tracera,” Froidani said. “They are the owners of Cerulean Sword, which of course you know.” Then she turned to the second middle-aged one, who stood a step back from the others. “And this is Kalan, their general manager.”
I noticed Thorai carrying a bottle of something that looked familiar.
“Thank for you for seeing us, Narilora,” Tilyri said.
“I know it is just after mid-day,” Narilora said, “but might I offer you something to eat?”
“Yes, thank you,” she replied. “That would be lovely.”
We returned to the sitting room. Before we sat down, Thorai handed me the bottle. I saw that it was a very expensive brand of malvina, the rum-like Phangaradian version I preferred, but it was a vintage older than what I had been drinking.
“I have been told you favor this, Will of Hawthorne. A small token for one of our most important customers.”
“I do. But this is a harvest I haven’t seen before.”
“It is no longer available. This bottle has been in my collection for quite some time. I thought you would appreciate it, from one lover of malvina to another.”
I nodded to her. “Thank you.”
No one else had brought any gifts with them, and I noticed Froidani watching this out of the corner of her eye. But she said nothing.
We all sat down. Tilyri sat in the center of the couch across from me and Narilora, with her daughter and granddaughter on either side of her. Froidani and Kalan took the chairs to the sides.
We began with the pleasantries, which were getting a bit tiresome by this point, though I did my best not to show it. Tracera said nothing, but I noticed her glancing at me repeatedly. I gave her a smile, and she looked away in embarrassment.
Then Tilyri suddenly sat up in her chair in shock, looking out the window behind us.
“Is that . . . a busang?”
The others gasped, following her gaze. I turned around, seeing Cassie playing with Jackie on the grass by the river, laughing as they rolled around together.
“The child!” Thorai exclaimed.
I held up my hands. “It’s fine. She’s tame. There’s no risk, really. That’s my daughter. They’re just playing.”
The four of them stared out the window in amazement. It was clear now that Jackie posed no threat.
“A tame
busang?” Tracera said. “How?”
“The makalang has many skills,” Narilora said. “We found her as a cub in the mountains.”
The pretty young linyang stared at me in awe. I wondered if she’d given any thought to mating.
The others watched Jackie and Cassie for a few moments before they finally appeared to accept that I was telling the truth. Tracera turned to Tilyri.
“Has anyone ever tamed a busang, grandmother?”
“To my knowledge, no.”
“Yes, it is amazing,” Froidani said. “But perhaps we might turn to the matter at hand.”
Tilyri nodded. “Yes, we should.”
They all sat back.
Tilyri looked at me, then Narilora. “I am told you have put our blades to good use of late.”
“We have,” my wife replied. “They are the finest in existence, and you know as well as I that is not flattery but simple fact.”
“We are grateful for your business, Narilora,” Thorai said. “Our hope is that this will continue.”
“I have seen no reason to consider a change in our supplier of blades,” she said, “though that decision rests with my tsulygoi.”
I nodded. “The thought has not entered my mind,” I said.
“Did you kill the anti-makalang with one of ours?” Tracera asked me. “I heard the stories.”
Tilyri snorted. “Hush, child. You know he wields a blade from his own world.”
“Can I see it?”
I laughed. “Maybe afterward.”
Tilyri discreetly smacked Tracera on the thigh. Then she composed herself briefly.
“Narilora, forgive me for speaking plainly, but I am old. We are here, of course, to get to know you better and assess your suitability to lead our clan. We are a small firm and so of course there is little we can truly offer in terms of direct support. That being said, I am not unaware that our endorsement would carry a certain amount of weight.”
She paused for a moment.
“We are under certain pressures that I will not go into to support Serunai, but I have made no decisions as yet. My primary concern is the health and continued success of the company that I founded so many talons ago. That success requires a continued inflow of business. You have been a fine source of such business, and I am pleased to hear it will continue. With that in mind, I cannot help but notice that the leadership of the Long Claw called upon you, and no one else, among the candidates to lead the clan. Quite notably, they have not called on Serunai, and I have been told they will not do so.”
She let that hang in the air a moment.
Narilora took a slow breath. “Is there something you are suggesting by that, Tilyri?”
“Not at all, my dear. As you said, I am just stating simple facts.” Tilyri looked over at me. “I believe you have, based on your orders, eighty-three fighters under you?”
“Eighty-two,” I said. “I’m impressed.”
She nodded. “The Long Claw numbers far more than that.”
None of us said anything for a few moments. I saw Froidani struggling with how to react, but it was clear she didn’t want to cut off Narilora.
My wife finally leaned back against the couch beside me. “It would be inappropriate for me to promise your firm anything of that nature in exchange for your support, especially considering that the Long Claw will make its own decisions about who to follow.”
Tilyri nodded. “Of course. Again, I am merely pointing out certain facts. We have a mutually beneficial relationship. I would like that to continue.”
“It will,” Narilora said.
“Very good, then.” Tilyri looked over at the cunelo servant waiting along the wall. “I will have one more of those dubigar tarts. They are quite delicious. I would like the recipe from your awasa-lina, if I may.”
◆◆◆
 
Tracera lingered in the doorway with me when they finally got up to go and Froidani stood talking with the others on the stoop.
“Can I see your sword?” she asked.
I had one of the servants bring up my katana from the ready room. I drew it partway from the scabbard. She looked down at it in complete awe, running a finger gently along the flat of the blade.
“It’s really made entirely from langoy?”
“Yes. The edge isn’t as sharp as the ones you make, but it’s far stronger.”
Finally she looked up. She glanced quickly at her mother and grandmother before looking back at me, smiling. “You tamed a busang.”
“Yeah.”
“I can’t imagine how,” she said. “I just completed my busang hunt.”
“You were chosen?”
“I just got done with the training. That’s why my grandmother brought me here.” She grinned. “Do you think I’m pretty?”
I laughed, watching her silver tail swishing behind her. “How old are you?”
“Nine talons. I’ll be ten in a few sampars.”
Ten talons was the Taitalan age of majority, when females were eligible to be claimed as wives and begin mating.
“Okay,” I said. “Maybe come talk to me then.”
She smiled again. “I will.”
Narilora came over to me when they were gone. “What was all that about?”
“We might have another linyang to add to the mix soon.”
◆◆◆
 
When the last group left at the end of the afternoon, Narilora and I went up the office balcony to watch the sunset, and only then did she relax against me, resting her head against my chest.
“Thanks for being there for me.”
“Wouldn’t have missed it. I’m intrigued, though.”
“By what?” she asked.
“You came across today as someone who actually wants to be clan leader.”
She sighed. “I have to take this seriously, Will. The consequences of not doing so would be . . . not good. Not just for me. For you too, and our family.”
“I get that. But at the rate you’re going, it may happen.”
“I know. It feels like riding the train. I know where it’s going, and I’m going to get there, unless I get off at some point.”
“You just let me know when you’re ready to get off,” I said.
“I will.”
She went into the main bedroom to rest. I went down to the first floor, where I found Ayarala supervising the clean-up. I pulled her into a big hug, picking her up off the floor.
“You are the best awasa-lina a makalang could ever ask for.”
She laughed, hugging me back. “How is Narilora?”
“Exhausted.”
“I don’t blame her,” she said. “This is so stressful, and all I’m doing is feeding her guests.”
“You hit this one out of the park today.”
“I . . . is that another Earth saying?”
I tried to think of a Taitalan analog. “Yeah, um, imagine taking the sepabo from one end of the field to the other untouched. That was you today.”
“Thanks. Everyone worked really hard.”
“Give the servants a bonus. Especially the cooks. The food really was good.”
“I will.” She pecked me on the lips, then pushed herself out of my grasp. “I’m sorry, but we still have a lot to do for tomorrow. They ate almost everything we made.”
“Okay. Have fun.”
◆◆◆
 
I was in the office a few minutes later relaxing with a glass of the vintage malvina Thorai gave me when Breanne and Asarane suddenly burst in.
“Will?” Asarane asked.
“What’s up?”
“It was Bright Star!” Breanne said. “You’re not going to believe what we found!”
I sat up straight. “How? What did you find? I thought you said the permit was dormant.”
They sat down with me.
“It is,” Breanne said, “but that’s the thing. We looked up the business records. We didn’t find anything until we started looking at the debt filings late this afternoon.”
“Remember what I explained, when we were looking into Broakware?” Asarane asked.
They had found a whole bunch of bad debts she owed, filed by her creditors. That eventually uncovered to her connection to the Gates of the Golden Staff.
“Yeah, I remember.”
“It turns out that Bright Star is owned by this dwenda named Klisanda,” Asarane said. “We found a bunch of debt filings against her, stuff that was there for quite a while. That’s probably why the permit was dormant. She didn’t have the money to do anything with it.”
“It wasn’t that much,” Breanne said, “maybe 30,000 pikala altogether, but if you owe someone and can’t pay, it matters.”
“Definitely.”
“But all of those debts were paid off at once, and recently,” she said. “Guess when?”
“When?”
“The day after Ceriniat was killed.”
I sucked on my front teeth. “That’s quite a coincidence. But are we sure it isn’t a coincidence?”
Breanne nodded. “After this morning, I wasn’t about to stop there. We started digging further into Klisanda’s affairs, trying to see if there was anything else about her. I kept wondering, why would she get involved with killing Ceriniat? What connection could she have with the linyang? Then we found the connection.” She paused to catch her breath. “And Will, this is bad.”
“Really bad,” Asarane said.
I felt a pit forming in my stomach. I didn’t need more bad right now.
“What is it?”
Breanne took a deep breath. “Before Klisanda set out to start her own mining company, she worked at a crystal processing plant for about ten talons. She was a senior manager when she left. We found this out because, in order to get a permit for the explosives, you need a recommendation from a member of the council.”
A chill shot down my back. “Oh, shit.”
“Guess who gave Klisanda her recommendation?” Asarane asked.
“It was the same person she was working for,” Breanne said. “Serunai.”
“No,” I said, “that’s insane. Serunai and Ceriniat were . . . ” My voice trailed off.
Serunai arrived on the scene right after the bombing. She immediately pointed my attention toward Hoolaka, before Ceriniat’s body was even cold.
She called for the council investigation, then spent the entire hearing bickering with Hoolaka.
Ceriniat was coming to name Narilora as her successor.
The bomb was set by someone who knew Ceriniat was coming, and when.
Serunai knew she was coming. Ceriniat was planning to stay with her. If Ceriniat had told her about her plans for Narilora, how might Serunai have reacted?
She was younger than Ceriniat by at least ten talons, and she had a good chance of succeeding her when Ceriniat stepped down.
But not if Ceriniat endorsed Narilora.
I exhaled slowly. “Do not breathe a word of this to anyone.”
“We won’t,” Breanne said. “We came straight here to tell you.”
“If you’re wrong . . . ”
“Yeah.”
I swallowed roughly. “But if you’re right . . . and I think you are . . . we have to be very, very careful with this. Not just with the election. If Serunai would kill her clan leader to ensure her succession, she won’t think twice about killing anyone else.”
The two of them looked at each other.
“Okay,” Asarane said.
I hugged them together.
“Great work, guys. I mean it. But keep your heads down from here on out.”
◆◆◆
 
I sat there in the office for a while trying to decide what to do with this. No great revelations came.
Accusing Serunai of assassinating her clan leader, to take over the clan, in the middle of the Emerald Conclave, when my wife was the other leading candidate . . . would not look good, to say the least.
Even if our proof was ironclad. And it wasn’t. It was almost entirely circumstantial.
All of it together was highly incriminating, and my gut told me Asarane and Breanne were right. But what did we do with it?
What did we do with it when Narilora didn’t want to be clan leader in the first place?
Did I tell Narilora? If I did, could she keep from letting it affect her during tomorrow’s meetings?
If I didn’t tell her, and she found out I kept it from her, whether or not she was elected . . .
But if I did tell her, and we made the accusation, what would happen? Would it knock Serunai out, or not? I couldn’t be sure it would. I wasn’t familiar enough with linyang politics.
I needed to talk to someone about this, and the only person who could really tell me what to do here was the person smack in the middle of it.
Unless.
Unless.
It occurred to me that there was one other linyang I could trust with this. One other linyang who had the maturity and experience to process the information. Who knew most of the people involved far better than I did.
I figured I could get to her before she went to bed if I left right away.
◆◆◆
 
When I walked into Meridrian’s room, she looked up from her desk in shock, gasping aloud.
“My tsulygoi—I did not expect—The election—”
“I know. It’s late, I’m sorry. This was entirely unplanned. And I’m not staying. But I need your help.”
She pulled herself together quickly. “Of course. What is it?”
I shut the door and sat down. “This is information I don’t know if I have the right to lay on you. But there’s no one else I can go to right now. And I have to ask for your complete, absolute discretion on this. You’ll understand when I tell you, but it’s deadly serious.”
Her face paled, but she nodded. “You are my tsulygoi, and I serve you in all things. You may tell me.”
So I did.
Meridrian sat there silently as I laid it all out. Her face grew tense, but the news didn’t provoke the anger I’d anticipated. Instead, she seemed focused on the gravity of what it meant for our family.
She leaned back and sighed when I was done. “I have to say, I expected it was something like this. It would not be the first time it has happened, a clan leader being killed by a rival who wanted to claim the leadership.”
“Narilora told me. But she said it’s been a long time.”
“It has.”
“Do you believe it?” I asked.
“I do. Because I know Serunai much better than you. Do you remember the story I told you, about my failure as a young member of the Long Claw?”
“Yes.”
She’d led a team of five fighters guarding a crystal mining expedition. They were attacked unexpectedly, and two of her team were killed. For years afterward, she blamed herself for not being vigilant enough to prepare for the attack.
“I will ask if you might guess whose company it was that attacked us.”
My jaw dropped. “You’re kidding. It was Serunai?”
“It was. That episode is why she got out of mining and into processing. She lost her license for explosives as a result of it. She blamed her employees for what happened, claiming they took matters into their own hands. There was insufficient proof tying her directly to it. She apologized and paid recompense to the company for the deaths, to satisfy Ceriniat. But I know what she intended. She hoped that I and my team would be killed, so no one would know what happened. Had I not killed the leader of the group attacking us, as I told you, they likely would have. We were surprised and outnumbered.”
“So she’s killed before to get what she wanted,” I said.
“More than once. And she would know how to have a bomb like that prepared. This dwenda you mentioned, she has others like that, ones who owe her favors, who she uses for her more unsavory operations. There are other stories I could tell you, all of them like this, things associated with her but never with enough clear proof.”
I closed my eyes for a several long moments. “So what do we do? What happens if we accuse her of this? In the middle of the election, that would look ridiculous.”
But Meridrian laughed. “My tsulygoi, you would have no way of knowing this, but salacious accusations are routine during linyang clan elections. Even accusations of murder. I am somewhat surprised nothing has come against Narilora. I suppose it is because of her youth, and her association with you. This would be quite an accusation, but . . . only in terms of degree.”
“So you think we should do it?”
“I do. For Ceriniat’s sake, and the clan’s. Put it all out there, and let the clan decide. But first you obviously have to tell Narilora. And leave the final decision to her.”
I nodded. “Okay. This all makes sense. Thanks.” I leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “I knew coming to talk to you about this was a good idea.”
“I serve only the makalang, who is my tsulygoi.”
“You serve him well.”
She smiled. “By the way, I heard about Kaorin. She is a good choice.”
“For what?” I asked.
“For this thing you still want from me, but will not ask for. Because I would give it you if you asked, and we know where that would lead.”
I smiled back at her, and nodded. “Yeah. Good night, pussy-cat.”
“Good night, big cat daddy.”




Chapter 21

I got back to the house very late, much too late to discuss anything with Narilora. Only Ayarala and Zelyndri were still up, getting the house ready for tomorrow and obsessing over various details.
Ayarala looked over in surprise when I appeared through the front door.
“Will? Where did you go?”
“I had to go back to Phan-garad to talk to Meridrian about something. You need to go to bed. The house is perfect.”
“No, I still need to make sure—”
She let out a squawk of protest as I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder. “Will! I need to make sure the food for tomorrow is ready to set up in the morning! Will, put me down!”
“I’m sure it’s fine. You were awesome today. Come on, you need to rest.”
“No, the tarts!” she yelled. “Zelyndri, the dubigar tarts! Make sure the tarts are out of the oven! They will burn!”
Zelyndri laughed. “I will get them! Good night, my awasa-lina!”
By the time I got to the stairs, Ayarala was laughing against my back. By the time we got to the third floor, she was kissing me and pulling at my clothes, and trying to wriggle out of hers as I carried her to the main bedroom.
I set her gently down on the bed and disrobed. We made love quietly so as not to wake the others. Then we went to sleep.
◆◆◆
 
Ayarala woke me up as she got up just before dawn. Rather than try to get back to sleep, I went downstairs with her to make some massit. The chaos of the previous day soon resumed as the servants started setting up for the first group of visitors. Not wanting to get in their way, I went up to the balcony to watch the sunrise.
The conclave was off in that direction, downriver, and I thought I could see people walking there, though the park was out of sight of the house around a bend. While we were entertaining, the first round of speeches and discussions had been going on over there.
“Will?”
I turned around. It was Jacqueline. The sorai who watched her room were behind her. I told them to give her a bit more freedom to move around the house, now that I knew she wasn’t going to run away again.
She walked over to the wall where I was standing. “They told me you were out here.”
“The view is nice.”
She looked up at the rose-gold and purple colors streaking the sky above the river valley. “It’s beautiful. Why is the sky so purple?”
“Long story. Has to do with the energy fields that brought us here.”
She glanced at me. “You haven’t said a single word to me since I told you about being pregnant.”
“There are some very important things going on right now. Not that your being pregnant isn’t important, but I only have so much attention to devote to anything.”
“This is the baby I should have given you, instead of—”
I cut her off instantly. “Can we not go there? Ever? I mean it. If you’re staying here, that’s behind us. I don’t intend to treat this kid any different from Cassie and Hunter.”
She nodded rapidly. “Okay. I’m sorry.” She looked at my cup. “What are you drinking?”
“It’s called massit. Closest thing to coffee on Taitala.”
She took it from me and took a sip. She made a face. “It’s like . . . cherry-flavored coffee, with, maybe, cinnamon or something. Or nutmeg.”
“I’m so used to it now that it tastes normal.”
She handed it back to me. “So I can stay?”
“Yes, with that condition I mentioned. We’ll discuss it when this thing with Narilora is over, maybe tonight.”
She put her hand on my arm. “Will, I can share you with all these other girls. Really, if that’s what it takes, I don’t care. That doesn’t matter to me anymore.”
“That’s not it.”
Her hand tightened. “Okay, then I know what it is. I’ve been paying attention. I can tell how things are between them. It’s obvious. And Will, we’ve done that. We have, and you know I’ll do it for you. I shouldn’t have stopped after we got married, I could have kept—”
I groaned loudly. “That’s not it either.”
Jacqueline blinked. “Then what is it?”
I exhaled slowly. I didn’t want to have this conversation now, but it might not hurt to get it out of the way, to give her time to think it over.
“I need to be confident that you can control your behavior and emotions here.”
She started to say something, but I cut her off once again.
“Don’t promise me. You’ve promised me things like that before. I can’t trust your promises on that alone.”
I could see it in her, too. Plain as day. Oh sure, her behavior since she arrived on Taitala had been close to normal. She displayed a degree of contrition and regret, even self-reflection, which was a lot for her. But she hadn’t truly changed.
I knew her current mood was simply the result of her shock at being on another planet, at seeing the changes in our children, in me, in everything about my life now. But I knew that sooner or later she would reach some kind of equilibrium. And all the anger and toxicity and narcissism that was still there – all that shit I could see just under the surface – would erupt again.
“I need to be sure,” I said. “And there’s only one way I can be.”
“How?” she asked softly.
“Do you like who you are, Jacqueline? Do you truly like yourself as a person? Or would you prefer to be someone else? Specifically, someone I would be comfortable making part of my family here? Because right now, you’re not her. You can be, but you’re not.”
“I could be,” she whispered.
“I don’t mean it like that.”
“How do you mean it?”
I turned away from the wall. “When you’re with Cassie today, think about this. Think about her and who she is now. We’ll talk more tonight.”
◆◆◆
 
I managed to scrounge something out of the kitchen for breakfast without disrupting the preparations, then I went upstairs to bathe and get dressed. When I came out, Merindra was awake but still in bed, having been up on guard duty the previous night. I lay down with her, and she cuddled against me.
“Hey. Sorry I’ve been spreading myself so thin lately,” I said.
“You are the makalang and my tsulygoi.”
“Are you okay?” I asked.
She didn’t answer me right away.
“Jacqueline is staying?” she asked eventually.
“Yes,” I said.
“Why?”
“Because she’s pregnant.”
Merindra was silent for a few moments. “By you?”
“When I went back to get the kids. It just happened.”
She withdrew and looked at me. “Did you . . . claim her again?”
“It’s not like that on Earth.”
“Is that why she came here?”
“I think it may be part of why she was searching for me so hard.”
Merindra nuzzled her head against my chest. “I was going to kill her. I would have killed your child.”
“None of us knew.”
“You stopped me,” she said.
I pulled her against me. “Not because of that.” I held her for a while.
“I keep waiting for our lives to settle down,” she said, “so I can just enjoy being your wife, and bearing our child.”
“Yeah. But I’m also remembering that morning you told me you felt underappreciated and underinvolved around here. Not so long ago.”
She laughed softly. “I know.”
“I think we’re nearly there. Sheedlyn has finally been neutralized, and when this election is over, life can go back to normal.”
“Okay. I love you.”
I hugged her tightly, just bathing for a few moments in the feel of her energies and our child inside her.
“I love you too, babe.”
Then I went to find Narilora.
She was in the sitting room, looking through some notes Froidani had left for her last night about the visitors coming today. She had told us that the important ones came the first day, while the second was for those who wanted to meet her but couldn’t offer much in the way of support. But we still had to entertain them.
Narilora looked up as I came in.
“Another day,” she said. Then she took in the look on my face as I sat down, and her mood darkened. “What is it?”
“There’s something I need to tell you. And it’s not good.”
“Related to the election?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“How much worse could it possibly get?”
I sighed. “If I’m right, and I may be wrong but I’m pretty sure I’m not, Serunai killed Ceriniat to force an election. Probably because Ceriniat was going to name you as her successor.”
I sat there looking into her eyes, gone as big as fishbowls, for close to a minute before she could say anything.
“There must be a reason you think that,” she said finally.
I explained everything from the beginning, what Asarane found with the bomb, what Breanne told us about the permits, Bright Star and Klisanda’s debts, her connection Serunai, and what Meridrian told me.
“It’s all circumstantial, but it seems awfully incriminating to me. She had the motive, the means, and the opportunity. And according to Meridrian, she has a history of it too.”
Narilora turned away from me and stared out at the river. I waited for her to say something.
“She did it,” she said. “I just . . . it makes sense. Something about her has bothered me from the start. How she just showed up like that and accused Hoolaka before the smoke even cleared.”
“Right.”
“What do I do?” she asked.
“Meridrian thinks you need to tell everyone at the conclave. Don’t accuse her, necessarily, but give the evidence we have and let the clan decide.”
She reached over and took my hands in hers. “Will, how can I do something like that? In front of the entire clan? I’m nobody. I shouldn’t even be here.”
“This ‘nobody’ in front of me has certainly convinced an awful lot of important people that she’s actually somebody.”
“But to do that?”
“Sometimes all you can do is stand up and speak the truth as you see it. Ask yourself if you would feel better remaining silent.”
Her eyes went unfocused. She stared across the room for a while. Then she looked back at me and nodded.
“You’re right. I have to do it. And I will.”
◆◆◆
 
Six groups of linyang came to speak with Narilora, and we got through it without anything significant happening. When the last group left, Ayarala came into the sitting room.
“Is that it? Are we finally done?”
“Yes,” Narilora said wearily. Then she stood up. “Come here, awasa-late.”
Ayarala walked over, and they came together in an embrace. Narilora held her for a while.
“My life is far better with you in it, my love,” Narilora told her.
Ayarala hugged her back. “I could do no less for you, my awasa-late.”
“Whatever happens, you have made quite an impression on my clan,” Narilora said.
Ayarala laughed. “Good.”
Froidani came back in the room and let out a long sigh. “I think I will have a glass of that kerasak now, if I may, Makalang.”
“Help yourself. I think there’s some left.”
We’d gone through two bottles of the good stuff, but I got it precisely for things like this. Froidani poured out the last of it and sat down with us.
“I must say, as grueling as this was, it is hard to imagine it having gone better. You comported yourself extremely well, Narilora.”
Narilora nodded, but said nothing.
“And you, Ayarala, I think I will need to secure your assistance the next time I am entertaining. For one of your youth, I was extremely impressed with how this all went.”
“Thank you,” Ayarala said. “My mother was a good host. I give her the credit.”
“So what happens tomorrow?” I asked.
I knew the vote was taking place in a natural amphitheater in a hillside above the river. It was the only place in Yama-Kana that was large enough to hold several thousand people together to listen to speeches, mingle, and vote when the time came. Most of them were already there now, and had been for several days, listening to less formal speeches while we were meeting at the house. But I wasn’t clear on the specifics of what would happen when we showed up.
Froidani ran her fingers through her hair and answered me. “Tomorrow, we must be at the park early. There will be a section near the front roped off for us. There will be more meetings like today, though far more informal. People will simply come by our area to talk. The first vote will be mid-morning. Assuming, as is nearly certain, that no one wins on the first vote, there will be another one mid-afternoon. The last I heard, we were down to six candidates, so I would expect we will reach the final two no later than the third day of voting. What will happen then is anyone’s guess.”
“What’s your feeling about the current sentiments?” I asked.
“That depends on whom you ask and choose to listen to, but the consensus seems to be that it will come down to Narilora and Serunai. But until the other candidates start to be eliminated, anything could happen.”
I reached over and squeezed Narilora’s hand. Ayarala hugged her again.
“We’ve still got the party tonight,” I said. “I haven’t had a free moment to even talk to Bellina.”
Ayarala leaned forward. “I talked to her at lunch before she went over to the club,” she said, “just to make sure everything was all right, and to see if they needed anything.”
I laughed. “Of course you did.”
She smiled. “She said everything will be fine. Shoon . . . Well, you know Shoon. If you give her something like this, she will exceed expectations. From what Bellina told me, it will be impressive. They are not just opening the club to everyone. Shoon managed to arrange some things to make it special.”
“Like what?”
“I am not sure. But I trust them to do it right.”
I nodded. “Okay. Then let’s just have some fun. Tell everyone to get dressed up.”




Chapter 22

I had seen big crowds at Ebony Void before, but this was beyond anything I’d ever experienced. Shoon had somehow gotten permission to close off the street out front across the entire block – or had simply done it without asking, as tended to happen in Yama-Kana. At least a thousand people were already out there, lined up at multiple stand-up bars and a long buffet table. There were potted trees, flashing lights, and space heaters surrounding an area about a hundred yards long. Music from inside the club was being piped out into the street. The guests were almost all young and about ninety percent linyang, but the other races were represented.
As we got closer, I noticed something else. The light display on the front of the club, which normally just showed the club name alternating with a scene of the night sky, had been reprogrammed into a series of stylized animations. One scene after another showed Narilora in the midst of some dramatic event: Meeting with panikang in the mountains, leading the battle against the basayangs, fighting beside me against the anti-makalang, leading a tame busang – presumably Jackie – through the forest.
We slowed down to watch as Narilora’s jaw dropped. The animations finally ended with a huge portrait of Narilora from the shoulders up, gazing out toward the horizon like the heroine in a Soviet propaganda poster. The portrait then faded into an image of the Emerald Circlet, and the animations started up again.
Narilora gaped at the display in disbelief. “Oh no! What did she do?”
The rest of us laughed. Merindra and Ayarala hugged her.
“You said we have to take this seriously,” I said.
She whimpered and took my hand.
As my entourage of fifteen-plus dressed-to-kill wives approached the entrance, walking around the enclosed area, the guests saw Narilora and began cheering and chanting her name. She waved and did her best to look enthusiastic. The guards up front cleared the way for us, and we passed through a narrow opening in the crowd as the cheering continued.
The first floor around the stage was absolutely packed, and the guards were clearly having to limit entry for safety. The second-floor lounge was almost as crowded. The older linyang had mostly congregated up here, away from the dance floor. When we got to the VIP area on the third floor, Bellina was there with a guest list, filtering out the most important linyang. As we climbed the stairs, she was diplomatically trying to explain to group of six or eight guests why their names weren’t on her list.
When she saw us, she called out and the crowd parted to let us through. I gave her a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek.
“All good?”
I could see the stress in her eyes, but she nodded. “It’s more than we expected, but it’s working.”
“What’s that list?”
“Ayarala got it from Froidani.”
That made sense.
“Okay,” I said. “Be sure you’re taking some time enjoy this.”
She moaned. “Will, I can’t. I’ll try, but I can’t.”
I kissed her again. “You have permission to take a few breaks.”
The VIP area was normally a quiet retreat from the rest of the club, a quasi-brothel where the most well-heeled guests could enjoy very expensive booze and the attentions of the nest-mates. Tonight, it was louder and more crowded. The nest-mates were all here, serving food and liquor to the guests in their strappy, nearly nude bodysuits, but there was none of the usual group sex. Instead, about a hundred exquisitely dressed linyang were standing around or sitting in the nests socializing. There was another buffet and a couple of stand-up bars, though they were set with the top-shelf stuff, unlike the ones below. The wall between the VIP area and the owner’s suite had been rolled back somehow to increase the available space. The owner’s nest was roped off for us. No one was in the pools; instead there were several floating flower and light arrangements in them.
I saw Froidani, the leaders of the Long Claw, and the group from Cerulean Sword. I recognized most of the others as the other visitors who had come to the house. As we walked in, the guests turned toward us. There was polite applause for Narilora, and most of them came forward to greet her. She did her best to look enthusiastic.
Shoon was across the room, and when we made eye contact, she broke away from a couple of the staff and came toward me. She wore tight green leggings and a silver bra top, and there was some kind of silver glitter in her copper hair.
“Makalang, I sincerely hope this is what you envisioned tonight. This is somewhat beyond anything we have done before, and we did not have a great deal of time.”
I gave her a quick side hug. “It’s perfect. You’ve outdone yourself again. Who came up with the display on the front?”
“Froidani suggested we do something of that nature. I was able to find an artist to take care of it. Is it sufficient?”
“It’s amazing. Any issues needing my attention?”
She smiled, and once again I was amazed at her ability to project sex appeal well in excess of what her looks might suggest. “There is nothing we cannot handle. Please enjoy yourself.”
“Come and talk to me when you have a moment later. There’s something we need to do.”
Her eyes glittered in anticipation. “I shall, Makalang.”
Narilora went off with Froidani to socialize, and most of my other wives dispersed into the room. The bunny-girls – Eladra, Lorelat, Breanne, and Loreloo – settled into the owner’s nest. Ayarala, Kisarat, Asarane, Therani, Zelyndri, and Yisaraq went to get something to eat. Kaorin, Jissalyn, and Meridrian – the latter wearing a dress for once – went to talk to the group from the Long Claw. Girasani and Merindra stayed with me.
Also with me was Jacqueline. After talking to Narilora about it, I’d decided to bring her, because I wanted her to truly appreciate what life here was going to entail. She wore a tight gold dress Yisaraq loaned her, since they were about the same size. She’d made an effort to dress up, and she looked as hot as the rest of my wives – if much less comfortable with the situation. She just stood there, eyes wide, looking around.
“You really own all this?” she asked.
“I’ve been busy.”
One of the nest-mates approached with our drinks. I took my glass of malvina. Jacqueline looked the nearly naked girl over as she took hers.
“This is like Las Vegas.”
“Yama-Kana is like a cross between that and New Orleans. They know how to have fun here, although they often take it too far.”
I saw Tracera across the room. She wore some kind of translucent bandage dress that slowly shifted and swirled through the colors of the rainbow, leaving very little of her nubile form to the imagination. She met my eyes, smiled and walked slowly over in our direction.
“Makalang,” she said.
I noticed Jacqueline’s eyes widening, but she said nothing.
“I’m glad you could make it, Tracera.”
“You and your wives sure know how to throw a party.” She glanced at Jacqueline, eyes wrinkling a bit.
“This is Jacqueline,” I said.
“You’re one of the kaliman, aren’t you?” she asked. “I’ve never met one. You look like dwenda, but different.”
Girasani’s face creased a bit, but she said nothing, waiting for me to respond.
“Girasani here is the kaliman,” I said, tilting my head toward her. “Jacqueline is something else.”
“Oh. Well, I’m Tracera.” She smiled, looking Jacqueline up and down. “We might be getting to know each other a lot better in a few sampars. I’ve heard how the makalang’s wives are. I love that dress, it really brings out your hair.”
She reached over to finger Jacqueline’s blonde locks. Merindra laughed and Girasani smiled, but Jacqueline struggled with her reaction.
“Thank you,” she managed.
Tracera’s mother Thorai came up to us, trying to smile. “Makalang, thank you for having us. I apologize if my daughter is bothering you. I know she can be a bit forward.”
“It’s fine,” I said.
“I hope you enjoyed the malvina, though I imagine you may be saving it for a different occasion.”
“I wanted to try it. It’s delicious. I appreciate the gesture.”
“Of course,” Thorai said. “I’m not sure you appreciate this, but you’ve been our largest account by far this past talon. We don’t normally work in such volume. It’s been a bit of struggle to maintain our standards.” She laughed nervously.
“I hadn’t noticed,” I replied. “Your work is amazing.”
“Thank you.”
Tracera fidgeted for a moment, shooting a grin at me. “Mom, will you ask him?”
Thorai took a deep breath. “Tracera, I’m not sure this is the best time. He’s here to relax and enjoy things, not talk business. They have been inordinately busy the past two days. Please get a grip on yourself.”
Tracera’s eyes widened in annoyance. “Mom.”
Merindra and Girasani both laughed.
Thorai looked at them, then back at me. “All right. I suppose it can’t hurt to start discussing this. Makalang, if this the wrong time, please stop me.”
“I think I know what this is about.”
“Yes. I suppose you do. My daughter will be reaching her tenth talon in three sampars. She has expressed a very strong interest in being claimed by you. I know things work differently for you than for other males, and that you have a great many demands on your attention, and surely no end of females wanting to mate.”
I nodded. “I do, definitely.”
“But Tracera did very well on her training, and she would bring her connection to our firm. She is a strong fighter for her age, and, if I may say so, I feel she is as beautiful as your other primary wives.”
“I will agree with that.”
Tracera beamed. “So?” she asked.
I grinned at her. “Like I said, come see me in a few sampars.”
She let out a little noise of excitement and bounced a bit on her feet. After hesitating for a moment, she leaned forward to hug me quickly. “I will.”
“Thank you, Makalang,” Thorai said. “I think this will be an excellent evolution of our relationship.”
“I hope so too.”
When they went off into the crowd, I took in the look on Jacqueline’s face.
“Did she just—Was that what it sounded like?” she asked.
“Yes. As I keep trying to explain, things are very different here.”
◆◆◆
 
There were no further marriage proposals, and the conversation was much lighter than it had been the past two days during the visits to the house. I confined myself to just going around trying to acquaint myself with all the prominent linyang. Girasani got pulled into a conversation about her people, and only Merindra and Jacqueline stayed with me.
I finally went over to the owner’s nest and settled in with the rest of them. The bunny-girls shot subtle glares in Jacqueline’s direction, but it seemed like the hostility might be starting to fade, especially now that the news about her pregnancy was out. I was certain Merindra had shared it with the rest of them by now. Bellina came over a bit later to relax, and lay across my lap talking to Ayarala for few minutes before returning to work.
I went over to the owner’s suite bar and got another malvina. Merindra came with me. Narilora was not far away talking to another group. She had finally seemed to relax and was happily socializing with the linyang elite as Froidani subtly steered things along.
“You’d think she actually wants to do this, the way she’s going tonight,” Merindra said.
“Yeah.”
I spared a moment to wonder what it might be like if she really were clan leader, though I knew she still planned to drop out once the voting started. But she’d grown significantly in certain ways over the past few days. For the first time, I felt like she would be able to handle it. She’d always had good instincts, but now she had the necessary confidence to go along with it.
Narilora noticed us watching and broke out of her conversation to come over. She leaned against me, and I put my arms around her. Merindra rubbed her back sympathetically.
“I’m tired,” Narilora said.
“You’re doing great, pussy-cat.”
“Froidani wants me to speak to the crowd.”
“What about?” I asked.
“Just to welcome them and thank them. Not a big speech.”
“Seems like you should,” Merindra said.
“Will you guys come?”
“Are you sure you shouldn’t do this by yourself? Instead of having me there holding your hand? I’m just thinking about the optics.”
She took a slow breath against my chest and exhaled. “You’re right. Froidani said the same thing. I guess I can do it. But will you at least be nearby?”
“You can, babe. And definitely.”
She led us back to Froidani, who separated herself from the linyang she was talking to.
“Your manager told me we can do this downstairs, on the stage,” Froidani said. “It will project to the outside.”
I nodded. I knew the club had a setup like that. “It should work.”
Merindra, Meridrian, and Kaorin came down with us. Bellina had the staff clear the way downstairs. When we reached the stage, Shoon was waiting at the base with another talalong she introduced as the club’s sound technician.
Shoon leaned in toward my ear and tried to speak over the noise. “The display on the exterior of the club will show her speaking, so everyone can see.”
“Good idea. I didn’t know it could do that.”
“It is a capability we have not really used. Perhaps we might have an event like this again, except not give everything away.”
She gave me a sly look. I laughed.
“I know this is expensive.”
“I am sure it is worth it,” she replied. “This is a party that will be spoken of in the city for many talons.”
After testing things briefly, the sound tech told us the system was ready. Narilora took my hand. Froidani climbed up on the stage as the music faded.
“Hello everyone, of the linyang and the other clans,” she said. “I am Froidani, a member of the Yama-Kana council.” Some cheers arose at that, and she paused briefly. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see so many of you here tonight. This is a true demonstration of the passions by which we live our lives in this city.” More cheering answered her. “Narilora will speak in just a moment, but I must first give thanks to our most generous and gracious host tonight, Will of Hawthorne, the makalang!”
A long, deep, and clearly intoxicated roar rose from both inside and outside the club. The linyang who were close enough to see me screamed my name and waved at me. The noise went on for ten or fifteen seconds. When it began to subside, Froidani spoke again.
“I am sure you did not come here to listen to more speeches from old linyang such as me, so I will spare you any more of that.” The crowd erupted in laughter. “Instead, I will pass your attention on to the one you came to see. Please welcome my friend, and your next clan leader, Narilora!”
The cheering that erupted this time shook the club to the rafters. It was considerably louder and more sustained than the cheering that greeted Froidani’s introduction of me. Narilora gave me a quick, tight hug and climbed up on the stage. She stood there nervously smiling and waving to the crowd until the cheering at last begin to subside. She took a deep breath and began.
“Hi, guys.” The cheering erupted again, and she waited it out. “I hope you’re all too tired and drunk to listen to a big speech from me too, because you aren’t going to get it.”
The crowd roared again, laughing and cheering.
“I didn’t come to your city to become clan leader, and I’m not standing here to do it. I just want you all to know that I believe in you, and I believe you’ll make the right decision.”
More cheering.
“Please don’t vote for me just because my tsulygoi got you all drunk tonight.”
The roaring again rattled the building and went on for quite a while.
I felt Merindra squeezing my hand. She leaned in to my ear. “If she drops out now, people are going to riot.”
I shook my head. “She won’t. Not right now. Later.”
Narilora continued in that vein for about a minute, drawing more laughter and cheers. Then she turned and looked down for me, waving me up. I went.
“So, whatever happens at the election,” she went on, “I just want to thank all of you for your faith in me.” She put her arm around my waist. “And finally, I want to thank my tsulygoi, Will of Hawthorne, for supporting me in all of this.”
She pulled me down and kissed me as the crowd roared again. She waved to everyone, and we stepped down.
The cheering went on for a long time.
◆◆◆
 
The party went on well into the night, but eventually we had to start heading back. The VIP area began to thin out, though the rest of the club was still full.
We were getting ready to leave when Shoon came up to me. “The outside areas are completely out of food and liquor. I thought I had ordered enough, but apparently not. Should I send for more?”
“No. I think we’re done here. I can’t imagine they expect anything else.”
“Most of them are too intoxicated to notice, I think,” she said. “Those who are even still conscious.”
I laughed. “Okay. You and the staff did an amazing job tonight, especially given the short notice.”
She smiled. “I only wish to serve.”
I nodded. “Yeah, about that.”
A copper eyebrow went up.
“Shoon, you’ve been an extremely valuable member of my organization, such as it is. I know you enjoy your job here very much, but I wonder if perhaps you hope to be more.”
Her face slowly filled with restrained emotion. “I will serve however you wish me to, Makalang. In whatever manner pleases you.”
“Is that a yes?”
“What is the question?”
“Would you like to be a wife, Shoon, rather than a mere employee?”
A broad smile spread across her serpentine face. “If that is what you wish of me, Will.”
I nodded. I’d added one prospective wife tonight, so one more wouldn’t hurt. “It’s what I wish.”
She took a step closer and leaned her head against my chest. I felt a wave of excitement flowing through her as I put my arms around her.
“Thank you, my tsulygoi,” she said softly. “My body is yours. I very much look forward to serving you.”




Chapter 23

There was one thing I still had to do tonight, late as it was, because I wanted it out of the way before the election.
As we walked back to the house through the hundreds of drunk to wasted to completely passed-out linyang, I pulled Jacqueline aside, falling a few steps behind the rest of the group.
“Did you do what I asked this morning, with Cassie?” I asked.
She looked up. She’d had a fair bit to drink, but she wasn’t too far gone. “I’m not sure I understood what you wanted. She’s . . . she’s one of them now. Is that what you meant?”
“It’s part of it. She asked me to do it, I think, because she was worried about being a girl without a clan when she grows up here. You know that would be an issue.”
She nodded. “I do. It would be. I get that.”
“But I had to adapt her to this planet, just as I’ve adapted myself.”
Jacqueline’s eyes widened. “You want to adapt me?”
“Cassie wanted it. Do you?”
“I don’t want to be a rabbit.”
“That isn’t what I mean. Remember what I asked you. Do you enjoy who you are, Jacqueline? Do you enjoy what that person has done to her life?”
Her jaw vibrated, and she looked away from me. “You know.”
“I can fix that.”
She looked back. “How?”
“Just like I did with Cassie. Like I did with that animal we brought back here.”
She gasped softly. “They told me you tamed it. That they’re normally vicious predators.”
“They are. But now she’s as cuddly as a pussycat.”
Her eyes flared. “That’s what you would do to me? Tame me?”
“Not tame. Heal.”
She stopped, looking up at me. “Heal?”
We’d reached the house. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.
“Jacqueline, you told me a lot of things in the fifteen years we were together. I know what sort of person your mother is. I know what your childhood was like. You told me enough times. I know what it did to you. I know that a lot of who you are is tied up with that.”
I felt a sharp crack across my face. I opened my eyes to see her glaring at me, tears starting to flow down her cheeks.
“Fuck you. How dare you?”
The others stopped and turned around, looking at us in shock.
“It’s that or you go home,” I said. “Pregnant or not. I’m sorry.”
She tried to slap me again, but I caught her wrist, then the other one when it came around. She struggled with me for a few moments, snarling. Then she went limp and collapsed against my chest. She put her face in her hands and began to cry, rocking back and forth. I took her in my arms. She fought me for a moment, then melted against me, sobbing loudly and pulling at my shirt.
She cried for about five minutes while my other wives stood and watched quietly. I told them to go inside, that I would wrap this up and come in shortly. They did.
Jacqueline’s tears dried up, but she stayed against me. “What would you do?” she asked softly.
“Heal the damage. Think of it as ten years of therapy in an hour. I can do it.”
“Like what you did for Cassie.”
“Yes,” I said. “Exactly.”
“Okay,” she said after a moment.
“You need to go change. Dress warm. It’s going to be cold where we’re going.”
She looked up. “We can’t do it here?”
“No.”
We went inside. The rest of my wives were waiting in the bedroom. As I changed out of my club clothes into something warmer, I briefly explained what I was going to do.
“I’ll be back for the election in the morning. This shouldn’t take too long. But I have to do this. She’s a danger to herself and the rest of us until I do.”
Narilora came over. “Go. It’s okay.”
“This is like what I had to do to you, take out what I put in you by mistake and fix the damage. Except what I have to take out of her was put there by her mother.”
“Was her mother kelanga?” Kisarat asked.
“No. But if any mother ever deserved it, it was hers. She’s the reason Jacqueline did what she did, to me and the kids.”
Kisarat nodded. “Then heal her and bring her back, so we may welcome her as awasa-late.”
◆◆◆
 
When we emerged from the circle into the forest, Jacqueline gasped.
“I won’t ask how. But where are we?”
“On the other side of the mountain range behind Yama-Kana.” I pointed off in the general direction of the great lake. “The city is maybe two hundred miles that way.”
We crossed the river carefully in the dark, and I walked her to the Crimson Star. I opened the crystal door. We walked down the long passageway to the main cavern.
“This may be a bit much to take at first, so brace yourself.”
“What—”
Then she saw it. I stood there as she gaped at the gargantuan crystal cluster, and waited until she’d finally caught her breath.
“What is it?” she asked.
“It’s the heart of everything on Taitala. The source of all the energy, what I can do. It’s what brought me here, and what I used to go back.”
“And you need it for me?”
“To do what I have to do, yes. It will be easiest here.”
We walked up to the base, finding an angled spot to lean against. I had her sit back against me and put my arms around her.
“This may feel a bit weird. Just lie still.”
“Okay.”
◆◆◆
 
When I looked down into her, into all the things that truly made Jacqueline, Jacqueline, it was like the worst tangle of Christmas lights you could ever imagine. A tangle of Christmas lights dipped in tar.
Taming Jackie had been a matter of polishing down a few rough spots, clipping a few connections I didn’t want, tying a few others together. It had taken less than a minute.
This would be something else.
For a while I just sat there looking into her as deeply as I could, trying to follow all the strands and connections of her psyche and personality, to see where everything went. It was such a mess I didn’t even know where to begin.
The tangles and cords were linked by memories and experiences. I recognized a lot of them, from our marriage and family. Most of it went deeper, into things I only knew secondhand. The core of it was too dense. I couldn’t see in there yet.
After a while, I realized Jacqueline had fallen asleep against me. It made things easier, settled her down.
Like any tangle of Christmas lights, I had to start somewhere. So I started with that argument on the way home from Santa Barbara. Living it again from her perspective made me wince.
It was strange. She had so many of the same feelings I had in those days, knowing things were broken but not knowing how to fix them. She worked so hard to make that trip fun for us, had invested so much emotion into it, hoping it would help us turn a corner. So when I said something insensitive about her job, trying to be funny, it just set everything off. She felt horrible about it afterwards, but she was still so angry she couldn’t bring herself to try to patch up the damage.
That strand led, oddly enough, to a fight with her mother when she was fifteen. I couldn’t see all the details under the other tangles, but there was a birthday card, an attempt to tell her mother she loved her in spite of everything. Her mother had torn the card up in a rage.
There was so much of that.
I tugged here and there, trying to find places the strands were not so tangled. As some of them came lose, I got to others. More than once I found tangles locked to other tangles, neither capable of unraveling until the other was clear.
And there was the tar over all of it. The anger and sadness and despair about what her life had turned into. It resisted me at every turn, hanging on to the strands, trying to keep them tangled.
So many fights with me, with her mother, with Cassie. All of them tied together.
Jacqueline slept. It went on for so long. I made progress, but there was just so much to clear. I began to realize that some of this would never come untangled. The damage was too deep, too entrenched.
So carefully, I had to break some of the strands as I’d done with Jackie. I broke them and let them unravel.
That eased more of the tangles. The tar began to dissipate.
I had to reconnect some of the strands, as I saw the unraveling spread too far. I really didn’t know for sure what I was doing here. I had to err on the side of caution.
Some of the stuff I expected to find, like the wooden spoon. She never admitted it, but I had long suspected her mother used a wooden spoon on her the way she had with Cassie. Except what her mother had done was far worse and more pervasive than I had imagined. There were times her mother had drawn blood. She’d done it when Jacqueline was in her teens.
I also came across a lot of unexpected connections and tangles, things I’d taken for granted, or wondered about, but mostly accepted for what they were. Yet when I saw what they were actually connected to, a lot of stuff about her suddenly made more sense.
One of them was the threesomes she’d arranged for us in college.
Jacqueline’s parents were both deeply conservative, and deeply obnoxious about it. You knew where you stood with them politically within five minutes of meeting them. A lot of that was mixed up in the tar coating the tangles. I thought all along that Jacqueline had done what she’d done, having sex with the other girls during these encounters, for no other reason than to convince me I didn’t need to look anywhere else to meet my sexual needs. She just had that attitude about it. Look what I’ll do for you.
But I saw now it wasn’t that simple, though it was exactly the story she’d always told herself. Told it so she wouldn’t have to face up to feelings she knew her parents would never accept. Easier to pretend she was only doing it for my sake. And she was still pretending. She’d done it that very morning up on the balcony.
There were a lot more things like that, things buried under the tar. One by one, I picked through them.
Finally, hours later – just like that last, stubborn tangle in the Christmas lights that holds everything together – the entire mass began to unravel. The strands fell apart. Some of them had been cut at both ends, and I had to draw them out. Some were so limp and overstretched that I had to take up the slack, cutting and reconnecting.
As the tangle cleared, I finally saw the core of it. A black mass at the center that could never be repaired. It was her relationship with her mother. Dead and ossified, just a dark clump of hate, anger, and pain. So, so much pain.
That pain powered everything else, and it had to come out.
I had to cut it out. There was no other way. Doing that broke some connections that I couldn’t repair. There was nowhere for them to go. I drew those out as well, and it took away some parts of her that I had no way to replace.
The core fought me as I did it. It hated me. Somehow it knew me, and hated me.
But I pulled hard, and it came. For a moment, my head swam as all that hate and pain filled my mind, the memories that weren’t mine swirling through me. I struggled against it, drawing on the undercurrent through the Crimson Star. And then I shoved it out of me, never to return.
Only a bit more housekeeping remained. Cleaning up the last few odds and ends, the bits I’d cut off. I tied a few of them back together. At some point, there was just nothing left to do.
I stared down into her.
I didn’t really recognize what I was looking at. It was Jacqueline, but not the Jacqueline I knew.
Yet I realized who it was. It was the Jacqueline I wanted all those years, the one I told myself so many times I could draw out, if only I was thoughtful enough, understanding enough, patient enough.
It wasn’t the Jacqueline I fell in love with back at USC. That Jacqueline had eventually killed the love I had for her.
This was a different Jacqueline. But she maybe was someone I could fall in love with too.
So we would see how it went.
There was one other little thing I had to do. I reached into her womb and fixed our unborn son, as I’d done to myself, Narilora’s child, and Hunter. He would grow up here, and he would need to be compatible with Taitala. There would be no effete, blue-skinned males among my descendants.
Then I woke her up.
She shook her head, looking around dizzily. As unfamiliar as she’d been to me, I couldn’t imagine what she was feeling now.
“Are you okay?”
She looked at me, wide-eyed, breathing hard.
“Don’t force it,” I said. “This will take some time to get used to. Can you stand up?”
She didn’t say anything. But she stood when I did.
We went home.
◆◆◆
 
She was silent the entire walk back through the forest, then through the city to the house. I had no idea what time it was, but it had to be nearly dawn.
When I took her back to her room, she sat on the end of her bed, staring blankly at the wall. But when I turned to go, she finally spoke.
“Will?”
“What?”
She looked at me. “Who am I now?”
“I don’t know. But we can figure that out together, babe.”
Her eyes fell. I turned to leave again.
“Wait. Please don’t go.”
“What do you need?”
“Will you hold me? Just for a little bit?”
I went to her, lying down. She rolled onto my arm, and I pulled her close. I was so tired. I was going to fall asleep if I stayed here.
“I’m not her anymore. Am I?” she said. “The person I was. Your wife. Cassie’s mother.”
“No.”
“I want to stay here.”
“You can.”
“Like Cassie, I mean.”
I sat up a little. “Meaning what?”
She looked up at me. “Make me one of them. If I’m not me anymore, and I’m staying, I want to be one of them.”
I hadn’t expected this. “One of the Taitalan races?”
“Yes. You can do it, right?”
I wasn’t sure about doing it this far from the Crimson Star. But when I looked into her, I realized she was still so full of residual energy from the changes I made that it would work. I would just need to tap into the undercurrent briefly.
I took a deep breath. I really hadn’t anticipated this, though maybe I should have.
“Do you want to be cunelo? Like Cassie? Or something else?”
“I shouldn’t be cunelo. That would be . . . confusing. And I don’t want the ears.” She laughed softly.
“Then what?”
“What was the race that girl thought I was?”
“Kaliman. Like Girasani.”
“I like her. Could I be like her?”
I wondered what Girasani would think of this. But she was alone here. There was no one else from her people, who mostly regarded her as a traitor. Yet she, out of all my wives, had been the least hostile to Jacqueline, because kelanga was not a thing for kaliman. She was the only one who actually tried to get to know her. So maybe this was the solution, for both of them.
“Yeah, I can do that.”
“Okay. Then do it.”
It was nothing compared to what I’d already done to her. Her ears stretched into points, and her skin got paler. Her eyes got a little bigger, and her blonde hair turned silver-gold like Ayarala’s. Her body hair disappeared.
But even then, the changes were so simple that they didn’t even use up all of the residual energy inside her. I would need to pull it out before I left.
When I was done, she sat up and looked at herself. To be honest, I liked it. It worked. She actually looked a little prettier.
She ran her hands over her body, feeling her new, smoother skin. She ran her fingers through her metallic hair. Then her hands came to rest on her chest.
She looked over at me. “This is stupid, but can I ask one more thing? If you can.”
“What?”
“Can you fix my boobs?”
I burst out laughing at the incongruous request. But I understood immediately what she meant.
College-girl Jacqueline, that hot little blonde I saw across the room and immediately wanted to hook up with, had boobs like Eladra’s – big, but high and firm. Two kids had done some damage, and I knew she was self-conscious about it, though she really shouldn’t have been. She still looked pretty good. She talked about plastic surgery for years but never pulled the trigger, because among her many other issues, she was afraid of needles.
There was just enough energy left in her to do it. But when I tried, I realized it wasn’t quite so simple. What I had to do wasn’t challenging, but it wasn’t just her boobs – it was interrelated wear-and-tear on her body. Aging, basically. I couldn’t actually make her younger, but I could certainly make her look that way.
So I did it. She felt it happening and laughed. Then she pulled off her top and bra. I watched as she took herself in her hands.
“Wow.”
“Yeah,” I said, laughing. She looked easily ten years younger, about the same age as my other wives. From one angle, she looked like the girl I hooked up with after that party. I still remembered that night, remembered being surprised at how uninhibited she was, how willing she was to do whatever I wanted, mere hours after we met.
Jacqueline fell back on the bed, smiling. She looked up at me. I could tell what she wanted now. I wondered if she’d been thinking the same things I had.
I bent to kiss her, then withdrew. “We need to get our heads around this first. And it’s almost dawn. I’ve got a really big day ahead of me.”
Her mood slipped a few notches. “I know. You’re right. Go to bed, Will. I’ll be here when you’re ready.”
I kissed her again and got up. When I got to the door, she spoke.
“Will?”
“What?”
“Am I a person you could love again now?”
I nodded. “Yeah, babe. Just give it time.”




Chapter 24

I awoke to Ayarala gently shaking me. I felt like I could have slept another day.
“Ugh . . . crap. What time is it?”
“It is time for you to get up, Will. Everyone is almost ready.”
I forced myself to sit up. She pressed a cup of massit in my hands, and I took a long sip.
“You were out so late. What you wanted to do . . . did it work?”
I nodded slowly.
“Jacqueline is healed?” she asked.
“I hope so. I think so.”
She leaned in against me. “What you said about bringing me back from nalasin, that has weighed on my mind. You spoke the truth, and I felt ashamed for my feelings toward her. If you can bring her back from kelanga, that will be the best for our family. All of us.”
I kissed her forehead. “Just keep reminding yourself that none of this would have happened without you.”
She laughed softly. “That is not true, but it fills me with warmth to hear you say it.”
Then she kissed me and stepped back, pulling me to my feet.
“Please bathe and get dressed. I have breakfast waiting for you.”
◆◆◆
 
When I got downstairs, it was well after sunrise, and everyone else was waiting for me: Narilora, Froidani, Meridrian, and Kaorin, along with three other linyang guards. Merindra, Eladra, and Girasani were also geared up, and Ayarala and Kisarat stood together with them.
“This is a lot,” I said.
“One of Narilora’s strengths as a candidate is her relationships with the other clans,” Froidani said. “So I suggested we bring them.”
Ayarala handed me something that looked like a large travel mug, which in fact it turned out to be.
“More massit. I know you are tired. This will keep it warm.”
“Thanks, babe.”
We walked outside, and I followed the rest of them to the park where the election was being held. It was downriver past the second bridge, where the buildings thinned out and the forest began. I heard the crowd before I saw it. We came around a bend, and the hillside opened up. There was a large natural bowl where several thousand linyang were sitting and walking around. At the bottom was a large stage where someone was giving a speech no one was really listening to. In front of the stage was a row of crystal boxes about two feet square sitting on posts, and beyond that were six roped-off areas, which I realized were sitting areas for the candidates. One was empty, apparently ours.
“Are we late?” I asked.
Narilora laughed. “We’re fine, Will.”
We settled into our little area. I poured myself another cup of massit as Froidani went to talk to the linyang around the stage.
I pointed to the crystal boxes in front of us. “Those are the voting machines?”
Meridrian nodded. “Yes. We will go up, make our selection, and the votes will be tallied.”
“We only brought three guards. What about the others?”
She and Kaorin laughed.
“You slept quite late, my tsulygoi. All the others are already here for Narilora. The sorai are all on duty today, though they do not mind.”
As my head began to clear, I looked around the park. There seemed to be about three thousand linyang present, most of them older. I wondered where the younger ones were, but then I noticed that people were still arriving, and those were the young ones – most of whom looked quite hungover.
“Maybe getting everyone drunk last night wasn’t the best campaign tactic.”
Meridrian laughed. “It was worth losing a few votes this morning.”
Someone else got up to give a speech, which seemed to be about one of the other candidates. Our spot was down at one end of the six roped-off areas. I saw Serunai and her group two spaces up. The other four were occupied by linyang I didn’t recognize. At the bottom of the stage was a line of linyang waiting by the stairs, and I realized they were waiting in line to speak. Based on what was being said, this appeared to be an open-mic moment. Above the speaker’s head was some kind of projection screen, though nothing was on it just now.
Froidani came back to us, taking a chair next to Narilora. “The elders are going to allow five more speakers before the first vote. Several have already spoken in favor of you, so I see no need to bother now.”
“Who else is running?” I asked. “Just so I understand what’s happening when the voting starts.”
Froidani turned around. “All right. Next to us here is Eleerat. She is the leader of a village about halfway back toward Phan-garad. She is a nice enough person, but I am not sure what she thinks she is doing here. I expect her to be the first one eliminated. Serunai you know. Past her is Opheedra. She owns the fish import operation in Yama-Kana, those barges that go to the lake and back.”
“The ones the kaliman hijacked?”
“Yes, and that event is why she is running. She is arguing for the clan to take a much more militant posture toward our supposed enemies. She has some support, but not much. The next one beyond her is Tulania. She is from Phan-garad and owns several businesses. She would be a strong candidate were Serunai not running. She is well-respected by the elders, but Serunai has more favors to call in. The last one at the end is Amadaloo. She was a famous sepabo player in her youth and is still quite popular. Still, I do not expect her to last long, and she should be eliminated after Eleerat.”
There was a lot to think about here, but I was still too tired to focus for long. So instead I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes, trying to catch a little more sleep.
A bit later, I felt someone nudging me awake. It was Merindra. The linyang in our group except Narilora had all left, and I saw that the crowd was now in several lines waiting to vote. But it appeared that most of them had done so by now, because they were filing back up the hill.
“I let you sleep,” Merindra said. “But I think they’re nearly done.”
I looked at Narilora. “What about you?”
“I can’t vote, I’m a candidate.”
Eventually, the last few linyang voted and returned to sit down. A group of elders conferred on the stage, apparently reviewing the votes.
“How long does it take?” I asked.
“It should be immediate,” Froidani said. “The system tallies the votes as they come in. I think the elders are just checking to be sure it all worked correctly.”
A few moments later, one of the elders stepped to the podium. The crowd noise subsided.
“The voting was inconclusive,” she said.
Above her, the projection screen lit up with the tally:


Serunai … 1734
Tulania … 1140
Opheedra … 938
Narilora … 901
Amadaloo … 405
Eleerat … 293


“Eleerat is eliminated,” the elder said. “We will vote again this afternoon.”
“Huh,” I said.
“What happened?” Merindra asked.
“Narilora’s support is strongest among the younger members of the clan,” Froidani said, “and I suspect most of them are still sleeping off last night’s revelry. We should do much better at the next vote.”
I looked at Narilora, who seemed a mix of disappointed and relieved. I reached up and rubbed her shoulder. She squeezed my hand but said nothing.
◆◆◆
 
With little else to do, I lay down on the grass and went back to my nap. I woke up to the feel of purring against me. Narilora had lain down beside me. The sun was past the midpoint of the sky, and the others were sitting around talking. Someone else was speaking, apparently a supporter of Amadaloo’s who was presenting some images and videos from her sepabo-playing days.
Narilora nuzzled against me.
“How are you doing, pussy-cat?” I asked,
“I’m good,” she said quietly enough that no one else was going to hear her. “Maybe I’ll be eliminated in the next round, and we won’t have to worry about what Serunai did. Or I can just present it after that. Or Tulania might win.”
“Lots of things can still happen.”
“Yeah, so, I’m fine just lying in the sun with you.”
Cat-girl or cat, some things didn’t change. I hugged her. Then I realized I was hungry.
“Did we get lunch?”
Ayarala turned around. She reached for a little plastic box on the table in the center of our area. “This is yours.”
It was what passed for a sandwich on Taitala, vegetables and kabayang meat stuffed into a pastry roll. I sat up a little to eat. I looked around the park again, which seemed quite a bit more crowded than this morning. It seemed Froidani was right – the younger linyang had shown up while I was asleep. Most of them lay on the grass nursing hangovers, but some were walking around and talking.
Amadaloo’s fangirl finished speaking, and the next one in line got up. She was one of the younger ones.
“Hi, my name is Junil. I want to talk you to about Narilora.”
I lay back down to let my lunch settle. There’d been a few of these so far, and her fangirls were about as tiresome as the others.
“About twelve sampars ago,” Junil went on, “I was out one night with some friends when this talalong bought me a drink. I thought she was interested in me, but she put something in that drink, and I passed out. I woke up a prisoner of the Gates of the Golden Staff.”
The crowd began murmuring. I sat up. Narilora’s claws dug into my arm.
“Will?”
“Holy shit. It’s her.”
It was the girl we’d rescued from that lab.
“I was a prisoner in this laboratory up on top of that mountain over there for three sampars. They were going to experiment on me. They were going to force me to mate with the basayang of Silas Johnson, the same thing they brought to Feylani’s trial.”
The crowd had quieted down to listen to her. She paused to gather herself up.
“They were going to force me to mate with that thing!” she screamed.
The crowd moaned, then began jeering in dismay.
“I thought I was going to die. They stopped even feeding me. I knew they would never let me out of there alive. But do you know what? One day, when I was so weak I couldn’t even sit up, something happened. The door to the lab burst open, and someone came in. She came in there and killed those people holding me. Do you know who that was? It was her!”
She pointed toward us as the chills ran down my spine.
“It was Narilora!” She pointed again, punctuating each word with a stab of her finger. “She! Saved! My! Life!”
The crowd began cheering and applauding, many of them standing up. The younger ones screamed at the top their lungs.
Froidani nudged Narilora with her foot. Narilora stood up, acknowledging the cheering, which rose again. When it began to subside, Junil resumed speaking.
“I would not be here right now without her. I would be dead! And so would so many of you, if she and the rest of the makalang’s people hadn’t fought to save this city that night. I don’t care about fish. I don’t care about sepabo games ten talons ago. I don’t care about who does what business in Yama-Kana! I care about the fact that I’m still alive because of Narilora!”
The cheering rose again. All of a sudden, Narilora darted forward, lifting the rope around our sitting area and ducking under it. She vaulted onto the stage and went to Junil. They came together in an embrace as the crowd roared in approval.
I took a deep breath and looked around at my wives, who were all on their feet cheering and applauding with the rest of them. Froidani gave me a satisfied smile.
“Oh, boy,” I said. But no one heard me.
◆◆◆
 
The voting resumed about half an hour later. I waited as the linyang filed forward, pressing their hands on the voting boxes and making their selections. It went quickly, and roughly six or seven thousand people voted in about twenty minutes.
Narilora waited with me. Neither of us said anything.
Finally the elders checked the tally, and the same one came forward.
“The voting was inconclusive,” she said.
She turned toward the screen, and the results came up.


Serunai … 1827
Narilora … 1741
Tulania … 1050
Amadaloo … 981
Opheedra … 467



A mixture of cheers and moans greeted the results. I looked down toward Serunai’s enclosure. Her group was busy congratulating each other, but I wondered at how her support had barely changed from the first vote.
“Opheedra is eliminated,” the elder said. “Voting will resume tomorrow morning. And I would suggest that the younger members of the clan restrain their exuberance tonight, so they appear on time.”
Scattered laughter rolled across the bowl as the crowd began breaking up, gathering their things and flowing out of the park around the stage.
“What do you make of that?” I asked Froidani as our group lined up to leave.
“I knew her support would rebound once the younger ones arrived. That performance by Junil surely helped a great deal. We need her supporters to remain excited so that they return tomorrow.”
Something on her face caught my attention.
“Did you know she was going to speak?”
She smiled. “I may have suggested she share her story. The clan needs to know.”




Chapter 25

With everything that had happened the last forty-eight hours, I was happy to spend a quiet evening relaxing with my kids. I sat with Cassie and Hunter in the first-floor playroom just playing randomly with their toys and scratching Jackie’s ears as she lay with us. As confident as I’d been in taming her, I was still surprised at the degree to which she had bonded with my children. She wasn’t exactly as docile as a lamb – I could still sense the ferocity in her, were it drawn out by the right motivations – but she was never going to hurt them, any more than she would hurt her own young.
Cassie looked up from her blocks at me. “Mommy is like Girasani now,” she said.
“Did you see her today?”
“Yeah. She said she was sorry for always being so angry and yelling. She promised she would never throw things anymore.”
I smiled. “Does that make you happy, honey?”
She nodded.
“Mommy is going to stay on Taitala,” I said. “That’s why she wanted to be like Girasani. She’s going to join the other mommies here in our house.”
Cassie smiled, and her bunny ears twitched happily. “That’s good. I want her to stay if she’s not angry. I like it when everyone is happy and nice to each other. That’s why I love Taitala.”
I leaned over and kissed her head.
“Me too, sweetheart.”
◆◆◆
 
After I put them to bed, I called Lorelat and Therani to the office.
“These past few days have been crazy, and I’ve been meaning to talk to you about Jacqueline, I just haven’t had the time.”
“I heard,” Lorelat said. Her beautiful face was lined with tension.
“Jacqueline is no longer the person she was before,” I said. “In a real sense, I healed the things that made her kelanga. As you’ve all accepted Ayarala’s return from nalasin, I have to ask that you accept her return from that.”
I could see the fear in Lorelat’s eyes. “Is she going to take Cassie back?” she asked.
“No. She understands how we do things here. She understands that Cassie has bonded with you. We’re going to continue how it’s been going, you being the primary caretaker but her having time with her. That’s what Cassie wants. If that should evolve, we’ll deal with it then.”
Lorelat nodded quickly. “Thank you.”
She came forward and hugged me. I held her until she let me go.
“Therani, as far as Hunter goes, I think we just stay fluid. He’s still young enough that I think he’ll accept whatever happens. So like Cassie, we’ll just continue. And you will continue being their primary teacher as you’ve been doing.”
“I agree. Thank you.” She hugged me as well.
“So Jacqueline is our awasa-late?” Lorelat asked. “Officially and for good?”
“Yes. That doesn’t mean you need to become best friends, or really do anything with her. As with all my other wives, I’ve left it to you guys to work out your own relationships. And if you don’t want one with her, that’s fine. But she’s staying here.”
She nodded, looking down. “Why did she want to become kaliman?”
I shook my head. “It was a surprise to me, too. But to be honest, I think she and Girasani have bonded somehow, as bizarre as that seems.”
When they left, I went to see Jacqueline. But she wasn’t in her room. Sure enough, I found her with Girasani in one of the lounges on the third floor that looked out on the front lawn. They were talking, and as I walked in, I realized they were discussing how Girasani became my wife.
Both of them looked up at me. Seeing Girasani with another kaliman, especially one who used to be my ex-wife, was bizarre. I had a wave of feelings I didn’t know how to process, seeing the young girl I loved sitting with a slightly older but still young kaliman, one who resembled Jacqueline in a way that really turned me on.
“Hello, Will,” Girasani said.
“Hi,” Jacqueline said.
“What are you two up to?”
“If I’m going to stay here, like this,” Jacqueline said, “I need to know more about who I am.”
“I am trying to teach her,” Girasani said. "To tell her about my people.” She glanced at Jacqueline. “Our people.”
“I still have an awful lot to process, in my head,” Jacqueline said, “but I know I’m not who I was, in a lot of ways.” She paused, trying to smile. “I told you I wanted to get what we had back. But I know now that’s gone. I can’t get it back, and I don’t think we should try.”
“No.”
“We need to make something new. For our sake, and for the kids. So I’m thinking that if I’m not that Jacqueline anymore, I shouldn’t pretend to be her. I need to be someone better, and different.”
“That’s the idea.”
“So I decided that if I’m staying here, I should change my name, to something Taitalan. Put it all behind me.”
I took a slow breath. “Wow. Okay.”
“Jaleena is a name among the kaliman,” Girasani said. “I suggested it.”
“Do you think that works?” Jacqueline asked.
“It’s up to you.”
“Will you say it?”
“Jaleena,” I said.
Girasani and Jaleena. That . . . did work. If I forced myself to forget the old Jacqueline, to put her entirely out of my head, and I just focused on the hot kaliman with unusually large boobs for her race who was sitting in front of me . . .
Well. Okay.
She was still Jacqueline in a lot of ways and always would be. She was still the mother of my children. But I could see the argument that this might be the best way forward.
“I think you should do it,” Girasani said.
Jacqueline . . . Jaleena . . . stood up and came to me. “Say it again.”
“Jaleena.”
She smiled. “I like when you say it. So this is the other thing. Jacqueline wasn’t your wife anymore.”
“Okay. No, she wasn’t.”
I saw where she was going with this.
“Will, you need to claim her, if she is staying,” Girasani said. “Especially if she is with child.”
I took a deep breath. The thought of taking Jacqueline as a wife again made my head swim. Except, I wasn’t doing that, not exactly.
She was staying. She was pregnant. And I’d turned her into someone else.
Jaleena.
“Okay. Then I claim you.”
Jaleena smiled. She took another step forward. I took her in my arms and held her. Then she backed away, pulling me toward the plush, furry couch Girasani was sitting on. She guided me to sit next to her, then straddled my lap.
“You said last night you needed to get your head around this.”
“I think I have.”
I pulled her to me and kissed her. It felt so familiar, yet somehow different. Girasani leaned into us. I slid an arm around her and kissed her in turn. Then the two of them came together in my lap. Girasani kissed her. Jaleena kissed her back, hesitantly at first, then more passionately. Girasani caressed her big breasts, tweaking her nipples through her top.
Then Jaleena broke the kiss, gasping for breath. “Will . . . did you . . . change anything in me?”
I could tell what she meant.
“Babe, that’s always been there, and I think I you know it. All I did was clean all the crap off of it. What you did before, it wasn’t just for me. I wouldn’t put something like that in you.”
She nodded. I could tell she felt it, she just hadn’t fully realized it until this moment.
“Okay.”
Girasani didn’t quite seem to understand, but they went back to kissing. I slowly pulled their clothes off as they kissed and fondled each other. Then they turned back to me and began undressing me. When I was naked, they slid down to my erection and began kissing again, just with me between them.
Jaleena took me in her mouth. The sensations were deeply familiar, yet experiencing them here was strange. I let her work, let her do what she knew how to do. She passed me to Girasani, who was nowhere close to her level of skill and familiarity with what I enjoyed, though she was learning. I just lay back savoring the feel of their lips and tongues going up and down, sucking and massaging my cock.
I pulled Girasani up on to me. Jaleena guided me into her. As I stretched Girasani out and she settled down, I pulled on Jaleena as well, pulling her over my head. I had her reverse herself so they could face each other. Then I wrapped my arms around her thighs and licked up at her.
Then I discovered something interesting: she tasted different. Some of it was familiar, but turning her kaliman had changed things. She tasted sweeter. I dug my tongue into her as they came together over me, kissing and caressing each other’s breasts. Girasani rode me eagerly. Jaleena pushed her forward to suck on her little breasts as I ate her.
Then Girasani leaned back further, and Jaleena bent all the way forward. I felt her licking all around me, tongue fluttering over Girasani’s folds as she pumped her hips over me.
I could feel both of them getting close, and I could connect with Jaleena’s energies now just as easily as my other wives. I licked her furiously as she continued pleasuring Girasani. Then Girasani cried out, and I felt her spasming around me in release. Jaleena held on, tongue flicking against Girasani’s clit, and then a moment later her thighs began shaking against my head as she joined her in orgasm.
That was all I could take as well, and with a few sharp thrusts, I came up into Girasani.
When I was finished, she fell to the side. Jaleena took my slick cock into her throat, swallowing me all the way down. I drew on the undercurrent to keep myself hard and resumed licking her. I felt Girasani moving around to lick and suck my balls.
But I wanted more. I rose from under them and rolled Jaleena on her back. Then I positioned Girasani over her. She put her knees on either side of Jaleena’s head and leaned forward. Soon they were licking and sucking each other eagerly.
This was well beyond what Jacqueline had done with me before. She’d been willing to receive pleasure from the other girls, but what she’d done had gone only as far as kissing, nipple-sucking, and performative clit-licking. Look at me eating her pussy, Will. But now, freed of having to pretend it wasn’t about her, she was all in on it.
I entered Girasani from behind, feeling Jaleena licking at us again. I enjoyed her for a minute or two before withdrawing. I rolled them over, putting Jaleena’s butt in the air, then went around the couch behind her. I thrust forward, recognizing the feel of the body I’d been inside so many times in the past, yet it still felt strangely different. Jaleena moaned at my penetration and pushed back at me eagerly as Girasani licked up at us.
They held each other tightly as I fucked Jaleena, licking and sucking, tongues fluttering all around their wet flesh. Jaleena began to shake, and I felt the familiar sensations of her orgasm around me, yet this time I also felt the energies of it flowing through me. Girasani came right after her, thrashing around under us. Then I pounded Jaleena’s tight butt until I came with a groan, spurting deeply inside her. Girasani kept licking at her, and when I fell back, she curled her tongue up to collect my seed.
I fell onto the couch beside them. They disentangled from each other and crawled into my lap.
“This could work,” I said weakly.
They just laughed and held me.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, I got up early because I wanted to talk to Narilora. I found her down in the eating area off the kitchen, looking out on the backyard. I got some massit and a pastry and sat down with her.
“Hey,” she said.
“How’s my favorite pussy-cat?”
She smiled. “You know, that’s the first time you’ve ever asked me that, and it’s kind of the first time you could have.”
“Kaorin is working out well,” I said.
“She is. And I’m interested to see how Tracera fits in.”
I laughed. “She seems . . . eager, let’s put it that way.”
She laughed with me. “Oh, yeah. I think she’s going to keep you busy for a while.”
“Me too.”
I took a sip of massit. “Babe, it’s time to talk about your exit strategy. Today is kind of the day.”
She nodded. “I have one. I’m going to present our evidence to the conclave this morning, then I’m going to announce that I’m withdrawing and putting my support behind Tulania. That will be enough to put her in the lead, and maybe win. I’m okay with her. She’ll be a good clan leader.”
It seemed like a plan.
“What are you going to tell them about why you’re withdrawing?”
“That because I have to give this evidence, it’s not appropriate for me to continue. I don’t want to use it to win.”
“You think that will work?” I asked.
“A lot of people will be upset. You saw what it was like the other night. But I think most of them will understand.”
“You feel like you’re ready to do that?”
She nodded. “Asarane helped me create a presentation for it last night. They found some other stuff. I should let her explain. But it’s ready to go. I’m just going to get up there and explain it.”
I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Other stuff?”
She looked down awkwardly. “I should really let them tell you.”
“Them?”
“Asarane and Breanne, and, um, Merindra and Girasani. Ask them.”
I shook my head in confusion. “Okay.”
One of the servants leaned in. “Tsulygoi, Froidani is here.”
I nodded. “Thanks.” Then I turned to Narilora. “Let’s get this done. Does she know what you’re doing?”
“Not yet. I’ll tell her now.”
We walked out to the entryway. I could tell immediately from the look on Froidani’s face that something had happened.
“Good morning,” she said. “There have been developments.”
“What developments?” I asked.
“First, Opheedra has declared her support for Narilora, which is certainly welcome. However, late last night, Tulania informed the elders that she is withdrawing her candidacy and supporting Serunai. I was only just informed about this. I do not know why she is withdrawing, but I have suspicions. Serunai has likely offered her some inducement to do so. In any case, that means that we are down to three, and that this afternoon’s vote will bring us to the final two.”
Narilora was staring at her in horror.
“Tulania dropped out?” she gasped.
“Yes. I can see little reason not to think that Amadaloo will be eliminated this morning. It will be down to you and Serunai.”
Narilora sat down heavily in one of the chairs against the wall.
Froidani looked at her in concern. “Narilora, are you all right?”
I dropped to a knee in front of her and took her hand. She looked at me, wide-eyed, lips pursed.
“She dropped out,” she said.
“We can still do this.”
“You mean endorse Amadaloo? She was a sepabo player. She’s not qualified. She’s done nothing since she stopped playing. That she’s even part of this is a joke.”
Froidani came over to us. “What are you two talking about? What is the matter?”
Narilora finally looked up at her. “I told you I didn’t want to be clan leader.”
“Yes, but we discussed—”
“I was going to drop out!” Narilora yelled. “I was going to endorse Tulania! Now I’m the only one who can stop Serunai, and I can’t do it!”
Froidani blinked. “Stop Serunai? What do you mean?”
Narilora took a deep breath. “She killed Ceriniat.”
Froidani’s face paled. She said nothing for several long moments as her jaw dropped. “How do you know this?”
I answered her. “I’ve had my wives investigating it, because I didn’t trust the council,” I said. “We uncovered a number of things tying her to the bombing. The proof isn’t definitive, but—”
“It is, actually,” Narilora said. “That was the other stuff I mentioned. She did it. There’s zero doubt.”
I looked at her. “Really?”
“Really.”
Froidani grabbed a chair and sat down as well. “Tell me,” she said.
Narilora walked through all the things we’d found, which I was now all too familiar with. But when she got to Klisanda and her connection to Serunai, she stopped and glanced at me.
“Up to this point, as Will said, we didn’t have enough to really prove it. So last night, some of my awasa-lates went to talk to Klisanda.”
I groaned. “Oh, no. Please, no.”
“You’ve met Merindra,” she said to Froidani. “She can be very convincing when she wants to be. And she convinced Klisanda to talk to them, after they told her what we’d found. Klisanda confessed. And she had the records of what she purchased for the bomb, all of it. She had the bank payment from Serunai. Merindra thinks she kept it all to protect herself against Serunai if she ever had to. She told them everything. Asarane recorded it.”
I had to lean forward and rub my head. “Please tell me no one got hurt,” I said.
“No. I don’t know exactly what Merindra was threatening to do, but it was enough.”
Froidani was now a mass of barely constrained rage.
“Serunai,” she said evenly. “Why did this never occur to me?”
“It didn’t occur to me either,” I said. “You might have noticed her pointing a lot of fingers at other people, like Hoolaka.”
“Yes.”
“What do we do?” Narilora asked.
“You were planning to present this to the conclave, weren’t you? Then you would drop out?”
Narilora nodded.
“You must do so,” Froidani said. “But you cannot drop out. Not now.”
“How can I give them all this and stay in?” Narilora asked. “I will look like I’m trying to use it to win the election.”
None of us said anything for a while.
Finally Froidani sighed. “It is more important that this information be made public. What it will do to the conclave, I cannot say.”
I nodded. “Just get up there,” I said, “lay it all out, and leave it for the clan to decide. I wouldn’t even accuse Serunai. Just let the facts say what they say.”
“I agree,” Froidani said. “If the clan is of such a mind to ignore it, then I think we have greater problems than who our leader is.”
Narilora closed her eyes. Then she nodded.
“Okay. Let’s do it.”




Chapter 26

When we assembled to head over to the conclave, I pulled Merindra and the other three aside.
“Was there something you were planning to tell me this morning?”
They all looked at each other.
“We needed to do this, Will,” Merindra said. “What we had was not enough. Narilora needed it.”
“You were with Cassie and Hunter,” Girasani said. “That time is important to you, and we did not want to disturb it.”
“And we had to do it last night,” Breanne said. “We were out of time. Today could be it.”
I grumbled. They were right, and yet. “I would have preferred knowing about it beforehand.”
“Will, you’ve kind of done a lot of stuff lately without asking any of us first,” Asarane said. “I mean, you’re our tsulygoi and the makalang, but still.”
She had a point.
“All right,” I said. “I guess it worked out, and I’m glad no one was hurt. What did you do to convince her?”
Merindra smiled. “I just asked if she was at Broakware’s execution. She was. I said, ‘So you know what happens to people like you who cross my tsulygoi.’”
“That was enough?”
“Yes.”
“I might have been dragging my fangs across her neck at the time,” Asarane said.
I laughed. “Yeah, it was probably better I didn’t know.”
◆◆◆
 
We took the same little enclosure we’d used yesterday. Narilora was quiet the entire walk over. I asked whether she wanted to speak before the vote or after.
She wasn’t sure. Neither option was great.
“You have to speak,” Froidani said. “And it must be soon.”
“I know.”
We’d been there about an hour when there was a commotion down at the other end around Amadaloo’s enclosure.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Froidani said.
I saw one of the elders walking toward us. She stopped at the rope around our area.
“Amadaloo has withdrawn,” she said curtly. “As voting was to begin in moments, Serunai has asked that we defer the next vote until this afternoon. Do you agree?”
“Who is she endorsing?” Froidani asked.
“No one. She is simply leaving. It seems she has lost interest in the reality of actually become clan leader. Not quite the same as sepabo, I suppose.”
Froidani looked at us. “We should agree. This will unsettle things a great deal, and there are people I need to speak to.”
I looked at Narilora. “Okay?”
She nodded.
“We agree,” Froidani said.
The elder walked off.
◆◆◆
 
We settled into our seats. Lunch arrived, and we ate quietly. Narilora said nothing, and I left her alone to think. Froidani returned, reporting that she’d spoken to Narilora’s supporters and those who had supported Amadaloo. Narilora’s were firm, but it was unclear who Amadaloo’s would support now. Some of them were just leaving.
“I suppose we can be glad that there does not appear to be any agreement between Amadaloo and Serunai,” she said.
I nodded. I turned to Narilora, who was still sitting quietly.
“How much longer before the vote?” I asked.
“Not long,” Froidani said.
I put my hand on Narilora’s shoulder. “It’s now or never, babe.”
She put her head in her hands for a moment or two, then stood up. I hugged her. Asarane handed her the little tablet she’d stored the presentation on. Meridrian lifted the rope so she could get out. Merindra took my hand, squeezing tightly.
“I could never do this,” she said. “She’s so brave.”
I nodded, exhaling slowly. I prayed we would get out of this in one piece.
The crowd began stirring when Narilora walked up to the stage. The elders cut off the random linyang who was speaking and shooed her away. Narilora came up to the podium and spoke briefly to the elders, handing them the tablet.
I looked over at Serunai. She was watching calmly, but even from this distance, I could sense some concern in her.
When Narilora squared herself before the crowd, most of them fell silent. She took a deep breath.
“I am not here to ask you to support me,” she began. “I am here for a different reason. I am not a good speaker, and this is the first time I’ve spoken to anything like this. So I ask that you just listen. I am here because I have information about the killing of Ceriniat.”
The crowd murmured in concern. I looked across the sitting areas. Serunai remained quiet and still.
“I am going to show you certain things I and my awasa-lates have discovered. I make no accusations, nor do I ask you to come to any conclusions. I just ask that you listen to me.”
She turned to the screen, where a picture had come up.
“This is the detonator from the bomb that killed Ceriniat. It is a very specific type that is only used for mining.” The picture flipped. “This is the receiver. It is also only used for mining explosives. It only works for a little time and then shuts off. That’s for safety. So whoever set it off was nearby, and knew when Ceriniat was coming. It could not have been there for days. It was placed that afternoon by someone who knew Ceriniat would be there.”
Narilora paused. The entire crowd was silent, their attention riveted on her.
“To purchase these items in Yama-Kana, and the explosives, you must have a permit. They are strictly controlled. There are four active permits right now.”
The list went up on the screen, showing images of each permit: the cunelo, Ysuloc, Hoolaka, and Bright Star.
“Two elderly cunelo would not have killed Ceriniat,” she went on. “Nor Ysuloc or Hoolaka, who have no reason to do anything like that. That left us with Bright Star.”
The screen shifted again, showing Klisanda. I looked over at Serunai. For the first time, I sensed unease. The calm smile on her face had disappeared.
“This is Klisanda. She is the owner of Bright Star. This firm is inactive. They have done nothing with the permit. When we checked her records, we found this: many debts against her, exceeding 30,000 pikala.”
Now the debt filings came up.
“But there was something strange about these debts. They were incurred and filed over many sampars. But they were all paid off, every last pikala, on the same day. If you look, you will see what day that was.”
The screen zoomed in. The crowd began murmuring loudly, then rolling with cries of surprise and shock.
“But who paid her? We did not know. So we looked further. This is what we found.”
Klisanda’s permit recommendation came up. Narilora paused as the crowd examined it. The noise increased.
“You can see as well as I who signed this recommendation for Klisanda’s permit. You can see what the recommendation says, who Klisanda once worked for.”
Many in the crowd now were shouting and arguing. I could see outrage against Serunai, but also many who seemed upset at Narilora’s accusations.
“Of course, this alone proves nothing. So last night, my awasa-lates paid a visit to Klisanda. And this is what she showed us.”
On the screen now came the bank payment, 35,000 pikala from Serunai’s company for unstated “services,” dated the day after Ceriniat’s killing. It was followed by the records of Klisanda’s purchase of the detonator, explosives, and receiver.
The crowd roared in anger. Serunai glared up at Narilora. Her entourage was on their feet, shouting at the stage and the crowd around them.
Narilora ignored all of it. “And this is what she told us.”
Asarane’s video came on the screen. Klisanda’s face was framed in darkness, but I could see her fear of Merindra in her eyes. My fox-girl was no doubt just out of the frame.
“Serunai asked me to make her a bomb,” Klisanda said, voice wavering. “Not a charge for use in mining, but a device that would kill many people. She reminded me of the many favors she has done for me. She reminded me that my business exists at her sufferance. So I built it for her. I did not ask what it was for.”
The crowd was trying to remain quiet to hear her, but shouts and jeers echoed across the bowl.
“I delivered it to her. She told me to place it at the corner of that street. I did not ask why. She asked me to explain how it would work. I told her. She asked for the transmitter. I gave it to her. That night there was an explosion. It was the blast that killed Ceriniat. My bomb killed her and the others.”
Narilora turned back to the crowd, which was now screaming and shouting and jeering at the screen, at her, at Serunai, and each other. I saw the group from the Long Claw, all of them enraged and screaming in Serunai’s direction.
“I was there that night!” Narilora shouted. “I saw the blast. I watched Ceriniat die. I, my tsulygoi, and my awasa-lates went to help her. And no sooner had we arrived there than Serunai appeared on the scene. Almost the first thing she said to us was to suggest that Hoolaka was behind it.”
She paused.
“It was not Hoolaka. She had nothing to do with this. She is no friend of my family, but any of you who know her would know she had no reason to seek Ceriniat’s death.” Narilora stood there, listening to the crowd. “I accuse no one. I ask only that you consider what I have told you.”
She turned from the podium and walked calmly off the stage and back to our enclosure. She came straight to me, and I took her in my arms.
We held each other tightly as the six thousand linyang around us erupted in complete chaos. The screaming and shouting and outrage went on and on, even as the elders on the stage called for order. Things began flying through the air, random trash and bottles and detritus. Some of it landed on us, and Meridrian and Merindra began yelling at the crowd behind us.
I listened to the elders shrieking for calm on the projection system. Then suddenly the din began to ebb. I looked up. Serunai was climbing the stairs. The elders stepped back, and the crowd rapidly returned to silence. When she reached the podium, it was so quiet I could hear the river flowing past behind the stage.
She smiled, taking a calm breath. “Well. That was quite a speech, was it not?”
At best, some quiet murmuring rolled across the crowd.
“I do not choose to respond to any of these, shall we say, assertions. I will merely ask you to recall something. Our clan succession is a matter of tradition, and that tradition includes many things. One of those things is a conclave such as this, and that is a proud tradition. But not so long ago, there were other means of succession. One was the challenge by combat, since our clan values martial skills above all. Surely the leader of the linyang must be its most accomplished fighter. So at times, we have resolved successions in that manner.”
The crowd murmured again in confusion. Random shouts rang across the bowl.
My blood ran cold. She couldn’t possibly be suggesting this. Yet would she? She was not young, and Narilora was. She was a business owner, and Narilora was one of my most skilled fighters. Narilora would eviscerate her – literally.
But I’d misread her point.
“So let us say I sought to shorten Ceriniat’s tenure. Perhaps I might have challenged her to defend her leadership of this clan, and that was why she came here. Hmm? But according to our traditions, once she accepted that challenge, the first to die, by any means, would be the loser, and the winner would ascend to lead the clan.”
“Oh, no,” Narilora gasped against my chest. And I saw at last where Serunai was going with this.
“So,” Serunai went on, “let us imagine that I issued such a challenge, and Ceriniat accepted. She came here, and I had her killed with that bomb. Would that not, in fact, make me clan leader? Now, as I speak here?”
She paused. Murmurs and groans rolled across the crowd, salted with jeers and shouts in favor of Serunai.
She smiled. “Of course, I am simply speaking in jest. But if you choose to believe what Narilora just told you, you must also believe that I am rightfully clan leader. Or you can believe she is lying. Do you want such a liar at the head of our clan?”
She raised her hands, making a gesture of whatever. Then she stepped away and walked back to her enclosure.
The crowd continued murmuring and jeering. One of the elders stepped up. “Does anyone have anything to add to this?”
No one did. She nodded.
“The voting will begin.”
◆◆◆
 
We waited in silence as the clan voted. There was really nothing to say. I sat down, and Narilora sat in my lap, leaning against me. Ayarala rubbed her shoulders, and they hugged briefly. Merindra and Meridrian looked around, returning one glare or another from the crowd.
Eventually, the voting ended. The elder stepped up again. “The voting was inconclusive.”
The crowd moaned in dismay as the results came up.


Narilora … 3935
Serunai … 1971



I did the math in my head. After all my years of finance, it took only a moment or two.
She’d fallen less than ten votes short of the two-thirds majority she needed.
I didn’t know whether to curse or be thankful. I looked at Narilora, who was staring up the screen, face pale.
“The voting will resume tomorrow,” the elder said. “And I ask all of you to think long and hard about what we learned this day. The clan depends on your wisdom.”
The crowd began filing quietly out of the park. We packed up and prepared to leave.
Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Serunai approaching. One by one, the others followed my gaze, stopping what they were doing and watching her. Narilora’s face went stone cold.
Serunai stopped right at the rope, wearing a thin, shallow smile. “I don’t know what you people were thinking here, but it appears you gave no thought to what I might do to you when I am clan leader, nor what I will do to ensure that eventuality. You believe I killed to make that happen, yet you seem to believe yourselves immune.”
I returned her glare. Narilora was the first to speak.
“I have nothing to say to you,” she snarled.
Serunai nodded. “No. I suppose the time for speaking is over. Have a good evening, my friends.”
We watched her walk off with her entourage. Merindra leaned against me.
“She’s going to do something.”
“That seems obvious.”
Meridrian looked at me. “Tsulygoi?”
“Yeah, let’s get back. I suspect it’s going to be a long night.”




Chapter 27

We got geared up and locked down the house. Meridrian sent a runner over to the barracks, and she returned with nearly the entire contingent of guards. Jissalyn told me she pulled a few from Phan-garad to ensure the barracks were still reasonably well defended.
That gave us a force of about forty, a roughly even mix of linyang and sorai with a few cunelo on top of that. Meridrian put half the linyang on the roof with their crossbows, where they could watch the entire area. The rest we put in some of the third-floor bedrooms, watching out the windows. Girasani and Narilora joined them. The sorai and cunelo, along with Merindra and Eladra, were on the first floor, watching all the doors and standing ready to repel anything that came on the ground.
The house was solid and defensible, but we had a lot of space to defend. This was a big house, on a big lot, with a wall around the backyard that wasn’t designed to be patrolled from the top. And it had no security system like the house in Phan-garad. I hadn’t gotten around to installing one yet.
I put my kids with Lorelat, telling them could have a slumber party tonight. Her room was on the third floor facing the backyard, probably the safest spot tonight. Therani joined them, trying to put up a good front. I was just getting them settled in when Jacqueline – or rather, Jaleena – appeared.
“Will, what on Earth is going on?”
“We may have some trouble tonight,” I said quietly. “We’re prepared, but I need everyone who isn’t on guard to hunker down.”
She looked into the room, where Cassie and Hunter were setting up on the floor around Jackie.
Lorelat saw us looking. I saw her struggle with herself for a moment. “Jaleena, you can come in. There is room.”
Cassie looked up. “Mommy, we’re having a slumber party.”
Jaleena forced a smile on her face. “That’s great, honey. I know some games we can play.”
She went in, sitting down with the rest of them. But when I turned to leave, Jackie got up and came with me. Cassie protested.
“I think she needs to go outside for bit, sweetheart,” I said. “I’ll bring her back.”
I forced myself to trust the situation and shut the door.
One of the guards came up to me. “My tsulygoi, there is someone at the door.”
“Who?”
“I am not sure.”
I went down with her. Meridrian was there. “I saw only one person coming up the walkway,” she said. “But I think it is a linyang.”
I looked out the viewport. What I saw made no sense. I jerked open the door.
“I thought you would need some help,” Tracera said.
Meridrian cursed loudly. I looked at Tracera in shock. She was wearing our green uniform tights, with two slim blades at her hips.
“Where did you get that outfit?” I didn’t know what else to say.
“I paid the company that makes them for you to make one for me. It’s the real thing.”
I yanked her inside.
“Idiot child!” Meridrian shouted. “Do you think this a game? Did you come here for fun?”
Tracera deflated in an instant, recoiling a step back. “No, ma’am.”
Meridrian stepped forward, glowering down at her. “Do you know how many have died fighting in defense of this family? Wives and guards both?”
“No.”
“Six. Three of our clan and three sorai. Do you wish to join them?”
“No. I can help.”
Meridrian glared at her for a moment or two. “You have no crossbow. Do you know one end of one from the other?”
Tracera seemed to recover a bit. “I passed the training. I can shoot.”
“Then get one from the ready room and get up on the roof!” Meridrian snapped.
“But where—okay.”
Tracera lurched forward, looking around. One of the other guards discreetly pointed her in the right direction. She went. When she was out of sight, Meridrian’s mood softened.
I laughed quietly. “You’d have made a good Marine.”
Meridrian nodded, laughing with me. “You have told me that before. If she is joining this family soon, she needs to understand her place.”
I made sure the front door was secure and turned back to her. “Is everyone settled in?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. Come up to the roof with me.”
She and Jackie followed me as I climbed the three stairs. When we emerged into the darkness, I saw about ten linyang around the perimeter of the roof. Tracera was there, nervously trying to figure out where to stand. Meridrian pointed to an open spot, and she went.
I walked out to the front, overlooking the end of the street. Jackie jumped on the wall, walking easily along the narrow expanse of stone, looking down for any threats. uQe’kiral’s house was just next door, about thirty yards away.
“You pulled everyone out of there?”
“Yes.”
I exhaled slowly, looking slowly around us. “I spent a lot of nights like this in Iraq, waiting for an attack that might or might not come. The problem is that they know where we are, and we don’t know what they’re planning or where they could come from. Here’s the thing I’m worried about. Given what we’ve got here, a straight-up attack on this house seems like it would be close to suicidal.”
“Yes.”
“But Serunai isn’t stupid, and I’m pretty sure she knows what she’s dealing with. And as far as I know, she doesn’t have any real kind of standing guard force, certainly nothing like ours.”
“No, my tsulygoi,” Meridrian said. "Whoever is coming tonight will be professionals she hired.”
“Those aren’t people who are interested in suicide missions.”
“Agreed.”
“But we’re also dealing with someone who has access to explosives. So I suspect that whatever attack comes is going to be a diversion from the real threat. I saw it happen a lot in Iraq. They’ll try to draw our attention to one side of the house, and someone else will bring some kind of bomb up to the other side when we’re not looking.”
Meridrian was quiet for a few moments. “I am not sure I would have enjoyed being a Marine.”
“I don’t know if Serunai is that subtle, but I don’t want to take any chances.”
She nodded. “I will warn everyone. I think your concerns are sound.”
I checked the rest of the house, finding nothing amiss, before returning to the roof. Normally the guards wandered around or just stood against the wall, but that felt too exposed to me tonight. So I told them to pick a spot and stick to it, keeping everything but their heads behind the wall.
But I couldn’t sit still. I didn’t like our limited tactical awareness. I hated just sitting here, and I really missed having Mereceeree. She could have been patrolling the area for us from above. She left without even taking a tablet, so I had no idea what was going on with her mother up in the mountains. I should have asked her to leave some of her sisters with us, but it was too late now and I hadn’t seen a need for it when she left.
Maybe there was a way we could come close to what Mereceeree had done for us.
I went to find Meridrian. She was down on the first floor.
“What would you think about sending a few people out there to scout the area? I’m thinking four or five to hunker down in the dark spots we can’t see, watching the approaches. We give them tablets to call in if they see anything. I doubt Serunai’s people will be expecting that. That may give us some extra time when they come.”
“Sorai? We cannot spare any linyang. We need the crossbows.”
“If you think it would work.”
“There are a few here who have the skills. Give me a moment.”
I rounded up a few spare tablets. Meridrian returned a few minutes later with five sorai. Two of them were among the group that went to the kaliman cavern. I explained what I had in mind.
“We will do it, my tsulygoi,” one of them said.
“Just spread out, find good hiding places, and sit tight. The idea is not being seen, especially if anything starts to happen. Don’t leave your spots. We need your eyes and ears right now, not your blades. I’m concerned about being attacked from two directions, and I need you out there watching even after the fighting starts.”
They all agreed. I passed out the tablets. Meridrian led them out the back into the darkness. One by one they slipped away.
◆◆◆
 
Another hour went by with nothing happening at all. I made another circuit of the house, checking in with everyone and doing my best to reassure them. Then I went back to the roof. I went over to the back wall and realized a moment later that I was standing next to Tracera. Her pretty face was lined with tension as she looked up at me.
“Not what you had in mind?” I asked.
Jackie, who had been following me around all night, came up and nuzzled her. Tracera recoiled momentarily before nervously scratching her head.
“It’s exciting. But also scary.”
“You’ve still got time to back out.”
“I won’t.”
I nodded. “If the shooting starts, don’t do anything stupid. Keep behind your cover. You may freeze up, and that’s okay. Just don’t freeze out in the open.”
“I won’t freeze up.”
I laughed. I’d heard that before. “Yeah, you will. Just imagine Meridrian kicking you in the ass when it happens.”
She laughed nervously. “I will.”
My tablet vibrated. I opened it up. It was one of the sorai.
“My tsulygoi,” she said softly, “there is a line of people sneaking toward the house.”
“Where are you?”
I did my best to keep my voice as low as possible. The sorai described her location. She was near Hoolaka’s house, around the back of us near the river.
“How many?”
“Perhaps twenty.”
“Do you see them carrying anything large? Not weapons, something big and bulky.”
“No.”
“Okay, good work,” I told her. “Stay there and stay quiet.”
I called Meridrian. “They’re coming up the back. That means the bomb is probably coming to the front door, which makes sense. Get everyone ready. And make sure Lorelat has her windows closed.”
“I will. We are ready, my tsulygoi.”
I quietly alerted all the guards on the roof, telling them to stick to their spots no matter what happened. Then I went back to where I’d been standing with Tracera and squatted down next to her, cocking my crossbow.
“You’ve killed people?” she asked.
“It’s time to stop talking, pussy-cat. Eyes up.”
Everyone was crouched down, crossbows resting on the edge of the wall. With my night-vision goggles, I could see fairly well in the darkness, though it was tough to pick out any details further away. A moment later, I saw it. A dark form ran low across the grass, toward the back gate. Another one followed.
“Hold your fire,” I said. “Let them get closer. I doubt they know we’re up here.”
One by one, the dark figures came up to the back wall. I counted eighteen of them.
The sorai hiding back there called in again. “Tsulygoi, it looks like they’re trying to get through the gate.”
There was a lock on it, but it wasn’t anything special. If they came prepared, they could get through.
“They’re trying to get into the house,” I said to the guards. “When they start coming through the gate, hit them.” I ducked down, calling the other sorai out there. “Who is out front?”
Two of them responded.
“Where are you?”
They told me. One was by Feylani’s house, the other was hiding across the street from uQe’kiral’s house.
“Do you see anything out there?”
“No, my tsulygoi.”
“No, nothing.”
“It’s coming,” I said. “Watch and let me know.”
All of a sudden, the guards around me began shooting. Tracera let out a little yelp, but didn’t fire. I bumped her with my elbow.
“You’re not here to watch, kitten.”
“Sorry.” She squared herself and fired.
I looked up. About eight or ten dark figures had entered the backyard. Several were already down. The rest were crouched around the gate, trying stay covered and return fire. Crossbow bolts whizzed over our head or smacked into the wall, but no one was hit.
I aimed at one crouched behind a plant beside the pool and fired. There was a cry of pain, though I couldn’t see what I’d hit.
I heard a moan beside me. One guard fell back with a bolt in her shoulder. I went over to help her, healing the wound and extracting it.
“Thank you, my tsulygoi,” she gasped.
I patted her on the shoulder, trying to remember if I’d mated with her yet. I wasn’t sure.
When I looked up, the shootout was still going on. We had better cover, but there were more of them. Some of them were climbing up the outside of the wall to shoot over the top.
I pulled up my tablet. “You in the back, what do you see?”
“They are all around the gate or against the wall. I do not see any others.”
Then the one by uQe’kiral’s house called in. “My tsulygoi, something is coming.”
“I see it,” the other one said.
“What is it?”
“It looks like a wagon.”
“Oh, shit.”
I ran across the roof to the other side. The guards over here were set and ready, though there was nothing to shoot at yet.
Then I saw it.
Three dark figures were pushing a wagon quickly up the street. It was full of something, and as they rounded the corner toward the house, I realized what it was: bags and bags of explosives. They weren’t bothering with any sophistication this time. This was just going to be a really big bang.
And if they got it up against the house, it could kill everyone.
“Shoot!”
The linyang opened fire, and a fusillade of crossbow bolts rained down on the wagon. One of the figures was hit, but the other two got behind the wagon, out of sight, and kept pushing. It was moving slower, but it was still coming.
I fired again but hit the wagon. The others fired as fast as they could, but the wagon and the sacks of explosives piled on it were blocking our shots. The figures pushing were completely behind it now.
They completed their turn and came straight toward us.
“Fuck!”
The wagon kept coming. We were still shooting, but it wasn’t making a difference. We couldn’t hit the two figures pushing it.
Just as I thought all was lost and I was staring my death in the face, I saw two people racing up from the darkness behind the wagon.
It was the sorai.
“Hold fire!” I yelled.
The dark figures pushing the wagon didn’t see them at all. The sorai rushed up, blades out, and cut them both down in a moment.
But the wagon was still sitting there, way too close for comfort. And all at once, something lit up like a flare – a shower of sparks shooting up from the pile of explosives.
“Run!” I screamed to the sorai.
They didn’t have to be told twice. They turned and sprinted away from the wagon.
The shower of sparks intensified. I turned to everyone on the roof.
“GET DOWN!”
An enormous thunderclap erupted just as I threw myself to the roof. The shock wave slammed past us, and the sound of the explosion rolled across the river, echoing back from the hillside. I heard the sound of breaking glass all around me, and screams of fright from the house below.
I checked myself for injuries as I caught my breath. Other than some bruises, I was okay. I pushed up and looked around.
“Everyone all right?”
They’d gotten down in time. No one was hurt, though Tracera’s eyes were like dinner plates.
I stood up, looking out front. A huge cloud of dust and smoke rose from a crater in the street. Dirt, rocks, and random debris were everywhere. The front of uQe’kiral’s house was ripped away, and most of it was now collapsing forward. I hoped he would forgive me for this if he ever came back.
I looked for the sorai. I saw one of them way across the grass behind Feylani’s house. It looked like she’d been thrown thirty feet through the air. But she was moving. She rolled over, sat up slowly, holding herself. She looked hurt but ought to live. I didn’t see the other one and prayed she’d gotten to cover.
A crossbow bolt whizzed over my head from the other direction. The group in back was still there, still shooting.
“Everyone to this side!” I yelled.
The rest of the guards rushed over to the back wall and took up positions. I went for the stairs, heading down, with Jackie following me. I reached out through the house for injuries. There were a lot of bruises from the blast and cuts from flying glass, but nothing serious. I healed it all before I got to the third floor.
Meridrian was there. “The group at the back is still attacking,” she said.
“I know. I’m taking a group out there. Keep the fire from the house on them. Keep them pinned down as best you can.”
“I will.” She ran past me up to the roof.
I turned to see a terrified Jaleena standing in the door to Lorelat’s room. I heard Cassie and Hunter crying.
“Will, what the fu—”
“Get back in there, this isn’t over!”
She went.
When I got down to the first floor, Merindra, Eladra, and the rest of the sorai and cunelo were staged around the doors to the backyard waiting for orders. The two of them looked up as I came down, palpable relief spreading over their faces at seeing me in one piece.
“We got the bomb before they got it too close. But we need to take out that other group. I want to go out the side and flank them from behind.”
Merindra nodded. “We’re ready.”
I felt Jackie against my leg. She clearly wanted to come too. We went around to one of the side doors. I got out my tablet and called the sorai out back.
“What’s going on?”
“They’re still around the gate. I think they’re trying to fight their way in.”
“We’re coming out the side to get them from behind. Watch for us.”
“I will, my tsulygoi.”
We filed out quickly, going to the wall and then along it toward the back. When we came close to the corner, I whispered into the tablet.
“What’s it look like?”
“They do not appear to see you.”
I motioned to Merindra, making the sign to bring everyone circling around the corner at once. She waved the rest of them up, and they formed into a line and charged around the corner. I turned with them.
Eight or ten dark figures – mostly linyang, though I couldn’t be sure with the black outfits and masks they wore – were clustered around the gate and up on the back of the wall. They began turning around just as Merindra and the rest slammed into them. Jackie leapt forward as well, clawing one off the wall and clamping her jaws down on the linyang’s head. The linyang let out a high-pitched scream that was cut off a moment later.
Caught exposed and unawares, the black-clad figures against the wall were all dead within moments. The sorai took up positions around the gate. The figures inside were now trapped but firing back at us.
I looked around for anything else. Back on the street behind us, about thirty yards away, I saw a tall, solitary figure standing in the darkness, watching. I couldn’t see her face, but her form was familiar. It was Serunai.
She turned and began walking away, then ran. I lifted my crossbow.
But my finger froze on the trigger.
Despite what she’d done, I just wasn’t up to shooting a fleeing woman in the back.
Jackie had no such compunctions. She leapt forward, running full tilt after Serunai. I gave chase, but there was no way I was going to stop her.
When Jackie got about ten feet behind Serunai, she sprang into the air, pouncing on her and knocking her to the ground. As I closed the gap, Jackie picked Serunai up in her jaws and shook her like a rag doll.
When I got there, Jackie stood over her, forepaws holding Serunai down – not that it was really necessary. Her limp, motionless body was twisted into strange, unnatural angles.
I dropped to one knee beside them. Serunai’s neck was broken, and her throat was torn apart. Blood pumped from the wounds on her neck. She wasn’t dead yet.
We made eye contact.
I could have healed her. But I wasn’t going to lift a finger to help someone who had just tried to murder my entire family.
So I just sat there and watched her die.
It took only a few moments.




Chapter 28

Merindra was beside me. “The rest of them surrendered. But there are some injuries. You should come back.”
I walked back with her. Three of the sorai and one of the cunelo had been hit charging into the backyard. Only one injury – the cunelo – was serious, but I extracted the arrow and healed her up.
Four of the black-clad mercenaries sat glumly on the grass as the sorai and cunelo watched over them. Meridrian and six or seven linyang came out of the house. I glanced up, seeing the other linyang watching from the roof. Tracera waved at me.
I looked at Meridrian. “There were two sorai out front who saved all our asses taking out the wagon. I don’t know what happened to them after the bomb went off.”
She nodded. “They are in the house.”
“Where?”
She led me back inside. The two of them were in the entryway, along with several others, including Jaleena and Lorelat.
One of the sorai – the one I’d been worried about – was uninjured. She’d gotten to cover. But the other one, the one who’d been caught in the blast, was bent over in pain, holding her chest. I looked into her, seeing a concussion, a broken collarbone, three broken ribs, and a broken wrist. I went to them and healed her. Then I took them both in my arms, hugging them.
“Thank you. That was very, very brave.”
They hugged me back.
“Have I mated with you two yet?” I asked.
They laughed against my chest.
“No, my tsulygoi,” one of them said.
I turned to Lorelat. “Put them at the top of the list. And no one else until they’re both pregnant.”
She smiled. “I will.”
The two sorai laughed and hugged me tightly.
“Thank you, my tsulygoi,” they both said.
I let them go after another moment or two, then turned to the others.
“Is it over?” Jaleena asked.
“Yeah. How are the kids?”
“Terrified. What should I tell them?”
“They already know there are some bad people here, people I’ve had to deal with. Just tell them Daddy took care of it.”
But instead of answering me, she glanced at Lorelat, who looked to her, then back at me. Lorelat smiled nervously.
“We will,” Lorelat said.
I nodded. “Where is Narilora?”
“I’m here.” She was coming down the stairs, pausing briefly to hug Merindra.
“Serunai is dead,” I said. “Jackie killed her.”
Narilora looked at my busang. I glanced down, realizing her jaws were still covered in Serunai’s blood.
I sighed. “Someone please clean her up before she goes back to Cassie.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Lorelat said. “Come on, girl.” Jackie went to her, and they walked off to one of the bathrooms.
Narilora came over to me. “She’s dead.”
“Yeah. What does that mean?”
She shrugged. “I’m not sure. Froidani would know. I guess we wait.”
◆◆◆
 
No one could really get to sleep. I walked around assessing the damage. Every single window on the front of the house was shattered, but otherwise the house itself was fine. There were a few pockmarks on the stone, but that was it. It was all fixable.
uQe’kiral’s house, though, was a total loss. About third of it was still standing, but there was no point in trying to repair anything. It would have to be torn down. Feylani’s house had taken only superficial damage, just some broken windows. Some of the other houses in the residential area were the same.
People came out of their houses and down from the bar district to see what happened. They stood around the crater in the street and looked at the shell of uQe’kiral’s house, or at me. No one said anything.
We questioned the surviving linyang. They were part of a small mercenary group I hadn’t heard of but Meridrian knew. She told me they were known for taking the shadier jobs, which made sense. None of them knew anything about the bomb. Serunai’s other people had met them with it.
A few hours later, a contingent of guards from the council showed up and took them away.
◆◆◆
 
Just after dawn, Froidani arrived, face pale in horror. Narilora and I met her in the entryway.
“I heard what happened. Is everyone all right?”
“There were some injuries,” I said, “but I was able to heal everyone.”
“It was Serunai?”
“Yes. And she’s dead.”
“Did you . . . ?”
“The busang.”
She shuddered. “I see.”
“What does that mean?” I asked. “What happens now? Is the election over?”
She shook her head. “No. When something like this happens, if one of the final two drops out, there must still be a final vote to confirm. But it will be between Narilora and no one.”
“So she could still lose. Or drop out?”
She glanced at Narilora. “Yes. It has happened only rarely, but sometimes the Emerald Conclave ends with no winner. When it does, the elders will call for a new slate of candidates, and the process starts all over again.”
I took a deep breath. “She could drop out, and Tulania could run again.”
“Yes.”
We looked at Narilora. She sat down in one of the chairs against the wall. She was silent for a long time. Then she looked up.
“Let’s just see what happens.”
◆◆◆
 
When we filed into the park for the final vote, the crowd was subdued and quiet. People looked at us but said little. There were no speeches. No one seemed to see any point in dragging this out any further.
Narilora sat between me and Merindra in our enclosure as the linyang voted.
“Are you really sure about this?” I asked. “It’s not too late.”
She sighed. “It’s not up to me. It’s being thrust onto me, whether I want it or not.”
When the voting was done, the head elder stepped up once more to the podium. Narilora took my hand and Merindra’s on the other side.
The elder took a deep breath. “The voting . . . was conclusive!”
The crowd began to cheer as the results went up on the screen.


Narilora … 5205
No One … 391


Then the elder gestured dramatically in our direction. “Please rise to honor our new clan leader . . . and the next bearer of the Emerald Circlet . . . Narilora!”
As the linyang around us came to their feet, cheering, shouting, and screaming in approval, Narilora just leaned against me, squeezing my hand tightly. I put my other arm around her and held her.
The roaring of the crowd went on for a long time.
◆◆◆
 
The story continues in The Cerulean Sword: The Makalang Book 7




A Glossary of Taitalan Terms



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