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Former Marine Will Hawthorne has solidified his position as the Makalang and averted war between Taitala’s clans. But uncovering the truth about himself has only raised more questions about the challenge he faces: He must accomplish something no Makalang before him has ever managed, or the world will die.
Traveling to the city of Yama-Kana in search of more information brings him to the attention of a mysterious cult known as the Gates of the Golden Staff. The cult worships the Makalang – a different makalang – and his appearance is regarded as dangerous heresy.
Other forces in Yama-Kana have learned to harness the same crystal energies that Will controls. They have twisted these energies to dark and sinister ends – yet in those ends may be the ultimate solution Will is seeking.
The Golden Staff is the third book in The Makalang series and contains explicit adult scenes and graphic violence.
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Chapter 1

Sunrises in Phan-garad were a riot of violet, purple, and rose-gold. Something in the atmosphere made them a lot more purple than the pink-orange sunrises I remembered from Earth. I wondered if I would ever see another Earth sunrise. Or if I even wanted to.
Though I’d been on Taitala only a few Earth months, I had been gone from Earth for more than four years. I knew from having connected to Taitala’s crystal energy field that I was orbiting one of the suns in the binary system of Alpha Centauri, four light years from Earth.
So though I’d left behind a life and two young children, I was likely presumed dead by now, and my ex-wife had surely told my kids the truth about their parentage – that both had been fathered by her lover, now husband, Richard, with whom she’d had a years-long affair at work.
Yet in a few short months, I’d gained far more on Taitala than I’d left behind on Earth. About three dozen wives, roughly two-thirds of whom were now pregnant and about ten of whom I would rather die than leave behind.
There was a time when the prospect of having dozens of children on the way would have produced a complete freak-out, but many things had changed in my life. Taitala needed those children, needed a lot more of them in fact, and it needed me to fix the circumstances that had created a dangerous gender imbalance – or the civilization here was likely to go extinct within a hundred years.
One of those wives appeared beside me, tucking herself under the arm I was resting on the glass wall of the fifth-floor balcony of my temple-like home. Ayarala rose up on her toes and kissed my cheek.
“Whenever I cannot find you, Will, this is where I know to find you.”
I kissed her back, then took a sip of massit, the Taitalan drink I’d adopted as a coffee surrogate. It didn’t exactly taste like coffee, but it had the same thickness and bitterness to it, plus some kind of caffeine-like side effect.
“I like the view from up here.”
Phan-garad, if you didn’t look too closely, was an attractive city. The architecture was alien to my eye – this being an alien world – but it was still pleasing. It was an interesting mix of old and new, in much the same way Paris and London were. But if you looked too closely, you realized that many of those attractive buildings were empty and abandoned. Phan-garad, like Taitala, was dying.
Ayarala took the mug from my hand and took a sip. She was my first Taitalan wife and the most human in appearance, with her elfin features, pointed ears, and pale-to-translucent skin. She was dwenda and had the purple eyes and metallic silver-gold hair that was common amongst her race. She’d come straight from bed and wore only a sheer wrap that left very little of her nubile form to the imagination.
“I didn’t know you liked massit in the morning,” I said.
“It is time to let you know that your wives have developed a taste for it as you have.”
I laughed.
“I hadn’t noticed.”
“That is because we always wait until you have had yours. Kisarat has threatened severe consequences for anyone who does not do so.”
Kisarat was my second wife, a talalong with emerald hair, serpentine eyes, and a long snake-like tail. Though she was normally calm and intellectual, she was also the one who had turned me onto massit and thus took a special interest that need being satisfied.
I laughed again at the thought of her enforcing her restrictions over the massit-pot.
“I’m happy to share.”
Down below us, what I’d come to think of as the Makalang Festival was starting to wake up. There were now about two thousand young Taitalan females camped out in front of my house hoping to be picked as wives. Ayarala and Lorelat, an adorably beautiful cunelo rabbit-girl and one of my other wives, had picked about a dozen of them so far, good enough odds to keep the rest of them there. While they waited, they sat around in little groups, talking and playing music, or having impromptu games of sepabo, the most popular Taitalan sport that seemed to be a cross between soccer and rugby.
I scanned the girls below for the flash of amethyst I’d been hoping to see the past several days, but there was nothing.
Ayarala caught my eye.
“Are you looking for the girl with the purple hair?” she asked, smiling.
“Amethyst,” I said. “Not purple.”
“We have looked, Will. So far, we have not seen her. You should just go claim her.”
“I want her to come here because she wants to be here. Not because I go claim her.”
She pecked me on the cheek again.
“Of course, my tsulygoi.”
Then she leaned against me, and I held her with one arm for a few moments.
“I am still in complete shock about Narilora,” she said.
“Me too.”
“To bear a male child . . . I know you appreciate what this means.”
“Yes. You’ve all kept it a secret as I asked?”
“Of course. If Ceriniat were to learn of it, or one of the others . . .” She shuddered.
Ceriniat was the clan leader of the linyang, the cat-girl race my wife Narilora belonged to. If she were to find out about Narilora carrying a male child, there was good reason to think she would insist on taking her away from me. I’d already been through that once with Lorelat and the leader of the cunelo, and I didn’t want a repeat.
“I don’t think they would do anything immediately,” I said. “What we did in taking Lorelat back should be a clear message to all of them, and I meant it as one. But I’d rather not find out until I know more.”
“I wondered initially at your decision to take all the guards as wives,” she said. “It makes sense now.”
“I have enough challenges without worrying about their loyalty.”
“I am quite sure that will not be an issue anymore. You have given them something they never dreamed of having, a chance to mate and bear children. They would all die for you now.”
Ayarala was right. But the reason for my concern was the same reason all those girls were camped out in front of my house. Males were very rare on Taitala and getting rarer. On average these days, one birth in ten thousand was male. Their society had survived only by having the few males father as many children as possible.
Typically, Taitalan females who wanted to bear children had to present themselves to a receptive male and hope to be chosen as wives, and then hope that male might get around to breeding with them some time within the next five or ten talons (a talon being a Taitalan year and about twice as long as a year on Earth).
This system worked when male births were more common, because most of the breeding work fell to the younger males. Males lived at least twice as long as females, but the older ones usually had little interest in mating. With almost no young males left now, Taitalan society was starting to break down. So few children, male or female, were being born that their entire society was on the verge of extinction.
Into this I had arrived, giving life to a myth known as the makalang. The makalang, or so the story went, was a tall, virile creature who took many Taitalan females as wives, mated with them regularly, and sired many children. So strong was the attraction of this legend that it supplied a substantial amount of plot material for the Taitalan equivalent of romance novels and dramas.
Except the makalang wasn’t just a legend. I knew now that there had been other makalangs before me – a lot of them – and it was obvious that the makalang played a key role in the survival of Taitala. That was a problem, because everything I’d learned up to now suggested that I would be the last one.
Some connection between Earth and Taitala that I didn’t yet understand had drawn me here. It was something related to the preponderance of crystals on Taitala and how they interacted with a strange energy field that allowed me to do things like read my wive’s emotions and communicate with them, even though I still didn’t understand their spoken language. But that connection between our worlds was breaking down, and the energy field no longer appeared to have the strength to draw another makalang here.
That I had fathered a male child was a hopeful sign. But Taitala needed a lot more of them, and more importantly, I had to find a way to arrest the historic decline in male vitality that had happened after every previous makalang. I had some ideas. Whether they would go anywhere, I suppose we would see.
Ayarala kissed me again.
“I have things to do, and I need to get dressed, my beloved tsulygoi. Merindra was looking for you as well. May I send her up here?”
“Yes. Of course.”
She went back into the glass-enclosed sunroom behind me and down the stairs. A few minutes later, my sorai wife Merindra appeared. The sorai were something like fox-human hybrids, with furred ears and long bushy tails. The hair on her head was ruby-red, but it shifted to orange on her ears and down on her tail.
I never got tired of looking at Merindra, and I watched as she approached me slowly. All my wives were beautiful, but Merindra was so pretty I often found myself getting lost in her red-brown eyes. She had a body straight out of a lingerie catalog, athletic and defined yet curvy. She had the arms, shoulders, and abs of someone who had been training for combat her entire life, along with breasts that were as firm and silky smooth as the seats in an Italian sports car. They had no knowledge of gravity and gave no indication they ever would.
She wore a thin wrap much like Ayarala’s, so I had a perfect view of all her charms as she came up and leaned into my embrace.
“Good morning.”
“It is a good morning, my tsulygoi.”
“I was about to come down.”
She looked up at me.
“It’s fine. I wanted to talk to you alone for a bit.”
“Go for it.”
“I’m glad you asked me to come with you to Yama-Kana. Sometimes I’ve felt like I have little use to you.”
I started in surprise.
“What are you talking about?”
“Ayarala runs the house. You go to Kisarat for her thoughts and advice. Narilora is your second, except when you meet with my grandmother. Eladra manages the wives. Mereceeree is your spy and connection to the panikang. Even Lorelat has a job. I seem to exist for you to stare at.”
I had to struggle against my reaction for a moment, and she smiled.
“Don’t be upset,” she said. “I love how you look at me, I do. I just I wish I had more to give you.”
I sighed.
“You’re right. And that is why I asked you. You have things to contribute. Especially now that Narilora needs to keep a lower profile.”
“I’m ready to stand beside you, Will. Wherever you go. My swords are yours.”
I kissed her deeply for a few seconds, feeling her body against mine. But then she gently pushed herself out of my grasp.
“You should save your strength, Will. With you leaving again, Lorelat has an even longer list today than usual.”
◆◆◆
 
She hadn’t been kidding. Between some new girls from the crowd, two linyang wives who still hadn’t conceived, and one of the guards (I was working my way through them as I’d promised), it was mid-afternoon before Lorelat and I were done with the mating. I’d given her this job because she had a remarkable amount of sexual energy even for a cunelo, but it appeared that even she had her limits.
“Is that a record?” I asked.
“I am dead,” she moaned. “I could sleep for a sampar.”
I rolled over and kissed her. “Just rest, bunny-girl.”
She cuddled with me.
“I will miss you, Bunny-daddy.”
“I doubt we’ll be gone that long. This isn’t like the trek up to see the panikang.”
“Do you think the answers are there?”
“There’s something there, whatever it is. There’s a lot I still need to learn, and it sounds like this Gates of the Golden Staff group knows some things.”
“I have never been to Yama-Kana, but the things I have heard are intriguing. It is not like Phan-garad.”
“That seems pretty clear.”
I kissed Lorelat again and got up to let her rest. Thanks to my ability to draw energy from my wives’ orgasms, I wasn’t as wiped out as she was, but I still wanted to take it easy the rest of the day.
◆◆◆
 
I found Narilora in the fourth-floor sitting room with Eladra, my other bunny-girl and one of the six who formed my inner circle, one wife from each clan. Mereceeree, my panikang wife, was asleep and would be until dusk. The panikang, who resembled Earth bats to a certain extent – including the ability to fly – were largely nocturnal.
My cat-girl wife had been uncharacteristically subdued the past several days, ever since we’d discovered she was carrying a male child – subdued in much the same way as someone who just hit the lottery and realizes that her life has been turned completely upside down.
I wanted to be completely honest with her, so I shared everything I’d learned from Silas’s journals and Professor Sloraq, as well as my theories about Taitala’s declining male vitality. So she was struggling with a mix of elation at bearing such an important child, combined with concern at what that child’s future would be.
When I sat down with them, Narilora crawled over, butting her head against my chest and then curling up with me so I could scratch her ears. She lay there purring softly for several minutes as I felt her nerves calming.
“Tell me again what you hope to find,” she asked.
“I’m convinced there’s a connection between Silas’s residency there and the Gates of the Golden Staff.” I repeated what I’d read in his journals, what this mysterious talalong told him about his son: She loudly declared that I was bringing doom upon my line and upon this land. “I can’t escape this feeling that she knew what would happen with his son and grandson, and that she had some solution.”
“Something that would prevent our son from becoming a revolting degenerate like iXa’aliq?”
iXa’aliq was her and Kisarat’s first tsulygoi. I’d killed him to take them away from him.
“That’s the idea. If there’s a way to do it, to preserve what I’m leaving behind here rather than letting it fade away again, I have to find it.”
“Why wouldn’t they have used this solution on other males?” Eladra asked. “If it even works.”
“I have no idea. For all we know, they did. But it could also be that this solution, whatever it is, only works with the makalang.”
Narilora took my hand and squeezed it.
“I hope you find something, Will.”
“Me too, pussy-cat. Me too.”
◆◆◆
 
When Mereceeree woke up as the sun began to set about an hour later, I brought her some massit.
“A little elf told me you’ve taken to this stuff.”
She yawned and extended her wings, which meant folding out the odd wing bone under her forearms until the otherwise recessed flaps of skin in her armpits were at full stretch, roughly five feet in either direction. Then she got up and took the massit.
“It is a strange land-bound drink, but I find it to my liking.”
“There’s something I wanted to ask you.”
She smiled slyly.
“It is too early in the evening for mating, and I am certain Lorelat has exhausted you. I saw her list before I went to bed this morning.”
I laughed. Like all panikang, Mereceeree had skin as black as the night they lived in, with long tawny black-brown hair that she wore wild and untamed. In addition to her wings, she had feet that were closer to hands, able to grip things and allow her to perch on narrow edges. And like most panikang but unlike my other wives, she disdained clothes, preferring to remain naked unless I asked her to put something on, which I’d largely given up on doing.
“Not that. It’s about Yama-Kana.”
She plopped herself in my lap. She was the smallest of my wives, weighing maybe ninety pounds, but she carried enough sass to make up for it. She wiggled her tight little butt against me.
“There is little I can tell you, Will. I have never been there. But if it would help, I can make up stories to moan in your ear later while we mate.”
I laughed again.
“All I wanted to know is if we can get there through the crystal circles.”
All the mirth left her eyes. She didn’t answer me for a few moments.
“You should not do this.”
“Does that mean the answer is yes?”
Again, she was silent. The crystal circles were a thing the panikang had set up. Using the energies they controlled, it was possible to transport yourself from their home in the mountains to a hidden building in Phan-garad. I’d done it myself when returning from the panikang village, taking her and Eladra with me because we needed to get back quickly. So I’d wondered if we could handle this trip the same way. It would allow us to get in and out much more discreetly than the maglev.
“Yes. There is a crystal circle in Yama-Kana,” she said finally. “But it is not controlled by the panikang.”
That got my attention.
“Are there others maintaining these circles?”
“Yes.”
“Who controls the one in Yama-Kana?”
“I do not know. But the panikang do not use it, and I do not know if we ever have. My mother would know, but I think her reaction would not be pleasant if I asked.”
“Then how do you know it’s even there?”
“Because you can see it, if you look. It has a different feel from our circles. Not knowing what we would arrive into, we do not use it. I assume whoever controls it feels the same about ours.”
She took my hand.
“Will, please. It is an unnecessary risk. Take the train. You would be saving a day, at most.”
This was something I had never suspected, and it intrigued me. I wanted to know more about it, but I decided to let it go for now.
“Okay. You win. The train it is.”




Chapter 2

Mereceeree disappeared into the night as she usually did. I had asked her and the panikang who followed her to serve as my intelligence network in Phan-garad, and they had done so very effectively. But as I fully expected when I claimed her that night up in the mountains, she followed her own whims and instincts in doing so, coming and going as she pleased. The panikang her mother wished me to mate with were the same, slipping into my bed at night only to disappear before dawn. That had been our agreement, and my other wives had learned to sleep through it.
But I needed to know more about the circle she mentioned. If she wasn’t going to tell me, there was a way I could find out for myself.
I found the big prismatic crystal I’d taken from the cave on the mountain where the panikang lived. By experimenting with it, I had learned that I didn’t need to hold it in my hands or even carry it to use it, though my abilities were sharpest when I did. As long as it was near me – within a few feet – I could still use it to focus myself. So I usually didn’t carry it around because doing so gave me too clear a sense of everything going on around me. It was too much information on a day-to-day basis. But I needed it to use the crystal circles.
Without Mereceeree, I needed another wife to help me, one who could see in the dark nearly as well as she could. And Narilora needed to stay safely in the house.
Merindra was in the workout room, exercising in a tight top and leggings, swinging a pair of plastic practice swords around against the targets I set up for me and my wives to spar with. She stopped as I came in, walking up to me.
“Will?”
“I need you for something. We need to go somewhere tonight.”
Her face lit up.
“Now?”
“Yes. Get geared up.”
“Just the two of us?”
I saw the eager look on her eyes.
“Yes, foxy girl. Just us.”
I didn’t know what we were getting into, and given Mereceeree’s reaction to the idea, I didn’t want to take any chances. So I went to the office to get on my carbon-fiber LARP armor and strapped on my katana, and then gathered the rest of the gear we would need. When I was suited up, Merindra arrived in her sorai armor, which was a similar though lighter kind of composite, and her paired crystal swords.
I briefly explained my conversation with Mereceeree and what I wanted to do. Her face paled a little, but she didn’t waver.
“Do you think this is wise, Will? If she warned against it?”
“She just said she didn’t know what was on the other end. All I want to do is check it out. I’m convinced there’s something significant there, and the fact that there are others controlling the crystal circles tells me they might be able help us.”
“Or resist us.”
“Which is why we’re not taking any chances here. We’ll go, check it out, and come back.”
Merindra nodded.
“Lead me, my tsulygoi. I will follow.”
◆◆◆
 
I waited until it was fairly late, and we slipped out the back gate. Merindra and I walked for about half an hour before we reached the building with the crystal circle. The panikang had destroyed much of the first floor to make it impossible for anyone to simply walk up and stumble across it. But knowing it was there, Merindra and I were able to cast a rope up around an old pillar and climb up.
The circle was hidden in a room in the center of the second floor, away from any windows. Merindra could see just fine, but I needed my crystal flashlight to get my bearings. The ring of crystals was still there, unchanged from when I’d come back here with Mereceeree and Eladra.
“Just stand with me. This likely won’t feel like anything for you, if I’m even able to do it.”
Merindra followed me into the circle, standing next to me. Then I paused.
“Listen,” I said. “If I haven’t asked you along on things like this until now, it’s not because I don’t believe in you, or want you with me. I do. It’s because the first fight Narilora followed me into almost killed her. And because of all the stuff that happened afterward. I don’t want to go through any of that with you.”
She closed with me, kissing me gently.
“I want you to love me for who I am, Will. All of me. Not just this face you love to stare at.”
“I do.”
“I’m sorai. I’m a fighter like Narilora. You cannot keep me in a box like something you’re afraid of breaking.”
“Understood, babe. That’s why you’re here.”
She nodded, shooting me a brief smile.
“Then let’s go.”
She checked her swords and then loosened up her arms, stretching them to either side.
“You have no idea where this goes?” she asked.
“Yama-Kana. Beyond that, no.”
She smiled again.
“Then I am eager to see what we find.”
I took out the crystal and focused myself. The process itself wasn’t complicated. I could feel the circle around us, and in a moment, in my mind’s eye, I saw the circle in the mountains where the panikang lived. I’d been there, and it felt familiar. That time I was following Mereceeree’s instructions and only concentrated on getting us to Phan-garad.
Now, I just looked out, trying to see if there were other connections. Gradually, I began to sense something. More than one. There were others, unfamiliar ones. Something told me not to probe too deeply, but the realization was fascinating – where did they all go?
I saw the one in Yama-Kana. I couldn’t see Yama-Kana, but somehow I sensed that was the destination. It was being used, frequently, and the texture of it suggested the destination just as the circles in the mountain and Phan-garad did.
But beyond that, it felt different in other ways. The circles in Phan-garad and in the mountains had a certain flavor to them, which I realized a moment later was similar to Mereceeree’s energy and that of the other panikang. That made sense, since they’d created and maintained these two circles. The one in Yama-Kana had a different sort of flavor. The closest thing to it was –
Kisarat.
A talalong had created this circle. That sent a thrill through my gut. Could it have been the talalong who approached Silas? But that had been three kumala-talons ago, and the circle felt newer somehow.
I tried to see around it, but I realized immediately that this wasn’t a method of seeing things far away. I could sense the circle and get a vague sense of where it was in relation to the ones I’d used, but nothing else. It was just there. So we would have to go and look.
“Okay, get ready.”
“I’m ready.”
I formed a bubble of energy around us and concentrated on the circle in Yama-Kana. A tunnel formed before me. After that, a mere thought was enough to pull us there.
And we were in Yama-Kana.
Merindra spoke up immediately, alarmed.
“Will?”
The room was dark, and there was an unpleasant smell around us, something foul and corrupt.
“We’re here.”
Then I heard Merindra drawing her swords. She growled in a way I’d only ever heard her do when she was facing some kind of threat.
“Will, turn on your light.”
I had it clipped to my chest. When I turned it on, I saw were in a large room, maybe fifty feet across and twice that long. The walls were mortared stone, and the ceiling twenty feet above us was held up with thick wooden beams. It looked like an old storeroom or warehouse of some sort, because there were boxes here and there around the room. The crystal circle around us was different in design from the one in Phan-garad and more like the one up in the mountains: older, more detailed and deliberate.
And I saw what had alarmed Merindra. We weren’t alone.
Around us, standing motionless, were eight or ten figures. A mix of talalong, linyang, and sorai, almost all of them young.
But something was wrong. Very wrong. I saw it because I still held the crystal in my hand, which allowed me to see all the details of the energy in every living thing around me. I saw Merindra, pure and strong, and our baby inside her.
But in the others around us, I saw the thing I’d done to Narilora when I was trying to heal her. When I’d filled her with foreign energies and nearly destroyed her own. I’d fixed her. But in the process of fixing her, I asked Phareewee, Mereceeree’s mother and the old panikang at the head of their clan, what would have happened if Narilora’s energy had faded away and left the rest behind.
The thing that is her would certainly have died, she told me. Whether her body would have died with her is another question. Most likely it would have, but it is possible those other energies could have sustained it. Sustained it as something that should not exist.
These things around me should not have existed, but they did.
I saw it. Every one of them was animated by energies foreign to their bodies, with nothing of the original left behind. I didn’t want to call them mindless, for each one had some sort of consciousness, but it was a consciousness alien to their bodies. And as I began to appreciate what they were, I could see another layer to it, something controlling them.
The moment or two it took me to absorb all this was the same moment or two it took them to become aware of our presence.
And they moved to attack.
I shoved the crystal back into my bag and drew my katana. But we were surrounded.
“Breakout! That way!”
I charged toward the closest group with Merindra beside me. The nearest figure to me was a linyang with a crystal shortsword, and I swung my katana down in a cross strike at her. She tried to dodge, but she wasn’t as fast as linyang usually were, and my blade bit deeply into her shoulder. She went down.
Next to me, Merindra faced a talalong with a staff. The talalong struck as she closed in, but my fox-girl blocked the strike with her longsword, then shoved her short blade through the talalong’s eye.
We were through the ring surrounding us, but I saw almost immediately that we had nowhere to go. The room ended in a blank wall. I spun around. Far at the other end was what looked like a set of double doors. We would have to fight our way out.
The remaining seven, whatever they were – crystal zombies seemed apt – were closing with us in a semi-circle. We’d surprised them with that first charge, but I didn’t want to try it again, at least not until we’d killed a few more of them. We backed up against the wall.
“You wanted to have some fun,” I said to Merindra.
“Yes,” she said evenly.
“Be careful what you wish for.”
Another talalong with a staff came at me, but instead of blocking it, I struck right at her staff. Taitala was a world with almost no metal and certainly not enough for anyone to create a sword like mine. I realized through a few fights that no one on this planet was used to fighting a big, heavy blade with the power to simply cleave through obstacles. The crystal swords they used here were almost impossibly sharp, but because they were also quite light, they were finesse weapons, and fighting styles had evolved around that.
The talalong’s staff snapped under my katana, and I continued the blow right into her neck. I lost some power doing it, but there was enough left to open a gash that immediately let out a spurt of blood. She fell to her knees, and I kicked her away from me.
A sorai came at me with her two blades, and it was all I could do to block her strikes with a downward cut. A linyang on the other side used that opening to come slicing in at me, and her blade scraped across my chestplate. I had to lean to my side and throw a roundhouse kick at her. I connected with her head, but not before she got her blade up, and I felt a white-hot line of pain across my calf.
Merindra was engaged with a talalong and a linyang. I looked up just to see her parry the linyang’s strike and lunge forward with both swords in a scissor motion, nearly decapitating the cat-girl-thing. But the talalong took that opportunity to strike with her staff and grazed Merindra’s head. She lost her bearings for a moment.
I couldn’t do anything for her, because the sorai I was facing was still coming at me. In sparring with Merindra, I’d learned ways of defending myself against the two-bladed style they used, and this sorai was not as skilled as Merindra was. But it took a couple of exchanges before I found an opening and cleaved her neck open with a cross strike.
I could tell Merindra was starting to weaken. There were just too many of them and only two of us. She fell back toward the other corner of the room. The linyang I’d kicked was down but not dead, having rolled away from me. I still had one talalong to deal with, but she was just far enough away that I could get past her to Merindra.
Merindra still had the talalong with the staff and another sorai facing her. The sorai had her back to me, and I struck hard at her. But just as I did, the talalong let out a wordless cry of alarm, and the sorai spun around. Rather than the strike at her neck I intended, I instead took off one of her arms, just as Merindra used the distraction to shove both of her blades through the talalong’s chest.
I expected the sorai to scream as her arm came off and a fountain of blood shot across the wall, but she didn’t. She just turned toward me, lunging with her remaining short blade. It was a weak strike that I blocked easily, and it brought me close enough to see into her eyes.
They were dead. Empty. No life at all.
I had no time to consider what that meant. I shoved her to her knees, knowing the shock and blood loss would take care of her, and spun around to see the last linyang coming at me in a flying strike. I only had enough time to bring up my arm to block her, hoping my armor would hold.
It did, but she landed on top of me, claws digging into my legs and arm. I had to drop my katana to deal with her, grabbing her clothes with my free hand and flinging her into the wall. That got her off of me, but as I did it, she raked her claws across my neck.
I ignored the pain as best I could, turning to face her. She came up with her blade, but she was down in a squat, right in front of me. Before she could do anything, I kicked straight out at her head and crushed her skull against the wall.
Merindra faced the last talalong, who seemed completely unconcerned that she was now alone and that we’d slaughtered eight of her allies. I picked up my katana and started to come at her from behind, but Merindra shouted, “No!”
I stopped. A few moments later, Merindra ducked under the staff and drove her short blade up in the talalong’s heart. The talalong barely reacted, just falling to her knees, and then forward onto her face.
Merindra stood up.
“I’m sorry, Will. But I was engaged with her alone. To let you kill her from behind would be dishonorable.”
I nodded.
“Are you okay?”
There was a red bump on her forehead where the staff struck her and a bloody sword cut on one arm, but she wasn’t seriously injured. Then her face filled with alarm as she looked at me.
“Will, you’re hurt.”
She came over and examined all the damage the linyang had done, touching the gashes my neck.
“I don’t think any of it’s that deep. I’m okay. You know I heal fast.”
I would have been able to heal myself right then and there had I not mated with six different wives that morning, along with Lorelat. So I didn’t have the reserves of energy I usually did.
Merindra nodded.
“What was this? Who . . . what were these people?”
I explained what I’d sensed in them with the crystal. Her pretty face went pale.
“That is horrifying. And wrong. So wrong.”
“I’ll agree with that.”
“The way they fought . . . their faces. They were empty. Like they didn’t care whether they lived or died.”
“I wonder if they were already dead when this was done to them.”
I knelt down to examine one of the bodies. The foreign energy drained out of them as they died. Now that I wasn’t fighting for my life, I noticed something else. Their flesh didn’t seem right either. They weren’t anything like movie zombies; they weren’t decaying. They’d bled like normal living things.
But at the same time, they felt wrong. Unnatural. I realized the corrupt smell I detected when we arrived was coming from them.
“Who could have done this?” she asked.
“Someone with a great deal of skill in manipulating crystals and energies. I probably could have, based on what I did to Narilora. Phareewee, Mereceeree’s mother could, though she never would. She said there were a few others in the panikang with that level of skill.”
“Someone put them here to guard the circle against intruders.”
“That seems logical.”
We spent a minute or two inspecting the room. There wasn’t much. The few boxes were either empty or contained only moldy, withered fruits and vegetables. The condition of the foodstuffs hadn’t deterred someone from eating them, though. Many were partially chewed, and recently. So whatever those things were, they still needed to eat. I wondered just how long they’d been standing there waiting for someone to come through the circle.
We tried the double doors at the far end but found them securely bolted or barred from the other side. We weren’t getting out that way, and I couldn’t see another exit. There were no windows anywhere, and there was no way to get up to the ceiling. We might even be underground.
“What do you want to do?” Merindra asked.
I sighed. I wanted to see what was here, where the Yama-Kana circle led to. And we found out. But until I knew more about what we were facing, going further didn’t seem wise.
“I think we go back. I have no idea what we’ve gotten ourselves into here. I didn’t expect anything like this.”
She nodded.
“And we come back here on the train?”
“I think so.”
The circle took us back to Phan-garad. When we emerged from the room and prepared to climb down, Merindra stopped me. She pulled me into her arms and kissed me fiercely, pressing her tight body against mine. I kissed her back until she came up for air after several long moments, pressing her forehead against my chin.
“All your other wives have seen you fight. Narilora and Mereceeree have fought beside you. I had not done either. I feel as if I truly became your wife tonight, Will.”
“You’ve been my wife.”
“In your bed, and in your home, yes. But not in your purpose on Taitala. You’ve given me a child. You’ve given me pleasure I did not dream of before you claimed me. But tonight was the equal of it.”
I laughed softly.
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
She smiled.
“I hope so.”
We climbed back down to the street and headed home.
◆◆◆
 
But we’d been back only a minute or two when I heard a flutter above us.
Mereceeree came gliding in, landing a few feet away.
“Tsulygoi – ” Then she got a good look at us and our injuries and gasped.
“You were right,” I said. “Whatever’s controlling that other circle doesn’t seem to want any visitors.”
“What happened?”
I explained briefly. Her face took on a look of horror.
“That should not be possible.”
I just shrugged at her.
“Only a very evil person would do such a thing,” she said.
“It was clearly someone who didn’t care for those people, and was ready to kill to stop anyone from coming through that circle.”
“Are you all right? You are both wounded.”
“Not seriously,” Merindra said. “There were only nine of them. Fair odds for the two of us.”
She smiled. Mereceeree laughed.
“I am truly fortunate to have such fierce warriors as tsulygoi and awasa-late.” But her mirth left just as quickly. “I must consult with my mother about this. She needs to know, and she may have advice for us.”
“Do what you have to, bat-girl,” I said.
She spread her wings, and a moment later she was gone into the darkness above.
◆◆◆
 
We tried not to wake the rest of them, but Ayarala had developed a sixth sense for issues around the house and woke up as we were getting undressed. It took a few minutes to calm her down once she got a look at our injuries, but she cleaned both of us up and stitched up the cut in Merindra’s arm and the one in my leg. Then she scolded us for doing something so dangerous without telling her first. Eventually we went to bed.




Chapter 3

Mereceeree returned just before dawn, cuddling in against me. I woke up only long enough to realize she was there, then fell asleep again.
When I woke up for good, the sun was streaming in the window and I found myself wedged tightly between Merindra and Mereceeree. The others were up and out. I carefully extricated myself from their arms and legs and slid down the bed.
I was largely healed from the previous night. But I was still disturbed at what we’d found. I’d been thinking, naively if I had to be honest with myself, that I understood the big picture. That I knew what I was dealing with on Taitala. Last night had proven me very wrong – there was a lot more going on here. And if I wasn’t careful, I was going to pay for it.
I still wanted to go to Yama-Kana. There were answers there I needed. But we were going to have to be a lot more strategic about it.
I grabbed some massit, then bathed and got dressed. When I left the bedroom, I saw Eladra coming out of the stairwell. She was clearly looking for me, because she came right over when she saw me. I gave her a hug. She pressed herself against me, and I just enjoyed the feel of her lush body for a few moments.
“How’s my favorite bunny-girl this morning?”
“I won’t be your favorite when you hear what I have to say.” She was smiling.
“Impossible, but what is it?”
“Guess who Lorelat spotted out in the crowd?”
It didn’t hit me right away, and she answered her own question.
“It’s the girl with the purple hair you’re so obsessed with.”
“I’m not – ” But she laughed.
“Do you think your wives don’t talk? Ayarala told us how you’re up there in the sunroom every morning looking for her.”
I tried to object again, but I had been up there. Not just to watch for Asarane, but . . .
“Okay. Where is Lorelat?”
“On the balcony over the gate.”
I broke the hug, but as I turned to find Lorelat, Eladra held onto my hand.
“Will, there’s one other thing. I need to ask you a favor. This shouldn’t be a big deal, but it affects your trip to Yama-Kana.”
“Name it. What?”
She took a deep breath.
“You remember how things went when we visited my home village? With my mom and the rest of them?”
We started the trek to find the panikang from her village. Almost immediately upon arriving, we’d been accosted by a group of cunelo females – led by Eladra’s mother Hiran – who were angry about her decision to flee her assigned mating to another male and run off with me. That she was later claimed by the makalang and now carried a child meant nothing to them. She had disrupted the cunelo way by presuming she could make her own decisions about mating.
At the time, the dispute struck me as awfully archaic, but I knew more about the cunelo now, and I knew they took their clan obligations very seriously. They did almost everything in groups, and going it alone was not viewed positively. Doing what Eladra did was a serious affront to normal cunelo customs.
“I remember. What’s up?”
“The elders in the village have come to a decision. Since I’m not leaving you and Loreloo has consented to your claiming me, they want to retroactively assign me to you. That means going back to the village.”
“Do I need to be there?”
“They’re expecting it, yes. They’re going to do this anyway, but it will go a long way toward smoothing out all the hurt feelings and resentment if you and I go back and let them do this.”
I nodded.
“Not a problem at all, bunny-girl. Doesn’t sound like a big deal, and it’s on the way there.”
“Thanks. I’ll just head back here when it’s done, and you guys can keep going.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
◆◆◆
 
I went downstairs and found Lorelat leaning against the glass.
“There you are,” she said.
“What did you see?”
She pointed. Out there about twenty or thirty yards away was a flash of amethyst in the morning sunlight.
“Is that her?”
I watched for a few moments. It was hard to be certain from this far away, and I couldn’t see her too clearly in the crowd of girls, but I didn’t know how many talalong there could be with hair like that.
“I think that’s her.”
“Should I go get her?”
“What’s the schedule like today?”
“Well,” she said, smiling, “you’re actually free. I loaded things up the past few days because I knew you were leaving, and I figured you’d want a day to get ready.”
I looked back out at the crowd.
“Meet me in the fourth-floor sitting room.”
She pecked me on the cheek.
“I’ll be right there, Bunny-daddy.”
◆◆◆
 
They appeared about five minutes later. It was indeed Asarane, and for a moment, my eyes got lost in that wonderful, magical hair she had.
“Here we are,” Lorelat said.
“Hello, again,” I said.
“Um, hi.”
“I’ll leave you guys alone,” Lorelat said. And she left.
“So you came back,” I said after a few moments.
“You kind of asked me to,” Asarane said.
“I wanted to leave it up to you. I wasn’t sure where your mind was.”
She smiled, and her purple-black tail twitched behind her.
“I’m kind of bored to death with school. I don’t even know what I have left to do.”
Kisarat explained to me at one point that the university in Phan-garad didn’t issue degrees as we thought of them on Earth. Instead, students followed directed study programs and decided for themselves when they’d learned enough, though of course the instructors offered plenty of opinions.
“What are you studying?”
“You’re gonna laugh.”
“What?”
“Architecture and construction.”
I did laugh. Asarane and one of her friends had spent much of the past talon blowing up abandoned buildings around Phan-garad.
“I guess that explains how you knew how to bring those buildings down.”
“Yeah. But we can’t blow up anything else now, and there’s not a lot of construction going on in this stupid city.”
“So?”
She bit her lip for a moment.
“Just explain something to me first. Your wives, they’re all so beautiful. I mean that sorai, the clan leader’s granddaughter –”
“Merindra.”
“She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. And Lorelat, the one who brought me in, she’s . . .”
“Yeah.”
“Then there’s me.”
“You’re cute.”
“Okay, I’m cute. But don’t tell me I’m anything like the rest of them. Do you know what happened when Lorelat called out to me in the crowd just now?”
“What?”
“Like twenty other girls around me got all excited and started jumping up and down. Then she goes, ‘No, you with the purple hair.’ Everyone just turned and stared at me. They were as surprised as I was.”
“Well, I find you kind of fascinating, your attitude about life and all. But mainly, yeah, it’s the hair.”
She looked at herself and played with her hair a for a moment. It sparkled like spun glass.
“It’s really the hair?”
“Do you not appreciate how beautiful and unique it is?”
“Well, I do, I guess, but . . .” She looked back at me. “Do you really want to claim me?”
“If you want to be claimed.”
“Part of me does. Then I think about being here around all these beautiful girls, and I think it would be torture. I mean, if a girl like Lorelat was interested in me at school, I would completely lose it. I can’t imagine just sitting around with her all the time.”
It occurred to me what she was getting at. She’d surely decided by now that she wasn’t ever going to be a wife and so had focused on other females. But it seemed she was also assuming she would have to give all that up as a wife, since that was how things usually worked on Taitala. It was the traditional custom here that wives focused on child-bearing and -rearing, and not on doing anything with each other, ever.
“So you like her?”
“Lorelat? She’s gorgeous. And I kind of have a thing for cunelo.”
I laughed.
“Me too.”
“So . . . you understand what I mean?”
“I do, actually. Should I call her back in here?”
Her jaw dropped a little. I got up and went to the door. Lorelat was out there talking to another one of my wives. She seemed surprised to see me, but I waved her in.
“What’s up?”
“I guess you brought her straight up here and didn’t have a chance to explain anything yet.”
“No. I mean, yes, we came right up here.”
I sat down. Asarane shot a nervous smile at her as she joined us. Lorelat returned the smile.
“What did you want me to explain?”
“Specifically, our approach to wife management.”
“Oh.” Then understanding dawned in her eyes, and she looked at Asarane. “Ohhhh . . . yeah.”
She smiled again, then reached out toward Asarane’s hair.
“Can I?”
“Sure,” Asarane said nervously. Lorelat began playing with her hair.
“This is so amazing. I love talalong hair, but I’ve never seen anything like yours.”
“I like your hair, too.”
Lorelat snorted, and her ears twitched in displeasure.
“I hate my hair. It’s the color of mud.”
Her hair was actually a cute caramel blondish-brown, but they didn’t have caramel on Taitala, so mud-colored was not that inaccurate.
“No, it’s pretty. I like it.”
Lorelat glanced at me, then back at Asarane. And I noticed some sparks of interest in her eyes that I didn’t often see in these new-wife orientation sessions. She was still playing with Asarane’s hair, and she now started brushing it affectionately over her ear.
“I think what Will is getting at is . . . the makalang does things differently. And so do his wives.”
As I watched, Lorelat closed with her slowly, looking into her eyes. Asarane just stood there in shock until their lips came together. Then they began kissing, slowly at first, then more intensely. Lorelat broke the kiss after a few more seconds but kept holding her.
“Does that explain things better, or do you need a little more explanation?”
Asarane gasped for breath. Lorelat turned to me, laughing softly.
“Did you claim her yet, Will?”
“We didn’t get that far. She seemed conflicted.”
Lorelat brushed at Asarane’s hair again, and I could definitely see sparks in her eyes now.
“What are you conflicted about, beautiful?”
“I’m not conflicted,” Asarane blurted out.
“Good,” Lorelat said.
“You want to be a wife of the makalang?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Then I claim you.”
“I’ll be your wife. My, uh, my body is yours.”
“And he believes in sharing,” Lorelat said.
Asarane laughed nervously. But then Lorelat pulled herself away and went to the door.
“Wait –”
Lorelat laughed.
“I’m not going anywhere. I’m just making sure no one interrupts us.” She locked the door and returned to us.
Asarane was wearing a black bra top and a little black-and-red skirt, both of them laced up the sides. Lorelat slowly untied the laces and slid the top over Asarane’s head and the skirt down her legs. Like Kisarat, Asarane had a lithe, smooth body with firm, upturned breasts.
Lorelat kissed her again.
“Go sit in his lap.”
Asarane came over to the couch where I was sitting and straddled me. But she kept her eyes on Lorelat, who slipped out of the short top and tight leggings she usually wore. Like most cunelo, Lorelat had a body like a bikini model, lush and curvy with a narrow waist and big breasts. She came up behind Asarane and sat on my knees, slipping her arms around Asarane’s waist and burying her face in all that amethyst hair.
I pulled them to me, kissing Asarane, then Lorelat. Also like Kisarat, Asarane had pointed fangs in the roof of her mouth, and I had to be careful kissing her. I felt her body slowly, hands brushing over Lorelat’s, who was doing the same thing. Asarane moaned into my mouth as Lorelat slipped a hand between her legs from behind. I fondled her firm breasts for a few moments before reaching down as well.
Lorelat and I pleasured her together, fingers gently stroking and exploring. Asarane moaned against me, and I could feel a torrent of arousal raging inside her, mixed with complete shock at what was happening. She wanted me, but she wanted Lorelat just as badly.
It took only a minute more before she quivered in our grasp and her legs shook against mine. As always, the energy of her orgasm flowed into me, but I tried not to take too much. I stood, picking her up and carrying her to a wide lounge chair across the room. It was big enough for all three of us.
I laid her down and disrobed as the two of them held each other and watched me. Then lowered myself to the floor, slid my hands under Asarane’s thighs, and pulled her to my mouth.
She stood my attentions for only a few moments before pulling Lorelat above her. As I watched, Asarane sucked on Lorelat’s big breasts, then pulled her further up. Lorelat settled her hips over her head, and Asarane began pleasuring her with her tongue. Asarane’s long purple-black tail writhed against my chest.
Now I could feel both of them rising toward release. Asarane clearly knew what she was doing, and Lorelat began whimpering and rocking her hips back and forth. I timed what I was doing to Asarane to what she was doing to Lorelat, and a minute later, both of them shook and convulsed in front of me. The energy of their mutual orgasm made my head swim.
I stood and pulled Lorelat back down so that she was on top of Asarane. Then I took Asarane’s legs and pushed them back, stretching her open. I could hear Lorelat whispering to her, telling her to relax. Then I entered Asarane slowly. The going was easier than I expected, though she was still deliciously tight. No doubt a few female fingers had gone before me. By the time I was fully inside her, she and Lorelat were kissing each other deeply. I watched them as I drove Asarane to another orgasm, watched her digging her nails into Lorelat’s back and gasping into my bunny-girl’s mouth.
I withdrew from Asarane and thrust into Lorelat’s swimming wetness, bottoming out against her soft butt and fluffy little bunny-tail. I felt Asarane reaching under us, stroking her rapidly. Lorelat whimpered and began pushing back at me. I pumped into her until Asarane and I brought her to another shivering release after a few minutes. Then I pulled out, returned to Asarane, and let loose the brakes. Another minute was all it took before I came deeply inside her as the two girls kissed passionately under me.
We cuddled together afterward, with Asarane between me and Lorelat. Asarane had calmed down and kept looking back and forth at us. There was definitely something going on between them. There was a light in Lorelat’s eyes that I had previously only seen when the two of us were alone.
“This was not what I was expecting at all,” Asarane said. “At all.”
“We’ve all been there,” Lorelat said. She had a thick strand of amethyst hair between her fingers. She kept brushing it across her face and turning it to see how it caught the light.
“How did it happen for you?” Asarane asked.
Lorelat explained briefly how she’d been sent to mate with me when I was aJia’jara’s prisoner, then fled when I escaped, only to come back later.
“You actually left?” Asarane asked in shock.
“I was terrified by everything that happened that day. But when I understood what Will really is, I wanted to be here.” She looked over at me. “And I’ve never regretted it, Bunny-daddy.”
Asarane gave a little gasp.
“Are you?”
Lorelat smiled. “I am. Only a few sampars, but yeah.”
Asarane looked down at herself, then at me.
“This will sound crazy, but I wasn’t even thinking about that. Because I’d kind of assumed I’d never, you know. I just couldn’t believe the makalang wanted me as a wife.”
Lorelat kissed her.
“Stick around and you’ll be there in no time, beautiful.”




Chapter 4

I went back to my office and asked one of the guards to find Kisarat. She arrived about ten minutes later while I was out on the balcony. The girls down below on the grass were waving and calling to me. I waved back.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I was bathing.” She leaned against the glass with me. “So I hear you found her.”
“Found her and lost her already to Lorelat.” I pointed down to one of the pools on the third-floor balcony. The two of them were out there now, lounging in the water together, laughing, ignoring everything else around them.
Kisarat smiled.
“I’m glad. Lorelat needs some distractions from all her work with the wives.”
“Agreed. She deserves it.”
She looked down at Asarane.
“You know, there are superstitions among the talalong about purple hair, because it is so rare.”
“How rare?”
“Maybe one or two females in a generation. And it doesn’t run in families. It just seems to appear at random.”
“What are the superstitions?”
“Just that she will have an unusual life. But that may be unusually good, or unusually bad, and sometimes both.”
I nodded.
“So I guess becoming a wife of the makalang fits.”
“Yes.”
I considered things for a moment.
“There’s more to her, though,” I said.
I knew by now that I could trust Kisarat completely, that she was poker-faced enough never to break my confidences by accident and would die before breaking them intentionally.
So I told her about Asarane and the Black Sky and what I’d discovered. She was stunned into silence for a long time, during which she turned to stare across the greenbelt to where the Tower of Starlight once stood.
“The fact that you did not say which clan was responsible,” she said after a while, “tells me you do not wish me to know.”
“I just think it’s best that I keep it between me and the clan leader.”
She nodded.
“That is your counsel to keep. But I should tell you I am fairly sure who it was.”
I leaned over and kissed her forehead.
“You’re too smart for me, babe. Tell me what you think.”
“I know Uhagian well enough to know it could never be her. It could not have been Ceriniat either, as I told you. Missok is a healer and would never have placed so many at risk, and with her clan so much smaller than the others, would never move so boldly. Ask Yisaraq if you don’t believe me.”
Yisaraq and Missok were sisters.
“I do. Go on.”
“That leaves Loreloo and Varycibe, and I cannot see what Loreloo could possibly stand to benefit from doing it. Varycibe, though . . . I remember you chose Merindra as your second that night, instead of Eladra.”
I was silent, just watching Asarane and Lorelat playing naked down in the water.
“You have not said her name, so I know nothing,” she said. “I will move past this.”
“That’s what I told her. There really isn’t a choice.”
Her remark about Missok leading the smallest clan made me remember something else.
“Ceriniat made a crack at one of the meetings about some long-ago schism in the dwenda. Is that why they’re so much smaller than the other clans?”
“Yes. Ayarala would know more, if you are that interested. But many kumala-talons ago, there was a dispute between two dwenda who both sought to be clan leader. One wanted to pursue a conflict with the cunelo, the other did not. The one who did not split off with her group and left. Such things have happened in the other clans, and usually the dispute will fade with time. The difference with this one, which the dwenda refer to as ‘The Schism,’ is that the group that left was never seen again. No one knows what happened to them. They simply disappeared.”
“So they lost half their numbers.”
“Essentially.”
Asarane and Lorelat were now floating together, arms on each other’s shoulders, kissing. Part of me really wanted to go join them. Kisarat followed my gaze down to the two girls.
“There is another thing about purple hair, though it is a much older superstition. Long ago, my people believed it meant she would have great power to manipulate crystals and their energy. No one believes in those things any more, so the superstition has faded. But since you have discovered these energies are not such a myth, I must wonder about your interest in her. If perhaps what you think is an attraction to her beautiful amethyst hair is something else entirely.”
Something tickled my memory. In describing the talalong who had shown up to examine his son, Silas had mentioned her wearing purple. I wondered if that meant anything.
“We need to get to Yama-Kana.”
“I am ready. The train is coming here this evening, so we can leave in the morning.”
◆◆◆
 
I didn’t know what kind of reception we would get in Yama-Kana, but I didn’t want to send the wrong message about our intentions. Based on the various things I heard, I knew my existence was known there. But because of what Professor Sloraq told me about the Gates of the Golden Staff and other goings-on, it was hard to know for sure how I was viewed. So I told Merindra to pack all our armor and weapons, but not wear anything beyond some small blades that could be easily concealed.
When we were done packing, I went down to check in with Meridrian, the captain of the guard. She was a tall (for Taitala, at least, she was maybe five-seven), athletic linyang who was maybe sixteen talons old and had the respect of all the guards. She’d been an experienced officer in the Long Claw mercenary company before I defeated her after escaping from aJia’jara. That meant I had to claim her and the rest of the guards as my followers, or they would have killed themselves in shame.
I had since formally claimed her as a wife and mated with her after the raid to free Lorelat, and I knew she was fully prepared to die in defense of me and everyone else in the house. But having seen her fight, I knew that event wasn’t likely – she was well able to take care of whatever threats might arise.
After running through the state of the house and the guard staff, I explained what had happened in Yama-Kana with me and Merindra.
“That is very disturbing,” she said.
“Yes. They were alive, but dead at the same time. Like the bodies were still alive, but whatever made them what they were had been replaced by something else. Something like these crystal energies I’ve been using, but darker. Corrupted, sort of.”
“But they fought you with some skill?”
“Yes. Not that well, but they did. They moved like they knew what they were doing. Just slower. There were nine of them. Even with Merindra, that should have been too many for just the two of us.”
“Merindra is very skilled, but I will agree. You said they were locked down there?”
“So it seemed.”
“Almost as if whoever made them did not want them wandering around. If they trusted them, why keep them confined like that?”
“All good questions I don’t have answer to. I don’t know. And I don’t know what we may have precipitated, so I want everything on alert here, ”
Meridrian nodded.
“I agree. With the sorai joining us, we have enough guards now to increase the number on duty. They may not like it, but they will understand. I think we should put the sorai along the wall, and the linyang on the upper levels with their crossbows. I will make sure we have plenty of people watching the area around the house.”
“That’s a good idea.”
She asked me a few more questions before it seemed like we’d covered everything. I stood up to go.
“I know you can handle things,” I said, “just take care of yourself.”
“We’ll be fine, big cat-daddy. Have a good trip.”
It came so quickly that I almost missed it.
Then I got it.
“Meridrian, are you . . . ?”
She just smiled slyly and cocked her head at me. I looked into her and saw it. A little Will-and-Meridrian cat-girl inside her.
I went to hug her, but she stopped me just short of embracing her, putting her hands on my chest.
“I know it’s one of many for you, my tsulygoi,” she said softly. “You don’t need to pretend otherwise, or pretend that there’s something here that isn’t. ”
“They’re all special.”
She nodded.
“I know. And I’m thankful for what you’ve given me. I expect nothing more. Just stay safe, and come back to us. All of us.”
“You’re not going to leave now, are you?”
She straightened her back.
“I have sworn my life to you, my tsulygoi, the makalang,” she said firmly. “I will never leave you. Never.”
“Then that’s enough. I’ll see you when I get back.”
◆◆◆
 
Mereceeree told us she wanted to talk to her mother about what Merindra and I fought in Yama-Kana. I didn’t have a chance to talk to her that morning when she returned, but I found her when it started to get dark. She was in the bedroom with Ayarala, working on a mug of massit.
“Hey. How’d you sleep?”
Rather than her usual quips, she just shook her head.
“What’s wrong?”
“I talked to my mother.”
“And?”
“She . . . she wasn’t happy. She got really quiet in a way I’ve never seen her do. Apparently there are some really old stories about things that sound like what you described. In these stories, they’re called basayang.”
I got no clear connotations from that word beyond evil and wrongness.
“Basayang?”
“Right. They’re described as being alive, but lifeless. Supposedly they resulted when one of our people who was especially skilled with controlling crystal energies lost someone they loved and tried to bring her back to life. And it worked, sort of. The body was animated, but the spirit was not.”
“Animated how?”
“The stories don’t say, or my mother didn’t want to tell me.”
“That was it?”
“No. She said, whatever these things are, you need to destroy them. And stop whoever is making them.”
◆◆◆
 
I spent a couple of hours reviewing what I’d read about Yama-Kana in Silas’s fourth journal. I finished it without finding anything more of use. The mysterious talalong never returned.
The rest of the evening was devoted to saying goodbye properly to the three wives I was leaving behind. Then – minus Mereceeree, who flew off to address her usual nighttime business – we all went to sleep together.
Merindra, Kisarat, Eladra, and I rose early and headed over to the train station. Rather than sneaking out as I’d done in the past, we just went out through the Makalang Festival, greeting the few girls who were up, telling them I’d be back in a few days. About a dozen of them followed us all the way there. I did my best to answer the fairly mundane questions they threw at me about mating, wives, and where I had come from.
My security pass got us on the train with a minimum of fuss, and we settled into our private cabin. The girls who followed us waited on the platform until the maglev pulled out, waving as we left. I waved back.
We got to Eladra’s village in just a couple of hours.
I’d seen a fair amount of interesting – even amazing – architecture since arriving on Taitala. None of it was in this village. It reminded me of a Soviet-era company town in Eastern Europe. Almost all of the buildings were unadorned boxes roughly the size and shape of a barn back on Earth.
I remarked on it as we pulled into the station. Eladra just sighed.
“Yeah, it . . . I’ve told you how we do things. But sometimes we can’t come to an agreement, and the result is what you see here, which is basically nothing. When the village was founded, the clan wasn’t able to reach a consensus on what it would look like. So finally the elders decided that it wouldn’t look like anything. That’s why all the buildings look like this.”
“I suppose that’s better than how it used to be among the sorai,” Merindra said.
“Which was what?” I asked.
“The competing factions would just fight to the death one by one until a decision was made.”
I laughed weakly.
“I suppose so.”
When the maglev came to a stop, the four of us got off and walked out onto the platform. I’d been here before and the reaction that time was fairly intense, but today it appeared that we were expected. The cunelo wandering around the village stopped and looked at us, but there were no gasps or expressions of shock or demonstrations over my mating with Eladra. They just watched as we walked down the street to Hiran’s house, a somewhat smaller but still boxy and featureless two-story building near the edge of the forest.
Hiran and her three housemates greeted us somewhat more warmly than I would have expected after our last encounter, and she showed us to the room where we would be staying for the next day or so. I knew how cunelo sleeping arrangements worked by now, so I wasn’t surprised that she gave us a single room with one large bed that was about ten feet across.
We unloaded our gear while Eladra and her mother briefly discussed the “assignment” ceremony, which would be that evening.
“So I guess we’re off for a few hours,” Eladra said finally. “I could show you around the village, if you want.”
“You made it sound as if there is little to see,” Kisarat said.
Eladra shrugged.
“There isn’t much, really.”
“The last time we were here,” I said, “you mentioned a local version of malvina made from the purple fruit on those trees.”
Her face lit up.
“Oh, yeah. Except, it’s not really malvina. It’s called kerasak. They make it different way, though I’m not exactly sure what the difference is. But this is the time to get it. They harvest the fruit at the end of summer after it starts to rot on the trees.”
I nodded.
“Sounds good. Let’s go check it out, then.”




Chapter 5

Eladra led us across the village to a row of buildings near the outskirts. The sweet smell of decaying vegetation filled the air, and heaps of what looked like processed fruit waste were spread across the field behind the buildings. It looked like there were competing brands, because each building had a slightly different sign out front, though I couldn’t read the Taitalan lettering.
“There are four companies that make it,” she said. “Which one is the best kind of depends on who you ask.”
“Which is the most expensive?” I asked.
Eladra laughed.
“What day is it? They’re constantly raising and lowering their prices.”
I laughed with her.
“Okay. You know the stuff I like. You decide.”
She paused for a moment and led us into the second building from the right. The interior was not terribly different from a liquor store back on Earth. The walls on either side held bottles in a variety of sizes stacked into wooden shelving. Several stand-up tables were arranged around the room, and a wooden counter took up the back wall, where a pair of middle-aged cunelo stood. They looked up as we came in, letting out gasps of surprise when they saw who it was.
“Oh! You’re here,” one of them said.
Both of them scrambled around the corner of the counter toward us.
“Hello, Lilianag,” Eladra said.
“Eladra and the makalang,” the second one said. “Welcome. I have heard you have a taste for malvina. Have you come to sample our kerasak? We make the finest in this village.”
This was enough of a change from the reception we’d gotten last time that I was a little taken aback. The proprietor of the general store we stopped at flatly refused to sell to us until I bribed her. Then it occurred to me that word of my profligacy had likely spread.
“Can we sample some?” I asked.
“Yes, of course!” Lilianag said.
The other cunelo went behind the counter and returned with a dark bottle and several glasses. She set them on a table and poured out a little of the kerasak into each. The kerasak was deep purple and smelled intensely fruity.
I picked up a glass and took a sip. Unlike malvina, which was a sort of spirit, this was more like a liqueur, thicker and much sweeter, like strawberries overlaid with licorice. The sweetness concealed a kick – it was stronger than malvina.
The girls all sampled theirs. Merindra made a bit of a face. I tossed back the rest of mine.
“I like it,” I said.
“It’s really sweet,” Merindra said.
I wondered if vintages were a thing on Taitala.
“Does it change from talon to talon, with the fruit harvest?” I asked. “Do you save batches from previous harvests, if one is better than another?”
Lilianag nodded.
“Yes, we do, though not every harvest is suitable for it. If the sugars are correctly balanced, the kerasak will mature with age, becoming more complex. How, um, how interested are you in previous harvests?”
Though she was trying to be subtle, I could see the pikala plates piling up in her eyes. I looked at Eladra, and she clearly saw it too. She returned my glance, then looked at Lilianag.
“What do you have available?” she asked.
“Well . . . we do have some very special harvests in storage. They are considerably more expensive. Would you like to sample one?”
I nodded. “Sure.”
Lilianag went into the back and appeared to go down into a cellar. She returned about a minute later with an old and very dusty bottle. She brushed it off as the other cunelo got a fresh set of glasses. This time, Lilianag only poured a tiny bit for me.
I tasted it. It was like the first, only far smoother and more textured. The licorice flavors had mostly faded, and the strawberry flavors had spread out into several pleasing layers. It was less sweet but even stronger than the new batch.
“That’s really good.”
I let Eladra taste the little bit that was left. She nodded, ears going to points.
“How much?” I asked
The two cunelo glanced at each other.
“That is our oldest and most valuable harvest,” Lilianag said. “We have only a few bottles left. No other maker of kerasak has anything like this. It was distilled by my great aunt more than a kumala-talon ago.”
“So?”
“I can part with a bottle for 5,000 pikala.”
Eladra gasped.
“Lilianag! That is twice what it could possibly cost! Even for this.”
Lilianag glared at her but said nothing. I held up a hand.
“How many bottles do you have left?” I asked.
“Six,” Lilianag said.
“I’m willing to take them all for 20,000.”
Her eyes widened. She turned away and took a few steps back with the other cunelo. They whispered to each other for a few moments.
Kisarat stared at me in surprise as well. Because Taitala didn’t have credit cards or ATMs, I had to carry my money with me. She packed quite a bit for the trip just to be safe, but this would cut into our trip budget.
Finally, Lilianag turned back to me.
“Done.”
I paid her, and I decided to get a few bottles of this summer’s production as a sort of hostess gift for Eladra’s mother. Lilianag went to get a crate and the rest of the vintage kerasak from the basement.
“Will, are we going to take this to Yama-Kana?” Merindra asked.
“No. I guess Eladra can take it back home when we’re done here.”
Eladra nodded, still a little in shock at this.
“Yeah, I can handle it.”
◆◆◆
 
When we emerged from the kerasak distillery, there was a group of armed cunelo approaching from a path that led into the forest. They wore gray composite armor that was similar to but lighter than what the sorai wore, and they carried long curved crystal swords at their waists. They were as stocky as most cunelo but with an intensity and musculature you didn’t usually see.
This group wore the same sort of gear I’d seen on Loreloo’s soldiers in Phan-garad. And I realized, now that we were back in her village, it was the same armor and sword that Eladra had carried on our trip to the panikang.
Eladra saw them as well and stopped short.
There were six of them, and they looked at us as they marched closer, most of them favoring Eladra with glares. One appeared to be the leader based on some insignia on her armor. She motioned for the group to stop, and they did immediately.
“Eladra.”
“Hello, Moshera.”
“I see you have finally returned to make amends for your poor decision-making.”
Moshera looked over at me, eyes narrowing. She seemed to be in her thirties. Her face was weathered, and her brown hair was back in a severe ponytail.
“So this is the one who has so little concern for the ways of our clan. Who has so thoroughly intimidated our clan leader.”
“Loreloo and I came to a mutual agreement on things,” I said.
“Which includes detaining and kidnapping expectant mothers?”
I sighed. To the other side of me, I saw Merindra closing her hand around the hilt of her short sword.
“I don’t recognize you as anyone I need to justify myself to.”
“He isn’t detaining me,” Eladra said. “And Lorelat wanted to remain with us.”
“We shall see, I suppose,” Moshera replied.
She glared at Eladra for another moment or two. Then she turned to her group and motioned for them to continue. The six of them resumed walking into the village.
“Eladra, were you part of the clanguard?” Merindra asked. “I don’t know why I never made the connection when you pulled out that armor.”
“I wanted to be,” she said. “I trained with them as a child. But I was never formally made a member.”
“What is the clanguard?” I asked.
“We’re not like the sorai or linyang,” Eladra said. “Not everyone learns to fight, because most cunelo don’t like conflict. The clanguard exists to deal with the situations that need it.”
I nodded.
“It’s like that on Earth, actually. That’s more or less what I did, like I told you.”
“Right. And that’s what I wanted to do with my life. I started training with them when I reached my seventh talon. But after I reached my tenth and I was about to formally join them, the elders summoned me to a meeting and said I was going to mate instead.”
“And that’s why you ran away?” Kisarat said.
“Pretty much. The thought of having to serve some revolting male for the next ten talons instead of serving the clan like I always wanted to was just too much to bear.”
I pulled her into a hug.
“I’m sorry.”
She hugged me back.
“It brought me to you, so it turned out good in the end.”
◆◆◆
 
The elders met late that afternoon in a building that was distinguished from the rest only by being larger. We walked over with Hiran. As we approached, I could see that most of the cunelo in Eladra’s village seemed to be coming out for this. The meeting hall was almost full as we walked in, but there was a section of chairs roped off for us. At the front, up on a raised section, seven old cunelo sat in a semi-circle. Along one side of the hall, I saw Moshera and about ten of her clanguard.
“How exactly do you get to be an elder?” I asked Eladra quietly.
“If you reach forty talons, and the rest of the village doesn’t think you’re an idiot, that’s pretty much it.”
“So it’s basically all the daughters of Kumala?”
“More or less.”
As Ayarala had explained to me the night I arrived on Taitala several months ago, a “daughter of Kumala” was a female who lived through an entire circuit of Kumala, the other star in the system that moved across the sky as the two stars orbited each other. A full circuit took forty talons, making it a milestone in Taitalan culture.
After we’d been sitting there for about ten minutes, one of the elders stood up, leaning on a long walking stick, and motioned for quiet. She was the thinnest cunelo I’d ever seen, with wrinkled ears protruding from a long cascade of white hair. When the conversation died down, she stepped to the front of the stage.
“We are here to decide upon the mating of Eladra, daughter of Hiran, daughter of Yujira.”
She motioned to Eladra, who stood up with Hiran. They walked to the center of the room.
“Eight sampars ago,” the elder continued, “Eladra was chosen to mate, and this group assigned her to iDo’raga. I propose that we rescind that assignment. Are there any objections?”
She turned to the other elders. All of them nodded silently. None of the cunelo in the hall around us said anything.
“Very well. Eladra’s assignment to mate with iDo’raga is dissolved. I further propose that we assign her to mate with Will of Hawthorne, who is the makalang. We will now discuss this matter.”
She sat down.
“This assignment has the approval of clan leader Loreloo,” the elder next to her said. “I agree with the proposal.”
The elder beside that one now spoke.
“It is important that this village sends a wife to the makalang. I agree.”
One by one around the semi-circle, each elder spoke up in agreement for one reason or another. Then the head elder stood up again.
“Hiran, mother of Eladra, what are your thoughts?”
“I agree with the assignment and with the opinions of our elders,” Hiran replied.
The head elder turned to the hall.
“If any of you have thoughts in support or opposition, speak them now.”
The whole thing had felt so scripted up to this point that I was wondering if it was already over. But then Moshera stood up.
“The makalang is no friend of the cunelo,” she said. “He has gone against our ways and humiliated our clan leader.”
Eladra turned to her angrily.
“He has given more children to our clan than any other male, by a significant degree!”
“Are you counting the ones he refuses to return to us? Are you counting yours? And the one who returned, yet he took back?”
“All of the cunelo wives who remain with me do so by choice,” I said.
“It is not their choice!” Moshera shouted.
“Moshera, have you taken these concerns to Loreloo?” the head elder asked.
Moshera turned to her, glaring.
“She cowers in fear before him.”
Gasps of horror shot through the room. The other cunelo turned to each other, murmuring and staring at Moshera.
“I will ask you again,” the head elder said sternly, “did you take these concerns to her?”
Moshera fumed but said nothing.
“I know, in fact, that you did,” the head elder continued. “You will tell the rest of them here what Loreloo’s response was.”
The other elders nodded in agreement. Finally, Moshera relented.
“She told me that her agreement with the makalang allows for this.”
“And? What else did she tell you?”
Moshera glared at me murderously.
“She said this agreement was not for me to question. However foolish I may believe it to be.”
“Quite so. Are there any further comments on Eladra’s assignment, or may we conclude the matter?”
Moshera turned and stalked out of the meeting hall. The rest of the clanguard stood and left with her. The other cunelo murmured and whispered to each other as she left, but no one said anything aloud. When they were gone, the head elder turned to the others.
“Eladra is assigned to mate with the makalang. As she has already done so, this matter, and this meeting, are closed.”
◆◆◆
 
We returned to Hiran’s house for dinner.
“I had no idea Moshera felt so strongly about this,” Eladra said.
Hiran nodded.
“It was good that she was not in the village when you came here on your trek to find the panikang. She had been agitating to have you arrested somehow.”
“I imagine that would not have gone well,” Merindra said.
“No,” I said.
“What’s done is done, I suppose?” Kisarat said.
“Yes,” Hiran said. “I cannot imagine her doing anything now, not after the elders have cleared the matter of Eladra’s mating.”
Dinner was the usual cunelo fare of roasted vegetables and roots. After we were done, I pulled out one of the new bottles of kerasak to have with this fruit-tart thing Hiran had made for dessert. Between the eight of us, it was gone pretty quickly, and the females were soon all joking and laughing and talking loudly.
When the evening was over, Eladra, Merindra, and Kisarat came to bed in a giggly heap. We rolled around pulling each others’ clothes off. Merindra pushed me toward Eladra.
“Her first, Will. She has to go back. We’ll have you to ourselves in Yama-Kana.”
So I took my bunny-girl in my arms as Merindra and Kisarat lay on either side of us. I kissed her for a few moments before moving down her body. I sucked on her big nipples until they were fat and swollen, then kissed my way down her stomach. As I took her smooth sex in my mouth, Kisarat and Merindra came together against Eladra, each of them taking a breast.
The three of us pleasured Eladra like that for several minutes. I held her thighs in my arms and rolled my tongue against her clit. Soon I felt the energy of her release approaching as little twitches and tremors shot through her abdomen. Kisarat and Merindra were suckling her eagerly as she held them close. Then, with a soft cry, she began pumping her hips at my face. I held on tight, pushing her over the peak as she shook under me in orgasm.
I kept going, not letting her coast down, and a minute later, she rose up off the bed again, thighs shaking against my head and fingers digging into my hair as she came.
I climbed between Eladra and Kisarat as my bunny-girl caught her breath. Merindra and Kisarat sat up and came together over my erection. I lay there feeling their lips and tongues going up and down. Eladra rolled against me, pressing her face against my neck.
Merindra and Kisarat took turns sucking on me, up and down three or four times before switching. I stood it as long as I could before sitting up and kneeling in front of Eladra. I rolled her over and pulled her hips up. She moaned into the bed, arching her butt and opening herself to me. I entered her wetness slowly, just enjoying the feel of her around me.
I felt Kisarat lying down behind me and wriggling up between my legs. She pulled Eladra down and began to lick at us as I pumped into Eladra’s tight, wet sex. Merindra moved around in front of us, spreading her thighs before my bunny-girl. Eladra lowered her head and buried her tongue into Merindra.
For a few minutes, we pleasured each other like that. Eladra was still wound up, and between me and Kisarat, she was soon pounding her soft butt back at me and whimpering against Merindra’s sex. Then she threw her head back and cried out in release, shaking and shivering around me. But as soon as she could, she returned to licking Merindra, and a minute or two later, it was my fox-girl’s turn. She arched her back, thrusting her perfect breasts into the air and convulsed in release as Eladra licked her eagerly.
That was about all I could take, and as Merindra began melting back into the bed, I pounded Eladra’s butt until I exploded inside her moments later.
When I caught my breath, I eased Kisarat out from under us and rolled Eladra over. As she lay on her back before me, I entered her again. Then I fucked her roughly and mercilessly the way I knew she loved until she cried out once again, nails digging into my butt. As she contracted around me in release, I came into her a second time, groaning as the waves of pleasure washed over me.
Eladra having been taken care of, Merindra and Kisarat each took their turns riding me to their satisfaction. I lay there watching their beautiful bodies bouncing over me and felt their tails thrashing over my legs as their orgasms washed over me. Then we cuddled together in a warm ball of love and affection and fell asleep.




Chapter 6

Since the maglev was heading back from Yama-Kana the next day, Eladra left us to go home that afternoon, while Merindra, Kisarat and I tried to keep a low profile until the following morning when the train returned to the village.
The remaining distance to Yama-Kana would take most of the day, so I spent a couple of hours just taking a nap in my seat. When I woke up, I asked Kisarat what she knew about the city beyond what I’d learned from reading Silas’s journals. Merindra laid her head in my lap, and I gently scratched her ears as Kisarat and I talked.
Yama-Kana, she told me, was an older but smaller city than Phan-garad. It was laid out on both sides of a river, the same one that, far upstream, flowed out of the mountains where the panikang lived. Unlike Phan-garad, which was run by the clans directly, the city was controlled by an elected council of ten representatives, of which no more than three could come from any one clan.
I was intrigued to learn that council elections were conducted every ten sampars – that is, every 100 days. This led to continually shifting membership and thus shifting alliances, depending on what issues the council needed to deal with. From the sound of it, life in Yama-Kana meant dealing with a never-ending political campaign.
“Sounds like a nightmare,” I said.
Kisarat looked at me strangely.
“Why? The representatives must continually prove their worth to those who would vote for them. What is wrong with that?”
“On Earth, we only do it every few talons. And when a candidate wants to convince people to vote for her, she often does it by lying about herself and her opponents.”
“Oh. That would never happen in Yama-Kana.”
“Why? Are the people there that much more honest?”
“Well, no, not exactly. But as I understand it, if a council member is shown to have knowingly lied in an official proceeding, or in a statement for an election, she is chained to a large stone block and thrown into the river to drown.”
I blinked.
“Damn. Seriously?”
“Yes. There is even a spot where you can look into the water and view the remains of past members who were punished in that fashion. So it does not happen often.”
“When did they come up with that idea?”
“I do not know. But I believe it has been that way for a very long time. There are stones that have been in the river long enough that there is nothing left of the council members who were once chained to them.”
“There are that many of them down there?”
“About twenty or so, if I remember correctly. I went to look while I was there.”
“If I ever get back to Earth, I’ll see if I can convince them to try that one out.”
I meant it as a joke, but Kisarat just nodded as if it sounded like a good idea.
“Oh,” she said a moment later. “There is something else you may be interested in. The council has sometimes had male members. Never more than one, but the tsulygois there sometimes get involved in the city governance.”
“And they’re able to get elected?”
“I wondered about that myself. Apparently, when a male does seek to serve on the council, it’s viewed as something important, and people will mostly vote for him. But these tsulygois rarely remain on the council for long. I imagine they only do it for specific reasons and then step down when those issues are resolved. There was one on the council when I was there, though I do not remember what was going on in the city politics at the time. It was not what I was there for.”
◆◆◆
 
Around the middle of the afternoon, we passed through the area where I’d come down the mountain after arriving on Taitala. The track continued past and around the mountain range, finally reaching a valley where the river passed through. The train ran along the river for a while before stopping in a quaint little village that was partly built out on stilts above the water.
About twenty minutes after we pulled away, there was a quiet tapping on the door to our cabin. Taitalans knocked on doors like humans did, but they had the odd (to me, at least) custom of continuing to knock with increasing force until someone answered.
Merindra sat up from my lap, looking at me.
“See who it is, I guess,” I said.
She got up and went to the door, sliding back the privacy screen a few inches. I couldn’t see what she was looking at.
“I’m very sorry to intrude,” a voice said, “but I was told the makalang was on board the train. My name is Feylani, and I am someone of importance in Yama-Kana. Are you traveling there?”
“Just a moment,” Merindra said. She shut the screen and looked at me again. “It’s a talalong.”
“Just her?”
“Yes. And she does look important.”
“I guess it’s okay.”
Merindra pulled open the door. I saw a roughly middle-aged but attractive, well-dressed talalong standing in the passageway. She had dark sapphire hair, and her scale patterns were striped much like a garter snake. She looked at me, somewhat wide-eyed, then glanced around the compartment at Merindra and Kisarat.
“May I come in?” she asked.
I motioned to the empty seats across from me. She stepped into the compartment, and Merindra shut the door behind her.
“I am Will, of the clan Hawthorne,” I said. “These are my wives Merindra and Kisarat. I have mated, and I have . . . a lot of offspring.”
She laughed politely.
“So I have heard. I am Feylani, of the talalong. I have not mated. It is so wonderful to meet you. You are everything I have heard and more.” She took a couple of deep breaths. “You are even larger than I expected. You are truly enormous.”
“He is,” Merindra said, with a glint in her eye.
Feylani didn’t seem to catch her meaning. I just nodded. She was comparing me to Taitalan males, and I was easily three times the size of most of them.
“What can I do for you?”
“You are traveling to Yama-Kana?”
“We are.”
“I don’t mean to pry,” she said, “but may I ask your business? I ask because I may be able to assist.”
“I am seeking to learn more about certain things. Certain things about the history of the previous makalangs.”
“Well.” Feylani sat down. “I assume you know that there have been makalangs who lived in Yama-Kana, if one believes the histories.”
“I do. I am thinking of the most recent in particular.”
“That would be Silas Johnson, would it not? Are you from the same world as him?”
Merindra and Kisarat both sat up, mildly alarmed. I stared at her, trying to assess her emotions. As far as I could tell, she seemed honest enough.
“Yes. And that is where I am from.”
“Then I may be able to help you. I am well-connected in the city. I have been a member of the council, though I am not currently in office. You are welcome to stay with me in my home. I have more than enough room, as well as servants to attend to your needs. I offer this simply because you may find it a bit difficult to secure lodgings, being what you are. Your existence is fairly well-known in Yama-Kana by now, and your presence is certain to draw attention.”
My senses went on alert. However earnest she seemed, I was certain she was not offering this out of the goodness of her heart.
She had not mated. It was not hard to see what she might expect here. But, okay. If that was what it took, she had a point about wandering around looking for a room. Besides which, I had blown a bunch of our trip money on the kerasak, so having free lodgings would help.
I tried to read her again, this time focusing on her through the crystal in my bag beside me. I still saw nothing of concern. She was a flat plane of emotion, no depth, nothing more than what she was telling me.
Finally, I nodded.
“Thank you. I appreciate the assistance. We shouldn’t be there more than a few days.”
◆◆◆
 
It began to get dark. Feylani went back to her seat. We were approaching Yama-Kana now, and I could see lights in the distance. The city was indeed smaller than Phan-garad, half its size at best, and unlike Phan-garad, I saw few if any abandoned buildings. There were more lights, more color, reflecting off the river as we glided past along the water. There were people in the streets, walking together, watching us go by.
Phan-garad reminded me of a dying Paris or London the first time I’d seen it. Yama-Kana reminded me of New Orleans. Old, but still trying to be young.
The maglev began to slow down, and we pulled into a station lined by neatly trimmed trees. Feylani had asked us to meet her on the platform when we got there, and we filed off with the rest of the passengers. I got a lot of looks, but no more – at least until we exited the station. Feylani waited there with two cunelo, who stood next to her with an air of deference. Behind them was a carriage hitched to a pair of kabayang.
The train station in Phan-garad was in a dark, dead area of the city. The station in Yama-Kana was not. The area was well-lit, and there were people in the street, filling what looked like a cafe across the street and bars or something like that on either side. There was conversation, laughter that I only now realized I had rarely heard in Phan-garad. People were drinking, talking, and enjoying themselves.
And they began to notice me. Some of them shouted, calling out, to me and others. A dwenda girl ran into the street, closing with us. But she stopped about twenty feet away and laughed. Then she ran back the other direction, down the street, calling out in a sing-song voice, “The makalang is here! The makalang is here!” People began coming out into the street to see.
Feylani was next to us, resting a hand on my arm.
“We should go. If you remain here for long, it will get worse.”
We followed her to the carriage. Her servants took our bags, and we got in as more females emerged from the bars, coming toward us.
The carriage pulled away, but many of the girls began running after us, not so much chasing us down as forming a sort of procession. They began to call out to others, before long there was an impromptu parade behind us, many of whom seemed drunk or close to it. Some stumbled and fell, but the rest just ran around them, calling and beginning to sing something I couldn’t quite make out.
“I guess you weren’t kidding about the attention,” I said to Feylani.
“You will find that we Yama-Kanans live much more passionately than Phangaradians do,” she said. “Your arrival is a source of excitement, so it must be celebrated. But fear not, once we get to my home and go inside, they will find something else to sing and dance about.”
“What are they singing?” The emotions of the crowd were too confused for me to read the meaning of the words.
“It is a song that has been popular recently,” she replied.
Merindra laughed, smiling at me.
“They’re singing, ‘I drink, I fuck, I drink, I fall, I fall and fuck, and fuck some more.’”
I laughed with her. It rhymed in Taitalan and had a catchy rhythm to it. The song continued as we went down the street.
As we rolled into the city center, I could see more of the same. I was amazed to realize that Yama-Kana had an actual nightlife I’d never really seen in Phan-garad. We passed more bars and cafes, almost all of them packed. We passed a few large buildings that looked like multi-story dance clubs, including one faced entirely in glittering black crystal. Several blocks we rode through almost resembled something like Spring Break or New Year’s Eve back on Earth. There were hundreds of people drinking and dancing and walking around – here and there, I saw females vomiting in the street or simply passed out on the sidewalk.
And there was more than just drinking – I realized that song wasn’t an exaggeration. There were numerous females openly making out, and more, against the buildings or on street benches, and not just in pairs.
Feylani saw me watching.
“As I said, our passions are important to us.”
I looked over at Kisarat.
“You didn’t mention any of this.”
She seemed a bit flustered.
“I was here to study. I didn’t want the distractions. Not everyone is like this.”
“Is it a holiday?” I asked. I knew it wasn’t the end of the sampar, what passed for a Friday night on Taitala.
Feylani shook her head.
“If it were a holiday, the whole city would be out here, and we would not be able to move.”
“It’s like this every night?”
“Unless the weather prevents it. And even then, there are many who would ignore the rain or snow.”
The procession behind us continued to grow. Many of the females called out to us, and not just to me. Merindra and Kisarat were attracting attention as well. At one point, two very drunk linyang ran up to the carriage on Merindra’s side and tried to grab her hand.
“We love you! Come join us!”
One of them pulled her top up and shook her pert breasts at us. Merindra just laughed.
Eventually, the carriage turned into a residential area. Now I was really getting a New Orleans vibe, because unlike Phan-garad, this neighborhood was laid out in a grid, with large, stately homes set back from the street and tall trees spread through the area.
“Nice,” I said.
“Phan-garad was once this beautiful,” Kisarat said, “but it was allowed to fade.”
“Yes,” Feylani said, “quite sad. But we have done what was necessary to preserve this.”
Feylani’s home was right along the river, 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.
The cunelo servants closed the gate behind us, and the crowd kept going. We followed Feylani inside. The interior was old though well-maintained. But the house was silent and empty.
“Is it just you?” I asked. The place seemed big enough for fifteen or twenty people.
“I am afraid so. This home has been in my family for many talons. But I did not mate. I have had other families living here with me at times, but all those children are grown and gone now. So you are welcome to stay as long as you like. I will enjoy the company.”




Chapter 7

Feylani’s servants led us to a large suite at the back of the house. There was a single large bed with several sitting and bathing areas. After satisfying herself that we were settled in, Feylani wished us good night and retired to her rooms.
Though the interior of the house was single-story, the bedroom had a stairway that led to a deck on the roof. I climbed up there to look out on the city.
We were right above the river, which was about fifty yards wide at this point. Two crystalline bridges crossed to the other side, where I saw more homes and buildings.
Merindra came up and leaned against me. I put an arm around her.
“Interesting place,” I said.
She smiled.
“I’m trying to imagine Kisarat here,” she said.
I could still hear the crowd singing and dancing in the streets around us, but as Feylani had promised, they seemed to have moved on from me.
“Don’t be mean. She knows how to have a good time when she wants to.”
Merindra laughed.
“Those drunk girls who ran up to the carriage.”
“Did you like that, foxy girl?”
“It’s not like back home.”
She pulled away, taking my hand.
“Now come to bed. I want to make the most of having you almost to myself.”
◆◆◆
 
Feylani was already awake and sitting in a room near the front of the house when I rose the next morning. The room looked across a broad back lawn and over the river. She was eating breakfast and looking through a stack of papers.
“Good morning,” I said.
“Good morning. Do you prefer to be addressed as Makalang, or something else?”
“‘Will’ is fine.”
One of her cunelo servants appeared and asked if I wanted anything.
“Do you have massit? I know it’s not a breakfast drink, but I like it.”
She assured me they did and went to brew some. I sat down with Feylani.
“Thank you for having us here.”
She nodded.
“You strike me as an intelligent male, so I am sure you must realize my motives are not entirely charitable.”
“Of course not.”
“I am seeking to rejoin the council in the next election, and your existence has become a campaign issue. An association with you will greatly improve my chances.”
I had expected something like this.
“I’m not sure what kind of endorsement I could give, if that’s what you mean.”
She held up a hand. The servant reappeared with my massit, and Feylani waited until she departed again.
“Not at all. Simply having you here, and being seen as assisting you, should be enough. I merely need you to decline any other invitations you may receive to associate with other candidates.”
“You expect that there will be?”
“Most certainly. In particular, there is a dwenda named Broakware who is my primary opponent for this seat. I do not believe her beliefs and goals for Yama-Kana are in anyone’s best interests, except hers.”
I nodded.
“Okay. But I’m not really concerned with the politics here.”
“I understand. But it possible they may become concerned with you.”
“A fair point. So what exactly is going on?”
“As the current council is composed, there are three sorai, three cunelo, a male, and one talalong, dwenda, and linyang. The male is not standing for re-election, and only one of the sorai is stepping down. A linyang named Serunai is running for one open seat and will almost certainly win it, as she usually does. It is likely that most or all of the others will be re-elected, which means the open seats are most likely go to a talalong or dwenda to improve the balance.”
I nodded.
“I guess I can help you, if you can help me with what I’m looking for.”
“Name it.”
“What do you know about the Gates of the Golden Staff?”
Feylani hissed softly and leaned back in her chair. She didn’t say anything for several long moments.
“Before I answer that, I would ask what your interest in them is.”
“I believe they may possess certain information I am seeking.”
“This is about the past makalangs that you mentioned?”
“Silas in particular.”
She nodded.
“They likely possess such information. However, I am not sure they would be eager to share it with you. And I would prefer not to get directly involved with them, myself.”
“I’ve been told they’re some kind of makalang cult.”
“I think cult overstates it, a bit. But they are certainly focused on the makalang and its history to an obsessive degree, and they do keep to themselves.”
“What do they do, exactly?”
“What I know about them, and I stress that my knowledge is somewhat limited, is that they collect and study information about the makalang, both written records and archeological evidence, as well as oral histories. Those who purport to know things about the makalang are likely to receive a visit from them. But what they do inside that musty old hall they occupy, I cannot say. Non-members are not allowed in absent an invitation, and how new members might be admitted I do not know.”
“They have a meeting hall?”
“Yes. It is on the other side of the river.”
“What do you think would happen if I paid them a visit?”
She hissed again.
“I would recommend that you not do that, at least not so directly. They are known to have very strong opinions about things, and you are certainly one of them. It might be better to approach them through an intermediary, and as it happens, I know of one who would be suitable.”
“Who?”
“The male on the council I mentioned. His name is uQe’kiral.”
Now I was the one recoiling in concern.
“My experiences with other males on Taitala have not been ideal. Most have been very unpleasant. The two I've had direct contact with are now dead, and I had to kill both of them.”
But Feylani shook her head.
“I fully understand your concerns. But uQe’kiral and I have been friends for many talons. He is no ordinary male. I think you will find him receptive and helpful.”
I thought of aJia’jara and iXa’aliq and tried to imagine what “receptive and helpful” would mean to them.
“Is he a member of this group?”
“Not to my knowledge. However, he has had many contacts with them over the talons. Do you want me to arrange a meeting?”
This seemed like a place to start.
“Okay. Then let’s do it. Thanks.”
◆◆◆
 
Merindra and Kisarat were awake and bathing when I returned to the bedroom. I joined them, but after last night, I contented myself with getting clean. I explained my discussions with Feylani as we got dressed.
“So what will we do now?” Kisarat asked.
“I want to explore the city a little. Silas talked a lot about it, and it will help me get my bearings here.”
From Silas’s long-winded discussions of his time in Yama-Kana, I had a fairly good idea of where his house had been, and I wanted to see if it was still here, assuming I could find it. I knew it was on the other side of the river from how he described the view. He’d described other buildings in the area at various times, such that we ought to have some landmarks to go by. There was less new construction here than in Phan-garad, and I hoped that at least some of what he described would still be there.
Feylani assured us that at this hour, there was little to be concerned with while walking around the city. I asked about the customs with weapons, and she told me that personal weapons were common but armor much less so, so Merindra and I packed our swords but nothing else.
“Just be aware that duels are not unusual here,” she said as we left. “As foreigners, you’re less likely to be challenged, but I would recommend you take care with your behavior.”
The nearest bridge was back the way we’d come, and we walked through the bar area that had been so packed the night before. Now, it was largely vacant except for some random females apparently sleeping off their benders in the benches and on the sidewalk.
But when I walked around a linyang lying face down and topless in a pool of vomit, I stopped. I’d gotten so used to picking up on the emotional energies of the people I interacted with that the absence of it was unusual. A moment later, I realized why.
“Will?” Merindra said.
“What is it?” Kisarat asked.
“She’s . . . dead.”
Then I noticed something else. The girl was still holding her top in one hand. I recognized the flowered pattern, and her face.
It was the girl who flashed her breasts at us.
The sun had been up for a couple of hours. The bar district was much quieter than it had been last night, but it wasn’t completely deserted. There were a few people walking around. But this girl had been left lying here all night.
I looked around. There were some other females lying here and there, but they’d been far enough away that I hadn’t paid attention. Now, using my crystal, I looked harder.
There were two others who had died. They weren’t all dead by any means, but as drunken blowouts went, this was worse than anything I’d ever seen before. Worse even than what happened when my Marine unit came back to Camp Pendleton from Iraq the first time. We had a couple of guys get treated for alcohol poisoning and several wind up in the brig for drunk & disorderly, but no one had died.
“Should we tell someone?” Merindra asked.
“Does it appear that anyone views this as unusual, awasa-late?” Kisarat asked.
I looked around again. There was no sign that anyone did. None of us said anything for a few moments.
“Let’s keep going,” I said. “Unfortunate, but not really our problem.”
◆◆◆
 
I was intrigued to discover that the bridge over the river was something akin to a cable-stayed design. The foundation was stone, but the central tower was some kind of reinforced crystal, and the cable stays appeared to be glass fiber. The whole thing glittered in the sunlight like a spider’s web coated in dew.
Most of the traffic was on foot, with a few wagons and carriages. I got stares and occasional people calling out to me, but there was no spectacle like the previous night. When we got to the other side, I tried to get oriented based on what Silas had written in the journals. The river valley on this side rose more steeply, and there were homes and buildings built into the hillside above us.
“We’re looking for a cubical stone building with columns around the entrance. He mentioned that there was a statue of a cunelo in a square out in front of it.”
“Would it still be here after three kumala-talons?” Merindra asked.
“The statue, who knows, but I bet the square is. And he described some of the other buildings nearby. He mentioned often passing a building that had an engraved facade showing members of the six clans.”
I looked around for anything that looked like a possibility. Silas mentioned that he could see a pair of “mountain peaks” from his bedroom across the river. Looking that direction, I didn’t see what he could possibly have meant. There were two hilltops above the city across the river, but no real mountains visible from here. The range we’d gone through and around was out of sight.
Then it occurred to me that I was judging this by California standards, when Silas was from Boston. A hill to me might well be a mountain from his perspective.
Looking at the hills again, I thought I saw what he’d written about, but they honestly seemed too close together for him to bother mentioning. He wrote about how the sun often set between them, and that was impossible from where we were standing. But if we moved upriver, the perspective might shift.
So we walked about ten minutes along the river. Unlike the swift, clear water in the mountains, the river here was slower and darker. The rocky bottom was visible for about ten or fifteen yards before disappearing into the depths. Now and then, I saw long silvery fish, almost like fat eels, swimming through the current. They weren’t jalank, the fish we’d caught up in the mountains. They looked more like barracuda.
The hilltops began to separate as the view changed. Eventually we got to a point where I could see how the sun could easily set between the two hilltops in a way Silas might find notable.
“It’s got to be around here somewhere. He said his house was ‘near the river.’ So not too far uphill.”
We walked around for a few minutes. Then Kisarat suddenly grabbed my arm and pointed.
“Will, look.”
Across the street, a block down, was an old stone building with a carved facade. We walked toward it, and as we got closer, it was clearly the building Silas mentioned. There were six huge stone slabs set into the front of it, three on each side. Carved into them were a dwenda, a cunelo, a linyang, a sorai, a talalong, and a panikang, each of them engaged in some activity notable for that clan. The sorai and linyang were armed, the talalong was studying a book, the dwenda holding medical instruments, and so on.
“That has to be it. We’re close.”
We found the square a few minutes later, about a block away. In the center was a yellowish statue of a cunelo holding a long staff. As we came around the corner, I finally saw what we were seeking: A blocky stone building with a columned exterior. This was Silas’s house. It was still here.
Merindra and Kisarat both gasped softly.
But what was it now?
We walked toward it slowly. I noticed that there were no apparent windows, which seemed strange – Silas mentioned looking out of them. As we got closer, I saw rectangular shadows in the stone exterior of the building where windows might once have been but had since been mortared over. Only one window remained, a large circle that looked sort of like stained glass just under the peak of the roof. Beyond a large pair of wooden doors at the front of the building, there were no apparent entrances.
As we reached the statue, I noticed something else. I had by now learned how to read a few Taitalan words, and one of them, naturally, was makalang.
The exact word that was engraved into the large lintel over the door.
Something began tickling my senses. I looked back at the statue. It was carved from a single block of translucent stone. As I looked at it in the sun now, yellow wasn’t really accurate. It was more of a dark yellow-orange, almost golden. The cunelo faced directly at the building, holding a staff into the air.
A golden staff, it suddenly occurred to me.
“Will?” Kisarat said.
Who, I thought, would want to occupy the former home of a makalang, one identified by the very word over the doorway? What sort of group would do that, and then go to the trouble of bricking up all the windows? Well, a secretive, makalang-obsessed group might do that very thing.
I pondered what to do. Feylani had advised that we not approach the Gates of the Golden Staff on our own. But here we were.
“This is interesting.”
I explained my theory to them. Kisarat immediately echoed my thinking about Feylani’s warning.
“Will, we know nothing about them other than what she told you,” she said.
I nodded.
“This isn’t the time. Let’s go.”
We had come far enough upriver that we decided to take the other bridge back over to the other side. As we were crossing, Kisarat looked down to her left.
“Tsulygoi, if you are interested in seeing it, the place I mentioned, where the council members were thrown into the river, is down over there.”
She pointed to an area where a long sidewalk ran along the river next to a narrow park. There were no monuments I could see, just a few people walking up and down.
Kisarat led us off the bridge and down around into the park. A short stairway led to the sidewalk along the river. We walked for about a hundred yards before she stopped and pointed out into the water.
About ten feet away from the sidewalk, and about eight feet underwater, was an uneven row of square stone blocks about two feet on a side. We were apparently standing near the oldest ones, because the stones were coated in some kind of greenish-brown slime. I could see no trace of the unfortunate council members who had gone into the river with them. A pair of crystal manacles hung from the sides, but they were empty.
As we walked slowly down the row of blocks, I started to see more remains. A few old, slimy bones hung from several manacles. Then, near the end of the row, there were about five complete skeletons. The most recent one seemed at least a decade old.
I looked around the sidewalk. There were no markers or monuments of any kind to explain what had happened here. It was as if they’d been tossed in to be forgotten, though they were all still here if someone chose to look for them.
“Yama-Kanans take life seriously,” Merindra finally said.
“Yes,” Kisarat replied.




Chapter 8

Past the garden of drowning stones, we passed through a district of docks and warehouses. A variety of boats were tied to the piers, and workers were loading or unloading different goods. Most were sailboats, but I was intrigued to see two barge-like vessels, each about sixty feet long, that had no apparent means of propulsion. I pointed them out to Kisarat.
“They have a crystal mechanism that pushes water out the back,” she said. “That pushes the boat forward.”
Taitala had nothing akin to motors – electric or otherwise – that I had ever seen. I tried to describe a propeller to her and how boats worked on Earth, but she shook her head.
“I am not an engineer, but that is not how it works. It uses the crystal energies to push the water through a large pipe. It is the same principle behind how crystals move the train.”
Some kind of magnetic hydro-jet, then? That sounded like something that could work.
As we passed the two barges, I noticed that the dock workers were unloading crates of frozen fish.
“They’re carrying fish?”
“Yes. There is a very large lake at the end of the river,” Kisarat said, “and villages where people gather fish from the lake. These barges bring it here to sell because it is too far for the fishers to bring it here on their own.”
This all made sense, but Taitala just kept getting bigger on me.
◆◆◆
 
Feylani was out when we got back around noon. She returned a bit later and confirmed that we had, indeed, accidentally found the hall of the Gates of the Golden Staff. And she was visibly startled when I explained what that building was. She hadn’t been aware of its history. But she told me she’d reached out to uQe’kiral, who expressed his willingness to help and invited the three of us to dinner. After discussing it with the girls, I accepted.
The fact that the Gates of the Golden Staff had moved into Silas’s old house was intriguing, but I wasn’t really sure what it meant. Certainly it made a certain sense for a makalang-obsessed group to want to take possession of a former makalang’s home. I asked Feylani if she knew how long they had been there, but she did not – only that it had been a very long time.
As we ate lunch, Feylani asked about my other wives and offspring. I told her that I now had about three dozen children on the way, and about a third of those wives were still living with me, including Merindra and Kisarat. But no children had been born yet. She was intrigued to learn that I could sense the children inside my wives by listening to their energies. When she remarked, “All female, I assume?”, I didn’t mention Narilora.
That led to a discussion of my experiences with the panikang and learning about the true extent of my abilities once I acquired the big crystal prism. When I mentioned it, she asked if she could see it. I found it in our room and showed it to her. But she was reluctant to touch it, only wanting to look as I held it.
“So what can you do, if you truly try?”
“I can read people, not their thoughts, but with this, I know exactly what they’re feeling and what their intentions are. I used it to heal one of my wives, when her energies were . . . corrupted, I guess you would say.”
An eyebrow went up.
“Corrupted?”
I explained what I’d done with Narilora, back when I had little understanding of what I was doing, and what I had to do with the panikang to put things right.
Feylani nodded.
“That is quite a skill. Could you pull my energies forth like that?”
I smiled.
“If we mated, perhaps.”
Feylani laughed.
“Well, we shall see about that. What do you feel when you try to read me?”
Holding the crystal, I had a clear view of her. She was intrigued by me, pleased with my appearance here, but there was a layer of concern. But again, there was little depth to her. Everything was right there on the surface.
“You’re worried about something.”
She smiled.
“I am. Because there is something I would ask of you now, related to the election. I am making an appearance today to support my candidacy. I would like you to appear with me. Would that be possible?”
“What do you need me to do?”
“Merely introduce yourself, and say something nice about Yama-Kana. Whatever you like. Praise our architecture, or our zest for life.”
That made me think of the girl we’d seen that morning. I asked about her.
Feylani nodded.
“It happens, especially with the young. It has happened more often recently, though I am not sure why. Perhaps the current circumstances have induced more of them to test their limits. It is unfortunate, but I suppose she died in the grip of her passions, doing something she truly enjoyed. Better that than to waste away in boredom, wouldn’t you agree?”
I wasn’t sure about that, but I nodded noncommittally.
“The bodies were just lying there in the street.”
“There are groups who collect them. People understand.”
“Okay. Well, we can appear at this event. I don’t see a problem with it.”
She clapped her hands.
“Excellent. We should leave soon.”
◆◆◆
 
In about twenty minutes, one of Feylani’s servants came to get us. She was waiting out in the carriage, and we climbed in beside her.
We left the residential area and returned to the entertainment district, this time turning right and heading upriver. In a few minutes, we approached a large square with a raised area in the center, and I could hear an amplified voice speaking. There were around a thousand people standing around the dais listening and occasionally cheering or calling out in response.
As we entered, many of the crowd turned toward us, parting to let us through. Some called out for Feylani and cheered, but many others also pointed and began shouting “Makalang! Makalang!”
Feylani waved as we approached the dais in the center. I waved as well, feeling a bit silly. The speaker who was up there, apparently another candidate, finished her speech and stepped down.
We followed Feylani out of the carriage and up onto the dais. She waved to the crowd again and began speaking in front of some crystal apparatus that apparently functioned as microphone and amplifier.
“Hello, my friends! It’s so wonderful to see so many of you out here today, from all the clans.”
I looked for any panikang, and saw none, not that I expected them. But I tried not to react.
“You all know me, I hope, from my many talons of service on the council. I have been away for a few terms, but I am called back and look forward to serving you again.”
I began to zone out after that, as Feylani ran through her priorities for the city council. Apparently campaign speeches on Taitala weren’t all that different from on Earth. The crowd was fairly lively anyway, though it was hard to tell how much of that was because of Feylani and how much of it was from my presence.
Then she pivoted to a new topic.
“There are those who say we must temper our passions in light of current challenges, that we must not risk our lives in pursuit of pleasure and fulfillment.” The crowd began to jeer in response. “To that, I say, No! I am a daughter of Yama-Kana, and in this city we treasure our passions, and we live our lives, long or short as they may be, to their fullest!”
The crowd cheered. She let the applause die down before continuing.
“And I say to you, these supposed challenges are not as dire as some say. There is hope! And he stands beside me.” More cheering, and the crowd was definitely focused on me now. “Here with me today is my friend, Will of Hawthorne. People of Yama-Kana, I give you the Makalang!”
With that, she extended her arm toward me as the crowd roared. It looked like I was on.
On the way over, it occurred to me that, just as I’d been unable to understand the cheers and chants of the Makalang Festival in front of my house, this crowd might not be able to understand me because I was too far away to make a connection with them. That hadn’t seemed to occur to Feylani either.
I wasn’t sure this was going to work, but I had brought my crystal with me. As I stepped up to the microphone apparatus, I gathered up my energy and tried to reach out to as many in the crowd as I could.
I’d never been much of a public speaker, so I decided to keep it short even if they were able to understand me.
“Um, hello, everyone.” The crowd cheered, so at least some of them could understand what I was saying. “I’m very happy to be here in Yama-Kana. You have a beautiful city and some very beautiful people.”
A pretty talalong up front yelled, “Mate with me!” and the crowd laughed and cheered. I decided to roll with it.
“Come see me after this,” I said. The crowd laughed and cheered again.
“Anyway, I’m here working on the challenges Feylani spoke of. I don’t know where it will go, but I have hope as well. I like what I’ve seen of Yama-Kana, and I want to help you preserve it.”
The crowd cheered again. I decided to leave it at that. Feylani came back to the microphone and thanked the crowd for the support. Then she motioned for us to step down.
◆◆◆
 
Feylani seemed pleased enough with how the rally went and thanked me for helping her. We weren’t due at uQe’kiral’s house for dinner for several hours, so I decided to go back into Silas’s journals. I brought them all with me for potential reference purposes, including the fifth and last. Having flipped through them several times to get a general sense of what Silas had done, I knew the fifth journal ended abruptly about halfway through with no real conclusion. And it was simply titled 1809(?) – as if he wasn’t finished and hadn’t decided what to call it.
He was still in Yama-Kana, and the entries were spaced even further out now. The first section of the journal stretched over about ten years. By this point, he had to be at least eighty. He’d now spent forty years in Taitala, and he was already an experienced ship captain when he arrived. His health seemed to be failing, and he was quarreling with his son James, who was nearly old enough to mate. Silas was determined to set James up as a prominent citizen in Yama-Kana, and like teenagers everywhere, James was having none of it. He wanted, in fact, to leave Yama-Kana entirely and relocate to Phan-garad. It was hard to tell exactly why, but it seemed to stem from Silas’s interactions with some element in Yama-Kana that he referred to only as “my friends.”
I spoke to James again tonight about my plans for him and the recommendations my friends have made for his future. He objects strenuously to their involvement as well as their motives. He insists without any basis in reason or fact that their aims are malicious and not to be trusted. I have assured him they have my complete trust, and that he must obey me as his father.

 
There began the most vociferous argument we have ever had, with both of us shouting loudly at each other to such a degree that the servants fled and my wives attempted to intervene. James’s mother Verankal begged me to allow him some discretion in this decision, but I refused her, stating that my decisions were final and would not be changed.

 
And yet, I knew that James had not only left Yama-Kana but also changed his name to ami’Jiama, as if he’d wanted to put his ancestry behind him altogether. So whatever the plans Silas was referring to, it seemed they had either not been implemented or were concluded at some point.
But Silas said nothing further on the matter. The fifth journal ended with a mundane entry about a day boating on the river.
That was it.
Had Silas died? He mentioned various challenges with arthritis and other ailments, but not to a degree that he seemed on his deathbed, or even close to it. He was still enjoying his multiple wives regularly and going about his daily business. If he had died after this last entry, it was either quickly, or under circumstances that prevented him from recording what happened. His journals were so interminably long-winded that it was hard for me to imagine him not drafting what amounted to his own obituary had he been able to do it.
On the other hand, I knew a few things that suggested another possibility. First, James had come to Phan-garad as a fairly young male and had gone straight to work earning a fortune selling his mating services. Second, Silas’s journals had come to Phan-garad as well, since I’d found them in the possession of aJia’jara, his grandson. Had James fled from Silas and stolen the journals? If so, why? Why would he care about the history of this man who, based on Silas’s entries, he wanted nothing more to do with?
I didn’t know, but it seemed as if the answer was important.
◆◆◆
 
uQe’kiral, as it happened, lived in the same residential area as Feylani. His home was just across the street, separated from Feylani’s only by a very large, ostentatious dwelling I would have called a McMansion back on Earth. So we just walked over for dinner. It was getting dark, and the party was starting back up again in the bar district a few blocks over. I could already hear the singing and revelry.
His house was modest and functional, a two-story stone rectangle with a few crenellations at the corners. When we arrived, one of his wives, a dwenda, met us at the door.
“Welcome,” she said. “I am Heralda, of the dwenda and uQe’kiral, who is my tsulygoi. I have mated.”
We all introduced ourselves, and she led us inside. His house was a bit like iXa’aliq’s, with a mostly open floor plan.
uQe’kiral waited in his sitting area. He was like most Taitalan males, blue-skinned, tattooed, and about three feet tall. But unlike the others I met, he was wearing clothes.
“Welcome to my home,” he said. “I was told that, like females, you prefer to be dressed, and so I did not wish to make you uncomfortable. I see I was correct in my estimation.”
He looked about sixty years old by Earth standards. I’d brought my crystal and used it now to read him. From all I could tell, he was genuinely interested in talking to me and presented no threat I could detect. That was good, since the first male I’d met on Taitala tried to poison me, and the second one imprisoned me.
“You were indeed,” I replied.
“You are even larger than I expected. I believe you know about Silas Johnson? I knew his son ami’Jiama, in my youth. He told me his father was perhaps the height of a tall female. You would tower over the tallest females I have ever seen.”
I sat down next to him. The girls drifted away to talk to his wives.
“Yes, I know about Silas. Where did you meet his son?”
“I spent some time in Phan-garad many talons ago. I am also told that you took his son aJia’jara’s home and wives.”
“We had some disagreements on certain things. It was unavoidable.”
He waved it off. I’d been on Taitala long enough to know that it was not unusual for one tsulygoi to take another’s wives and possessions, and doing so was viewed as an entirely normal occurrence. The general view was that a tsulygoi who was not strong enough to hold what he had did not deserve to have it in the first place.
“What may I offer you to drink?”
“Do you have malvina?”
“I do.” He motioned to Heralda and asked her to pour some for us. She returned with two glasses of an amber liquid.
“This is made from wild fruits collected from the forest outside the city.”
I tried it. It tasted more like fruity bourbon rather than the rum-like version I had back in Phan-garad.
“It’s good. Thank you.”
“How do you find Yama-Kana so far?”
“It’s a bit . . . intense.”
He laughed.
“It is, especially for one such as you, who has become used to Phan-garad. The females here do things differently.”
“I’ve noticed.” I took another sip. “How well did you know James?”
uQe’kiral cocked an eyebrow.
“I am intrigued that you know his birth name.”
“I inherited certain records from aJia’jara.”
“Ah.” He nodded. “That makes sense. Well, we were friends in Phan-garad for a few talons, despite the age difference. Then I decided to move here. I did not see him again.”
“How much do you know about his relationship with Silas?”
“I know it was quite strained. I believe Silas must surely have been dead by the time I met ami’Jiama. The details of it, though, I cannot tell you. He thought little of Yama-Kana and spoke of it even less. He even attempted to talk me out of moving here.”
“Why?”
“He felt there were things here that were best avoided, and that I would be placing myself at risk. He did not elaborate on why he felt this way.”
“Do you think his advice was accurate?”
He leaned back and sighed.
“Now we come to the point of your visit. The answer is yes. There are interests here that . . . require careful management, shall we say, and assiduous attention to certain boundaries.”
“Meaning?”
“I would prefer to have this discussion on a full stomach, but I will tell you what I can afterward.”
We joined the wives for dinner and spent about an hour eating and talking about mundane issues. Then uQe’kiral led me upstairs to another sitting room that looked out on the bar district. He poured me another glass of malvina, and we sat down.
“Feylani tells me you want an introduction to the Gates of the Golden Staff.”
“It’s more that I’m interested in learning what they know about the makalang. I don’t know if a meeting is the best way to do that.”
“Is there a particular reason?”
I explained what I’d learned about what happened to the male offspring of the makalang. Then I told him what I thought that meant about the future of Taitala and my intentions to do something about it.
uQe’kiral nodded slowly.
“This is all quite fascinating, and I wish you luck with it. That being said, I would advise you not to repeat a word of that to anyone belonging to this group.”
“They may object?”
“It is more that they hold to some very strict views about the makalang, and some of what you just told me is very much at odds with that. I can tell you that they will react very badly to their canon being challenged, especially when it comes from a purported makalang.”
I looked down at my drink and swirled it around a few times.
“What exactly is your connection to them?” I asked.
“Having known ami’Jiama, I have been invited over there for a number of interviews, some of which have involved being asked my opinions of various theories, based on my knowledge.”
“You’ve been inside?”
“Yes. But I have not seen much, if that is what interests you. There is an entry hall with a large staircase, and I went through there to a small room where the interview was conducted. I saw nothing else.”
“So what are these theories they asked about?”
“Exactly how the makalang reproduces with Taitalan females, by which I mean how there is inter-fertility.”
“I’m pretty sure I know why. But tell me what they think.”
“I did not get the impression that they had reached any firm conclusions. But the consensus among them, and one that their leader holds to very strongly, is that the makalang is birthed somehow by Taitala itself, and is thus part of the same ecosystem. So he can then breed with Taitalan females.”
I pursed my lips and pondered the malvina again.
“I can tell from the look on your face that you do not agree with this,” he said.
“It’s not a question of agreement. It’s simply not true.”
“So you were not birthed whole from Taitala?”
“I believe I was brought here by Taitala. But birthed, no. I had an existence well before all this, and I was born on a completely different planet. As was Silas. He had a full life before coming here.”
uQe’kiral nodded.
“So do you still wish to meet with them?”
“What did you mean a moment ago about ‘a purported makalang’?”
“They also have strict ideas about when and where the next makalang is supposed to appear. It is my understanding that they were not expecting you for another talon. That being the case, I fully expect them to reject you rather than reject their theories.”
“And having heard all this now, do you think they would be willing to help me?” I asked.
“If you are as free with your information as you have been with me, not only do I not think they would help you, I would be concerned about their attacking you as a heretic. At the very least, they would seek to oppose your efforts. Strenuously so.”
I threw back the last of my malvina.
“That’s an answer, I guess. I appreciate your time and the dinner.”




Chapter 9

I woke the next morning at a loss for what to do next.
I’d learned a few things, but certainly far less than what I hoped for. I found Silas’s house, but it was occupied by a group that might try to burn me at the stake. I knew a bit more about his descendants, but not enough that was really useful. We hadn’t found any information about the basayangs, if that’s what they were, that Merindra and I had fought or the location of the crystal circle in Yama-Kana.
Kisarat was coiled up next to me, still asleep. Merindra slept against me on the other side, face against my neck. She slowly stirred as I lay there thinking, stretching out and sliding a smooth leg over my thigh. Her tail twitched over my foot.
“Mmm . . .”
“Go back to sleep, foxy girl. No need to get up.”
She cuddled closer to me, moving her head onto my chest. I began playing with her long ruby hair, running my fingers through it and watching how it caught the morning light.
“Are you feeling more useful now?” I asked softly, not wanting to wake Kisarat.
“Yes.”
“I love you. Completely and totally. You know that, right?”
“Mmm-hmm. You too.”
I felt her hand slide down and envelope my morning wood. She began stroking me very slowly, up and down with just her fingertips.
“Every time someone describes you as being so large, I want to laugh,” she whispered.
“I can see it your eyes.”
“So I start thinking about this thing and the next time I’m going to get to play with it.”
“I don’t want to wake Kisarat.”
She kissed me. “I can be quiet.”
She moved all the way over onto my waist and began sliding her wetness against me. Then I popped up between her thighs, and she backed slowly down. She let out a soft growl as I filled her up, and I lay there feeling her wonderful tightness around me. Then I sat up a bit and pulled her perfect breasts to my mouth. I sucked on her nipples until they were hard and swollen. She just rocked herself against me in a steady rhythm. I watched her arousal grow and grow until finally she gasped quietly and spasmed around me, thighs shivering against my waist. Then she let out a long sigh and lay flat on my chest.
I caressed her firm butt as she moved slowly over me in the aftermath, tail twitching against my thighs.
“I know you think I’m so beautiful,” she whispered.
“I don’t think. You are.”
“What you don’t understand, though, is looking like this means knowing you have to wait for love, if you’ll ever find it at all. You’re going to be claimed, and be a wife for who knows how long. Then if you’re lucky, you’re a mother, and you have to raise your child. And only then, when she’s grown, do you get the chance to have a life.”
“You guys have explained this. I know.”
“So you understand this incredible thing you’ve given me. What you’ve given all of us.”
What I felt from her at that moment was not just love but a fierce desire to defend herself from anything and anyone who would try to separate us. She would be absolutely ruthless.
“I do, babe. I do.”
She fell to the side, pulling me on top of her. As we repositioned, I felt Kisarat uncoiling against us. She sat up a little, smiling.
“You could not wait for me, awasa-late?” she said sleepily.
“Come here, my love,” Merindra replied.
Merindra motioned for her to join us, pulling her closer and guiding Kisarat to straddle her head, facing me. Then Merindra wrapped her arms around Kisarat’s thighs and began licking up at her. Kisarat moaned, leaning against me as I pulled back.
Kisarat and I kissed as Merindra moved under us. I thrust myself slowly against her as Kisarat rode her tongue. Merindra was still very aroused, and with my crystal at the end of the bed, it took little effort to time their releases together. Kisarat bit at my neck as Merindra’s hips thrashed against me.
I pulled out of her. Kisarat fell forward, taking Merindra in her mouth. I lay there and watched for a minute or so as the two of them made love to each other. Then I moved around them and entered Kisarat from behind as Merindra licked up at us. Kisarat’s tail coiled around my arm as I took her hips in my hands.
Again, focusing on them through the crystal let me time everything perfectly, and I came deep inside my snake-girl as the two of them shook in orgasm under me. Then I let out a gasp and fell to the bed beside them.
The girls untangled themselves and cuddled with me on either side.
“What do we do now, Will?” Kisarat asked a few minutes later.
“This trip has been a bust. I think we say our goodbyes to Feylani and head home.”
◆◆◆
 
We bathed and dressed, and while the girls packed, I went out to the main section of the house.
I found Feylani sitting in the eating area with two of her servants. The shell-shocked expression on the servants’ faces put me instantly on alert. Feylani looked less upset, but still filled with concern. I saw a small stack of papers in front of her. She looked up as I came in.
“What’s wrong?”
She leaned back from the table and exhaled.
“I have been formally accused of lying in pursuit of a council seat. You may not know what this means, but it is very serious.”
I sat down with her, stunned.
“I do, actually. Kisarat explained it.”
“So you know what the penalty is.”
“Lying how? About what?”
She laughed weakly.
“About you.”
“Me?”
“Yes. You recall what I told you about the dwenda who is opposing me, Broakware? She is arguing to the council that I lied about you being the makalang yesterday.”
“I . . .” I stopped. I didn’t know what to say. “How? What is her argument?”
“I do not know. She will present it to the council, and then we will have a chance to respond.”
“The council is who decides?”
“Yes. And you should know that I am uncertain about the votes I can count on, which is surely why she has moved against me this way. There are perhaps four I am sure of, uQe’kiral and three of the others. I need one more vote to avoid a conviction.”
“Do you need a . . . ” I stopped again, not knowing what the fuck to say here. “A lawyer?”
Her face wrinkled.
“What is a loy-wer?
So they had no lawyers on Taitala. There was a time I would have laughed about that, but this was not one of them.
“Someone to argue on your behalf before the council?” I asked.
“Is that how they do things in your world?”
“Yes.”
“Well, the answer is no. I must defend myself. Will you help me?”
“Of course. When do you need to do it?”
“This afternoon.”
“What?” I asked. “Why so fast?”
“Things move quickly and passionately here, Will. I told you that. Broakware will accuse me, I will have an equal amount of time to present my defense, then the council will make their decision before sunset.”
I groaned in frustration.
“Look, this is ridiculous. I don’t know what they want to hear, but I’ll come up with something.”
I told her about Silas’s journals and what I’d learned reading them.
“That has to count somehow,” I said. “I mean, what is it? A majority vote?”
“Yes,” she said. “If I secure five votes, I am safe.”
“And you think you have four. So we only need to convince one of the other six, right?”
“Yes. But of those, there are at least three I am certain will vote against me.”
“Well, one is enough, and this should be an easy case. I mean, what do they want?”
Feylani shrugged.
“I suppose we will see.”
◆◆◆
 
The girls emerged shortly after that, and I told them what was going on. They both instantly agreed that we needed to stay. I asked Feylani for some materials to work with, and her servants brought me some papers and a pen. I had taken exactly one course in Business Law in college, and I knew I wasn’t qualified to put on any sort of defense here, even if I understood what we were dealing with, which I didn’t. So I concentrated on figuring out an argument to prove I was the makalang.
It seemed like my best approach was relying on Silas. I had his journals, and they were clear about where he had come from – Earth, exactly like me. So if Silas was a makalang, so was I. Right?
And really, what was I, if not an alien who came to mate with lots of Taitalan females? I kept going back to that fact and wondering what in the world this complaint was based on.
We had only a few hours to do it, so I just wrote up some notes about myself and bookmarked the sections of the journal I thought were important. I just didn’t see what else there was to do.
◆◆◆
 
After lunch, we rode over to the council building, which was on the same square where Feylani and I had spoken the day before. It was an ornate rectangular building with a large crystalline dome over most of its length. The dome was decorated in spiral patterns of different colors, rising to a peak with some kind of statue at the top.
Feyani’s servants took the carriage, and we walked through the entrance. The council chamber was straight through a large lobby, double doors opening to a circular room that was directly under the central section of the dome.
The council was in session, though with other business. The room filled up quickly in anticipation of Feylani’s trial. A sorai in a blue uniform came up and led us to a reserved section in front where a few other people were waiting. I noticed an older but still very attractive dwenda sitting there with several females. She glanced at us disdainfully, then looked away.
“That is Broakware,” Feylani said quietly.
The four of us sat down and waited. Broakware and her entourage ignored us.
As we sat there, I looked over the council. The ten of them sat in two rows on a raised dais, each behind their own stone desk. I saw uQe’kiral at one end of the second row. The others comprised three sorai, three cunelo, and one talalong, dwenda, and linyang. In front of the dais were several tables where those with business before the council were sitting and speaking.
Feylani tilted her head toward me.
“You see uQe’kiral?” she asked quietly.
“Yes.”
“Next to him, the talalong, that is Ysuloc. We are friends. I can count on her vote. Next to her, the sorai, Rafeela, she will listen to us. The cunelo next to her, Meeroy, will not. She would like nothing more than to keep me off the council forever, and this would accomplish that. Next to Meeroy, the linyang, Froidani, is her friend. I think she is also a lost cause. She will vote with Meeroy. In the first row, under uQe’kiral, the two sorai, Krealak and Joon, their votes are possible. Joon is the current chair, and I believe they will listen to us. Not so the dwenda next to them, Hoolaka. She and Broakware are friends, and she will vote however Broakware wants. The two cunelo at the end, Lleylyn and Isodley, I have  known for many talons, and I have to believe they will support me.”
“So we have three likely votes against you and four for you. I guess the odds could be worse.”
“Yes.”
People continued to file into the room until it was nearly full, and spectators began lining up along the back wall. I drew quite a few glances and stares, but I did my best to ignore them. About fifteen minutes later, the matter before us appeared to conclude, and the group speaking to the council packed up and left. Another uniformed sorai called us and Broakware’s group up front. We took one table, and they took the other.
Broakware remained standing. Joon, the sorai, spoke up as the rest of us settled into our seats.
I realized as Broakware turned to face the council that she was wearing something I’d never seen before – at least on Taitala. It was a heavy silver necklace, more silver than I had ever seen in one place on this world. That meant Broakware had to be extremely wealthy. She hadn’t worn something like that to this hearing by accident. It was meant to remind people of who she was.
“We will now hear the accusation against Feylani for making false statements in pursuit of a seat on the council,” Joon said. “The accusation has been leveled by Broakware. Both are here before us. Broakware, do you persist in your accusation?”
“I do. I accuse Feylani of falsely asserting before the crowd yesterday, as part of a speech in support of her candidacy, that the . . . creature sitting next to her there, is the makalang. That statement is false.”
“What is your proof of falsity?” uQe’kiral asked.
“I am glad you asked. I have a considerable amount of evidence to present.”
She turned to the table and picked up a bound packet of papers.
“First, I have here a paper published this very sampar by the esteemed Professor Peerita at the university in Phan-garad. She has conducted a review of the historical and scientific literature, and the behavior and known facts about this alleged makalang, and concluded that he is no such thing. Her arguments are, first, that there is no reliable evidence that anything like the makalang actually exists, and –”
“Excuse me,” uQe’kiral said, pointing at me. “But he is sitting right there.”
Scattered laughter rolled across the room, but Broakware was undeterred.
“I will address that. As I was saying, there is no reliable evidence that the makalang, as it is described in our literature, exists. By which I mean, if Professor Peerita is correct, the historical thing that Feylani attempted to invoke in support of her candidacy does not and has never existed. Which means her claim was a lie.”
“So what is he, then?”
“Professor Peerita explains that our literature describes a thing that is born of Taitala. In the stories, it emerges from the hills and mountains and other places and joins our society as a native. It is familiar with our culture and our ways, and fits into them. It is not an alien creature from another world.”
Hoolaka, the dwenda, spoke up now.
“Which is what this thing before is, then?”
“Precisely. According to Professor Peerita, he has been very open about his origins from another world. Ergo, he cannot be the makalang, which is a Taitalan legend.”
“Please bring us this paper,” Joon said. Broakware walked up and handed it to her. She and the other council members began flipping through it in turn.
“To continue, Peerita examines in detail the history of the last alleged makalang, the one known as Silas Johnson, who as many of you are aware, resided here in Yama-Kana for many talons. Now, here I must depart from Professor Peerita’s conclusions. I believe that there have been makalangs in the past, and that Silas Johnson was one. We have, after all, his former home as evidence. But Professor Peerita makes a very compelling point that there is nothing whatsoever in the literature suggesting he came from another world. All of the extant records we have suggest he was Taitalan. He lived as one and behaved as one.”
“He was not a young male when he came here,” uQe’kiral said. “I knew his son, and Silas was an old male when ami’Jiama was born. We know nothing of what he did before he came to our city. He could have lived elsewhere in Taitala for many talons, learning our ways.”
“But there is no proof that he did so,” Broakware said. “We can only judge from what we know.”
“What is your other evidence?” Joon asked.
“I have here with me perhaps the most knowledge scholar of the makalang on Taitala and certainly in our city.” She turned to one of the females with her, a talalong in a long robe. She stood.
A chill went down my back. I hadn’t noticed it when she was sitting down, but her robe was trimmed with purple fabric.
“This is Sheedlyn. She is the leader of the Gates of the Golden Staff.”
The crowd murmured behind us for several moments until Joon called for quiet.
“Sheedlyn, you may speak.”
The tagalong pushed the hood of her robe back. She was quite old, and her emerald hair was gone mostly gray. She glanced at me in contempt, then turned to the council.
“I have spent my entire life studying the makalang,” she said, in a voice rough with age. “As you know, our group preserves considerable information about it, including quite a bit that only we have seen.”
“Do you expect this council to accept your word alone on such a weighty matter?” uQe’kiral asked.
“I do not, if you will allow me to continue.”
uQe’kiral nodded.
“We part company with Professor Peerita’s lies about the existence of the makalang. We know the makalang to be real. But we agree completely with her that it is a thing of Taitala, not another world.”
She glanced at me briefly.
“Silas Johnson lived in the building we now occupy. We have preserved the records he and his wives left behind. Though they are incomplete, they paint a compelling picture of who he was and where he came from. And all of it suggests he was born of the panikang in the mountains and came down here to live.”
“He lived in Phan-garad before that,” uQe’kiral said.
“There is no reliable evidence that is the case,” Sheedlyn replied. “What you know, you know only second-hand from ami’Jiama, who was born in the mountains when Silas was there. He and Silas had a falling out in his youth, and his testimony is suspect.”
I nudged Feylani.
“We’ve got this,” I whispered. “When you get your turn, just let me speak.”
She nodded.
“I hope you are right.”
“What is your evidence for all this?” Joon asked.
Sheedlyn brought forth a stack of aged documents and began walking through them. Letters to and from his wives, a journal one of his wives had kept, letters Silas sent to others, all of them discussing his residency with the panikang and his trip down to Yama-Kana. None of them said anything about Earth. I realized suddenly that Silas must have learned to speak Taitalan at some point, because his letters were not in English.
“Your evidence is compelling, Sheedlyn,” Hoolaka said.
“Do you have anything else to present, Broakware?” Joon asked.
“I do not.”
“Feylani, you may present your defense.”
Feylani stood.
“I confess I have little evidence myself, certainly not to the degree that Broakware has collected. So I will simply allow Will of Hawthorne to explain himself, since he is far more knowledgeable about this matter than I.”
She sat down. I stood and took a deep breath. I had my crystal, because I needed to connect with everyone in the room.
“I am not Taitalan, that is true. I have never pretended to be. But I can prove quite easily that Silas Johnson came from my world. If he was the makalang, so am I.”
I turned to the table and held up one of the five journals.
“Sheedlyn talked about their incomplete records. They are definitely incomplete, because they are missing the most direct record Silas left. These five books are his journals recording his entire time on Taitala, from the time he arrived until his death.”
The crowd behind us murmured loudly for several seconds. Sheedlyn glared at me murderously, then at the journals. I almost expected her to leap up and attack me to take them away. But she stayed put.
“I took these journals from aJia’jara, his grandson. He preserved them, I assume, after receiving them from his father, ami’Jiama. Silas was from a city named Boston in my world, and he came here exactly the way I did, falling through a crystal cave and emerging here.”
“May we see these?” Joon asked.
I carried the one I was holding over to the council dais to show her. But when she looked at it, her face wrinkled.
“I cannot read any of this.”
“That is because they are written in English, the language I am speaking right now.”
“Then how are we to judge whether they say what you say they do?” Meeroy said smugly.
I gritted my teeth for a moment. That point had escaped me. But it was too late now. I had to forge ahead.
“I will have to read them for you. You can judge for yourself.”
I went back to our table and sat on the edge. I opened the first journal and began reading aloud.
I read from my bookmarked sections for about ten minutes, starting with Silas’s opening passage about being in Taitala and why he started the journals, through his history in Boston and his travel through the crystal cave. Then I put that one down and found the third journal describing his departure from Phan-garad and residency with the panikang.
As I read, I could see Broakware and Sheedlyn whispering to each other. Sheedlyn seemed to be growing increasingly furious. When I got to Silas’s arrival in the mountains to live with the panikang, Sheedlyn jumped to her feet.
“These are lies! Contemptible lies! Silas was born of the panikang! All our records say so!”
“You had your turn!” uQe’kiral shouted. “Let him speak!”
“Lies upon lies! Hers and his! Silas spoke and wrote our language! Why would he keep journals in this alien tongue?”
“Just as he wrote in the first journal, he intended to leave them for the next makalang,” I said. “He knew another was coming, and he wanted them to be understandable.”
“We have only your say-so on this,” Broakware said. “Conveniently, no one else can read them.”
“You made your accusation just this morning. Do you think I could have concocted such an elaborate history, created these journals, and memorized it so quickly? You heard what I read as well as the rest of them.”
Broakware was silent. No one else said anything for a few moments.
“I think we are at an impasse here,” uQe’kiral said. “I see no definitive proof on either side, certainly not enough for us to convict Feylani.”
The other council members turned to each other, arguing quietly. I looked over and saw Broakware and Sheedlyn discussing something intently. Then Sheedlyn got up and stalked out of the room. Broakware stood.
“If I might make a request?”
The discussions ebbed, and Joon turned to her.
“Which is?”
“Sheedlyn assures me there is evidence in their possession that will refute everything he just told us. But she needs some time to bring it here.”
“How long? You know we must make our decision by sunset,” Joon said.
“Yes. She will return by then.”
The council members turned to each other to discuss her request. I didn’t know what else to do. I blurted out, “I object.”
Everyone looked at me, and I realized I had nothing to follow that up with. I guess I’d watched too many courtroom dramas.
“It is the council’s prerogative to hear whatever evidence it needs,” Joon replied. “And I think we are in agreement that we need to hear this.” She turned to Broakware. “However, she must return by sundown, or we will proceed without it.”
“She will be back.”
“All right, then we will hold our decision for now, and proceed with our remaining business.”




Chapter 10

“What could she possibly have that would refute Silas’s own journals?” Kisarat asked me.
“I have no idea.”
We’d been sitting back in the gallery for about an hour, waiting uncomfortably. I didn’t like this at all, but not know what was coming, I didn’t see what we could do about it.
Feylani was sitting next to me and put her hand on my arm.
“I am grateful for your assistance, Will. Please do not feel at fault. I brought this on myself. I have lived true to my passions.”
I nodded. When Feylani looked down at her hands, I noticed something I hadn’t seen before, because I hadn’t been this close to her for any length of time.
Her hair, nearly all of it at least, was a dark sapphire blue. But at the base of her neck, I saw something else.
Purple.
Roots. She had amethyst roots that were just starting to emerge. In mating with Asarane, I’d been close enough to see the hair at the base of her scalp. Feylani’s looked exactly the same - the same glossy purple that Asarane had. But she’d dyed it. Why?
Before I could even grasp what this meant, let alone formulate a way to raise the issue, there was a commotion at the back of the room.
Sheedlyn had returned, and with her was a tall figure in a heavy cloak. Whoever it was moved slowly, following Sheedlyn and holding her arm.
I tried to reach out and see who this was. An instant, deep sense of wrongness flooded into me.
And beside me, I heard Feylani gasp.
The council members saw Sheedlyn coming, and Joon quickly wrapped up whatever business they were conducting. As Sheedlyn and the strange figure passed us, I caught a whiff of something foul. I wasn’t the only one who did. Others in the gallery reacted in confusion and disgust, covering their faces.
“Have you returned with your evidence?” Joon asked.
“I have,” Sheedlyn said triumphantly.
Joon motioned for all of us to return to the tables. Sheedlyn looked at me with an evil smile on her face. A chill settled into my gut.
Sheedlyn withdrew from the strange figure. I saw her slowly reach to her neck, where a crystal I hadn’t noticed hung on a cord.
The figure lifted its arms and pushed back the hood, opening its cloak.
It was a human male. And he was a hundred-and-fifty years old if he was a day, frail, withered and wrinkled, only a few straggly strands of snow-white hair on his head. His hands were bones covered in a paper-thin layer of flesh, no more.
And his eyes. I had seen them before. Merindra grabbed my arm, gasping softly.
“Will, that’s a –”
“I see it.”
Then Sheedlyn spoke.
“I give you Silas Johnson, the only true
makalang.”
The entire room erupted in shouts and screams. People jumped up from their seats, recoiling in shock and surprise. Joon struggled to regain control, yelling for calm over the din.
When the noise began to subside, Joon exclaimed, “How? How is this possible? Silas Johnson lived three kumala-talons ago!”
“Males live much longer than females. And we have cared for him these many talons.”
“I am he,” Silas croaked. “I am Silas Johnson.”
At the sound of his voice, the room went silent.
“And what do you have to tell us, Silas?” Sheedlyn asked.
“I kept no journals. I am born of Taitala. I am not from his land. He lies. I am the makalang.”
His voice was flat and robotic, and I knew why. I could see it in him.
Silas Johnson was long dead. But the Gates of the Golden Staff had kept his body in some semblance of life by filling it with foreign energies, just like the basayangs Merindra and I had fought. I could see those energies swirling inside his body.
And Sheedlyn was controlling it.
I tried to reach into him, to disrupt this somehow, but I had no idea what I was dealing with, and Sheedlyn had him in a firm grip.
“So he is not the makalang!” Broakware shouted. “He lies, and so did Feylani! She must be punished.”
The room erupted again. And again Joon brought it back under control after a few second.
“We will discuss this. Remove him.”
Sheedlyn smiled thinly and led the Silas-thing from the room. I raged at this unexpected turn of events, but I was at a loss for what to do.
I felt Feylani’s hand on my arm.
“I have not been honest with you, Will,” she whispered. “I am not who I appear to be. I had hoped to take some time to gain your trust before discussing this, but I am afraid we are now out of time. I will be convicted. I can tell from looking at the council now. We may even have lost the votes we hoped to hold. I need you to help me.”
“With what? Name it. This is my fault.”
“If I am to be executed, you can save me. You know how to do it, if you trust yourself. You can keep me alive long enough to rescue me.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The crystal. Focus on me. I will be focusing on you.”
She reached into her bag and briefly pulled out a slim crystal prism, letting me see it.
“I know you know what this is. And I know you know what that thing Sheedlyn brought here was.”
I stared at her, stunned.
“Are you the talalong who approached Silas, telling him he was inviting his own doom?”
She laughed softly.
“Do I look three kumala-talons old, Will? No, that was not me. But I know who she was. She came before me. There is much we must discuss, but first you must save me from this.”
But before I could say anything else, Joon called the room to order again. I saw uQe’kiral looking down dejectedly, as did Feylani’s friend Ysuloc.
“The council has discussed this matter and come to a decision,” Joon said. “We have found that Feylani did indeed lie in pursuit of a council seat. She must therefore be punished in the traditional manner.”
The room reacted quietly, the murmuring going on for quite some time. The uniformed sorai came over and took Feylani away. I noticed Merindra subtly reaching for her blade, but I stopped her.
“Not now.”
“Then what?”
I explained what Feylani had said, not that I fully understood it.
“I need you to trust me.”
“What are you going to do?” Kisarat asked.
“Pray she was right.”
◆◆◆
 
The council apparently kept a drowning stone on hand just in case anyone needed to be executed, and it came rolling out of the building on a wagon as we and the crowd watched. Feylani had now been restrained, and she was brought up behind it in another wagon like something out of the French Revolution. Everyone followed as the two wagons rolled toward the river. I saw Broakware watching triumphantly and fought the urge to murder her. Sheedlyn was nowhere to be seen, having apparently returned to their headquarters.
The wagons moved through the city, drawing a large crowd behind them. I had to struggle to stay near Feylani, and Merindra repeatedly shoved and yelled at people crowding too close to us.
Feylani glanced at me briefly and managed a smile.
When the procession reached the park along the river, the sorai guiding the wagon with the drowning stone backed it up to sort of boat ramp where a small barge was waiting. Two linyang were piloting the barge and held long poles they used to keep it in place against the current.
Four sorai wrestled the stone onto the barge. Then they went back to Feylani and pulled her up to the stone. She was locked into the manacles.
Despite the crowd, which had grown to a thousand or more, we managed to find a spot along the sidewalk at the end of the row of drowning stones. There were others in front of us, but I could see Feylani. She locked eyes with me.
What had she said? Focus on me. So I tried.
I reached out, and unlike every other time I’d done this, I felt her reaching back, making contact. I saw into her, and I realized that wall she’d been putting up to hide her deeper thoughts from me was now gone. I could see into her. She pulled me toward her. And somehow, our energies began to connect.
I had no idea how I was doing this. It had to be her.
The linyang piloting the barge slowly maneuvered it into position. It took a couple of minutes to get it above the spot at the end of the row.
I expected some kind of ceremony, some pronouncement of sentence, but there was nothing. As soon as the barge was in position, the sorai shoved the stone over the side. Feylani went with it in a large splash.
The crowd moaned.
The stone settled into place next to the others. Feylani was held there, under the water, by the manacles. But she didn’t struggle.
Instead, I felt her drawing on our connection.
And I understood. I clutched the crystal in my pocket, focusing on the link. I didn’t need to watch this, and I didn’t want to. I began moving back through the crowd.
“Will?” Merindra asked. Her face was lined with anguish. Kisarat was no better.
“It’s okay. Come with me.”
I withdrew until we were about twenty yards away, under a tree. The connection was still strong. I was keeping her alive by feeding her energy. I could tell this wasn’t like Narilora, who I had pulled back from the brink of death. Feylani was drawing willingly on the energy I fed her, making it hers.
And I had plenty, thanks to Merindra and Kisarat that morning. I could tell it wouldn’t last forever, maybe not even that long, but maybe it would be enough.
“Is it working?” Kisarat asked.
“Yes. I guess we have to wait.”
I sat down against the tree. The crowd began to disperse, apparently thinking Feylani had now drowned. I got a variety of looks, but no one spoke to me. I wondered what they thought now.
We waited. As it was with events like this, not everyone left right away. Scattered groups of females lingered, talking about other things. I felt my reserves ebbing. I needed some other source of energy, or Feylani was going to die.
There was no way to draw on the girls now. I had to find something else to tap into.
You know how to do it, if you trust yourself.
Okay. Trust myself. But with what? What was I supposed to do?
Then I had a thought: What was I supposed to do? I was supposed to save Taitala. And maybe it was time to call on her for help.
But how?
I didn’t see a way to call out to her, if she was even a thing that could answer. But maybe I could connect with the forces that had brought me here.
The crystal forces.
I refocused myself on my crystal. What had the old panikang said about it?
We believe our focus crystals are a gift from Taitala. She has given you a very significant one. Which tells me she is asking much of you.
I went into it, as deeply as I could, searching for some connection to Taitala. At first, I saw nothing. I could see the flow of energy through it, what I was feeding to Feylani. But I couldn’t see anything beyond that.
Then I remembered the day I’d found the crystal. I hadn’t found it by looking for its own energies. It had none, after all. It wasn’t a living thing. It had only a connection to the energies around it, mine and others, shaping them. So maybe I needed to look for something else.
That was when I saw it. It was so subtle I nearly missed it. There was an undercurrent, a texture beneath the flow between me and Feylani. The current from Taitala herself.
Once I realized what I was seeing, the rest of it was so simple I almost laughed. I reached into the undercurrent, redirected it, sent it toward Feylani. And the flagging connection between us suddenly flared back into life.
Then I felt something else. The desperation and fear I’d felt in Feylani all this time was overwhelmed by a wave of triumph and jubilation and hope, as if she knew what I’d done and had been waiting for it. Hoping against hope that I would figure this out.
After that, it was nothing. I simply fed the flow of energy around me into her.
I only realized now that Merindra and Kisarat had been sitting next to me all this time, wracked with worry, unaware of what was happening to Feylani.
“She’s going to be fine,” I said. “We just need to wait.”
“Did you get it?” Kisarat asked. “What she wanted you to understand?”
“Yes.”
They looked at each other, then at me. They hugged me, smiling through their worry.
◆◆◆
 
We had to wait about an hour before it was dark and the park finally cleared.
“What now?” Merindra asked.
“We need to get her free. I’m not sure how.”
“I could try to break the chains.”
“Do you think that would work?”
“What else is there?”
“Okay. Try it.”
She stripped out of her clothes, then dove into the water. I watched as she swam around, looking for a rock to use. She came up for air, then went down again. She’d found something and started to smack it against the chains. After a couple of blows, she seemed to crack one of the chain links, but it didn’t come free. She resurfaced.
“Give me my knife.”
Kisarat tossed it to her. She went back down. It looked as if the chain links were reinforced, and she had to saw at the shattered remnants of it. But after about ten seconds, she got through it.
She came back up, gasping for breath.
“I got it.”
“I saw. Good girl.”
Merindra went back down. She cracked open another link on the other side, then came up for air. After a few deep breaths, she went back down. I watched her sawing through the fibers reinforcing the chain link, then it came free. She and Feylani came up to the surface.
Feylani let out a gasp like nothing I’d ever heard. Merindra went to her, supporting her. She swam to the edge of the river, pulling Feylani with her. Kisarat and I dragged her up onto the stone of the sidewalk.
It was several long moments before Feylani could speak.
“Thank you.”




Chapter 11

We returned to the house. Her servants shrieked with joy when we came in, but Feylani angrily shouted at them to be silent, to say nothing. I asked them to bring us something to eat, because it was obvious she needed to regain her energy.
We settled into one of the sitting rooms in the back of the house, after Feylani assured herself that everything was secure and the servants understood not to breath a word of any of this to anyone. Merindra and Kisarat sat with us, silent and subdued.
“I need to explain some things to you,” she said finally, “You have saved me long enough for this, but what we did today will not last.”
Rather than ask what she meant, I looked into her with the crystal. And I saw it. Staying alive through the conduit we had used had saved her body, but it had put enormous stress on her spirit. Her spark of energy, the thing that was her, was battered and bruised. She might survive the night, but she could not survive much longer than that.
“Feylani, I’m so sorry. If I had known what would happen yesterday – ”
She cut me off.
“None of us can predict the future, Will. I know things about Broakware, what she is doing in this city, and she knows that. But there was no way to know that she would move against me so aggressively, nor that the Gates of the Golden Staff would aid her in doing so. That they would actually bring forth the animated corpse of Silas Johnson in support of her. Even I could never have anticipated such a thing. This is not your doing.”
“Okay.”
“Now please let me speak.”
She took a deep breath.
“During our connection, I saw many things in you. I saw the male you are, who you have been, and who you could be. I cannot say with certainty that you are the savior of Taitala, but I know that if you are not, there is no other.”
She coughed.
“But one thing gives me hope. It is that you have found my successor.”
It took me a few long, bewildering moments before I understood what she meant.
“Asarane?” I whispered.
“Yes.”
Kisarat gasped loudly. Feylani pulled her hair up, exposing the roots I’d seen.
“I saw that you saw this, what I have needed to conceal all these talons from the Gates of the Golden Staff. I saw that you know what it means. And that you have actually claimed her as a wife means more than you can know. Such a thing has never happened before.”
“But what can she do? She was just a kid in school when I met her. She was studying architecture.”
“There is much she must learn. There are writings of mine you will need to give her. I will . . . get them for you when we are done here. You will need to teach what you have learned about the crystals. But you will need her for what is to come.”
“Which is what?”
She coughed again, struggling for breath.
“This may be easier if you tell me what you know, what you have learned already about your purpose here.”
I took a deep breath.
“Taitala is dying because the males are so weak, and whatever vitality the makalang brings doesn’t last. I need to find a way to fix that, to change something here that will help it survive. I think there’s something about Taitala that saps energy from the males, that makes them weaker and weaker over time. I don’t know how else you could have a world that’s ninety-nine percent female.”
Feylani inhaled slowly and sighed.
“You are so close, Will, but you are wrong. The problem is not Taitala. The problem is you, by which I mean the makalangs. The male . . . essence, I suppose you could call it, that you bring from your world, does not survive long here. I think something about the journey from your world to ours changes it. Or perhaps it has never been strong enough to survive in a female world. You need to find a way to heal that.”
“Wait. It’s me?”
“How does it work on your world? I know your reproduction works differently than ours. How does your world determine whether you have a male child or female?”
I had to think about that for a moment.
“It’s the male’s seed. There’s . . . chromosomes, we call them. If there’s a female chromosome from the male, it’s a female child. And if it’s a male, a male child.”
She nodded weakly.
“Yes. It is not Taitala, Will. She wants your male children. But the males of your world have not been able to give them to her.”
I was stunned. All this time I’d assumed there was something wrong with Taitala. It was logical enough – everything was happening here, after all. The solution would need to be here too. But what Feylani said made simple, inexorable sense. What was the common denominator? It was the male makalangs bringing the male “essence.”
“Listen,” she went on, “we speak of Taitala as ‘her,’ but we need to be precise to address this issue. Taitala is not a person. She is not a being like us, with thoughts and desires. This world is a living ecosystem, not a female. But like all living things, what it wants above all else is to continue living. So it adapts. How and why it brought the first makalang here, if the first visitor was even one of your race rather than being some animal that lived long before your people did, will never be known. But somehow, the living essence of Taitala used the crystal energies to pull it here, to improve its chances of survival. To bring new life and vitality. It succeeded, and for a time that conduit sustained things here, imperfect though it was.”
“But things began to break down,” I said.
“Yes. And so, in another adaptation, the ecosystem began evolving a means of correcting that. People who were not just able to harness and control the energies of this world to greater and greater degrees, but who could see the processes behind that, could see the why of it. And knowing that, could see what needed to be done. And of course, such adaptations have side effects. They cause other changes, sometimes trivial ones.”
“You mean your hair.”
“Yes. Who knows why it happens? But every one of us who has been birthed with these abilities has had striking, glorious purple hair.”
“Does it only happen to talalong?” Kisarat asked.
“Yes. Again, I do not know why. You strike me as a very intelligent young female, so I know you are aware of the myths and legends among our people about this.”
“I am.”
“Which is why, for those who know the truth, it is a beacon. And why I have had to hide mine. Because there are those who would stop us.”
The answer there was obvious.
“It’s the Gates of the Golden Staff,” I said.
She nodded.
“But why would they care? They seem obsessed with the makalang, Silas in particular.”
“You have answered your own question, though you do not realize it.”
“Silas? This is about Silas?”
She nodded again.
“You asked about the one who approached Silas that day. She was one of us. We believe the very first of us appeared many kumala-talons ago, after the first time a makalang failed to appear.”
I thought back to the stone tablets I’d seen with the panikang.
“That would have been, I guess, about ten kumala-talons ago.”
“Correct. But in the beginning, the learning was slow. The first of us did not know enough to see the solutions. Many things were tried, all ending in failure. By the time Silas appeared, our mission was clear. So this talalong, whose name was Querina, approached him. She hoped to work with him. But he refused to have anything to do with her.”
“Silas wrote that she wanted to examine his son James,” I said. “He was upset by the request and distrustful of her motives. She told him he was ‘bringing doom upon his line.’”
Feylani laughed softly.
“Querina’s account of the meeting is more charitable to her. But whatever happened, she failed in her attempts to work with him. She was not willing to give up, so she tried another tactic. She hoped that her successor, whom she had trained for talons, could succeed where she failed. Silas was still here, as was James. This successor’s name was Neeroy. She was greatly skilled, but unfortunately not blessed with sufficient patience. Worse, according to Querina, there was a streak of darkness in her spirit that Querina was unable to tame. Neeroy decided that what was at stake was too important to be controlled by the whims of a male. So she forced the issue.”
“How?”
“She and Querina had a falling out over the direction she wanted to take. Neeroy left her and began gathering her own followers. She had the skills to impress them. One day, according to Querina, Neeroy and her band entered Silas’s house. What exactly happened is not known, but shortly afterward, James left not just the house but the city altogether. Querina did not have a chance to speak to him. And when she approached the house later, she was refused entry by Silas’s wives. After that day, Silas was never seen again.”
“Was that the start of the Gates of the Golden Staff?”
“Yes, though they did not take that name publicly for many talons.”
“What are they doing in there?”
“There have been six of us since Querina. In the absence of a makalang between Silas and you, we have watched them carefully. I cannot be certain, but I know they are engaged in some very dark and evil things. You have seen some of it.”
“The dead ones, like Silas. The panikang call them basayangs.” I looked at Merindra. “We came here through a crystal circle, and the one on this end was guarded by a bunch of them. They tried to kill us the moment we appeared.”
Feylani nodded.
“That circle is in the basement of their house. Two of us tried to enter it that way. Neither of them returned. So I have not tried.”
“Alone, you would have been cut to pieces. We had a tough fight even being prepared for it.”
She smiled.
“I am not the makalang. And I am not a young, vigorous sorai who has studied the blade since her birth.”
Merindra smiled quickly.
“But here is the problem, Will. I know what you must do. You must find a way to restore the vitality to your male . . . ‘chromo-somes,’ as you call them. That will restore the spark that Taitala needs, and your male offspring will be strong and numerous. But I do not know how this is to be done. We have had no makalang to study. The Gates of the Golden Staff have had Silas under their control for almost three kumala-talons. I strongly suspect they know the solution. Which means you must take it from them.”
“But if they know, why haven’t they done anything?”
“Again, I do not know their inner workings. But I have my suspicions, based on their recent behavior. And what I suspect is that, like most cults that obsess over something, their obsession has become an end in itself. Silas is the makalang, and he must be protected and preserved at all costs. Whatever guidance Neeroy left them has devolved into that.”
She took a deep breath.
“And there is the name.”
“What do you mean? There’s that statue out front. Is that important?”
“No. That statue has been there since Silas’s day. It is a play on words. If you worship a thing that is defined by one thing in particular, in this case Silas’s maleness, you start to make it part of your identity. The ‘staff’ in their name refers to Silas. They are the gates for it.”
I saw it. Kisarat gasped softly.
“Oh,” I said.
Then Merindra’s face contorted in disgust.
“Are they . . . mating with that . . . thing?”
“I believe so,” Feylani said. Merindra looked like she was going to be sick.
“But it is dead,” Kisarat said. “Is it not?
“Who knows what their rationale is, or what they believe they are doing. Does it matter?”
Feylani sat forward and stood unevenly.
“Come. I must pass my records to you while there is still time.”
She led us back to a different area of the house, in one of the spare bedrooms. She asked us to move aside a heavy dresser. Underneath, there were several loose tiles in the floor. She lifted them, and underneath was a cavity with a ceramic chest about a foot wide and two feet long. It was a modern safe-like box similar to what I’d found in iXa’aliq’s house. Feylani opened it by pressing her hand against the lid. Inside was a stack of books and papers, some of them very old.
“You must give these to Asarane. She must study them carefully. It is imperative that she understand who she is so she can help you.”
Then Feylani pressed several studs on the inside of the chest and had me put my hand on the underside of the lid.
“There. You can open it now.”
We tried it, and it worked.
“That is everything,” she said. “There is nothing more I can tell you.”




Chapter 12

We let Feylani rest after that. I could tell she was fading, but more slowly than it had appeared at first. I held out hope she would rally somehow.
The three of us sat together in our room.
“She wants us to attack the Gates of the Golden Staff?” Merindra asked.
“It’s hard to see them willingly giving up this solution, whatever it is,” I said.
“It appears they believe you are an imposter, a fraud,” Kisarat said. “So I cannot see how they would be willing to even discuss the matter with you at all.”
“Right. And I feel like, even aside from that, what they’re doing with Silas and those other things needs to be stopped. Phareewee said the same thing.”
“How would we do it?” Merindra asked.
“That’s a good question.”
I’d been part of 3rd Battalion, 1st Marines during the second battle of Fallujah. We spent nine bloody days clearing the city almost house by house. I lost several friends doing it and got a couple of ribbons I didn’t care much about. Going blind into a house filled with people who are prepared to kill you is one of the most dangerous things you can do.
I’d done something like that rescuing Lorelat from the cunelo, but that had been different in the ways that mattered – I knew we weren’t dealing with fanatics. They just wanted Lorelat for her child, and there was little risk of getting her hurt. This, though, was an entirely different proposition. If we burst in there, they were certain to fight back with everything they had.
And this wasn’t an insurgent position we could take out from a distance. We couldn’t just rain tank rounds and rockets down on them. We needed what they knew, which meant we had to take the place reasonably intact.
But there was another issue that slowly occurred to me. We were proposing to kill a whole bunch of people who hadn’t actually done anything to me, personally. What happened today was really a matter of local politics. I’d been an element of it, but they had just used me. The target had been Feylani, someone I’d known for a couple of days. She was important to my goals, but there it was. There was certainly an angle from which you could make me out to be the bad guy if we did this.
“Tsulygoi?” Kisarat asked.
I sighed.
“I really don’t know. I just –”
The sound of glass breaking came from down the hall. Then noises of footsteps, furniture being pushed around.
Merindra went on alert, fox ears twitching. I knew her hearing was a lot better than mine.
“What is it?”
“People.”
I went for my katana, and she went for her swords. There was no time to get our armor on. With her following me, we stalked out into the hallway.
When we came around a corner into the main part of the house, I saw half a dozen figures in the darkness, holding weapons. I hit the light switch on the wall nearest me, lighting up the room.
It was more of the basayangs. Three of them came at us, while three others scattered elsewhere into the house.
I charged at the nearest one, a sorai with a single long blade. She was an attractive young female like the ones we’d seen in the bar district, except for the dead eyes. As I struck, she made no real attempt to defend herself, just trying to skewer me with her sword. But I had the reach on her and cut her down.
Beside me, Merindra made short work of a linyang, leaving only another sorai between us. She came at me, trying to parry my katana, but that left her open to Merindra, who gutted her in an instant.
“Did you see where the others went?” I asked.
“I think back this way.”
I followed her toward another wing, which I realized was Feylani’s rooms. The smell of decay hung in the air. We charged down the hallway, finding another linyang blocking the way. She lunged at me, and I had to stop and deflect her thrust. Again, though, when I struck back at her, she couldn’t defend against both of us, and Merindra slipped under the linyang's blade and drove her sword through her throat.
I jumped over the body and burst into Feylani’s room. Two sorai basayang were standing over her, and we’d come too late. One of them was just drawing her swords out of Feylani’s chest.
“Fuck!” I shouted.
I charged forward in a rage, throwing two strikes at the sorai closest to me, driving her back. She hit the wall and lost her bearing, and I nearly decapitated her with a third swing.
Merindra was engaged with the other, and after exchanging strikes and parries for a few seconds, she executed a neat riposte and drove her short blade up into the sorai’s chin until the point of it popped out of its skull. The basayang collapsed before her.
“They do not fight well,” she said.
“No. I can’t imagine they do it as well as when they were alive, not with what’s keeping them like this.”
I checked Feylani. She was dead, two bloody holes in her chest.
Then I heard Kisarat screaming.
“Will! Merindra!”
“Oh, shit.”
We ran back to our rooms. We found Kisarat trying to fight off a linyang, swinging a makeshift staff – some pole she’d found in a closet, I guess – around to defend herself. Just as we burst in, I saw another basayang leaping out the door to the balcony.
The linyang turned toward us, then leapt away toward the exit. But she wasn’t fast enough. Merindra darted around me and slashed at the basayang’s neck with her longsword. Blood spurted across the room as the linyang went down.
I rushed over to Kisarat.
“Are you okay?”
She held up her arm, where I saw a long gash. She pressed her hand against the blood.
“I will be fine. What happened out there?”
“Feylani is dead. They killed her.”
“Oh.” She looked down, then back up. “But there is more, Will. Look.” She pointed to my pile of gear in the corner. It wasn’t what was there, but what was missing.
They’d taken Silas’s journals.
I ran after the other linyang I’d seen, but it was too late. They were all gone. Whatever they’d come to do was done.
I went to look for Feylani’s safe with her records. I was hugely relieved to see that it was still there. But they likely weren’t even aware of it, and might not care even if they were. They had come for the journals.
We regrouped in the main room after checking the rest of the house. Another group of basayangs we hadn’t even seen had killed all of Feylani’s cunelo servants, slaughtered them as they cowered in fear in their bedrooms.
We patched up the wound in Kisarat’s arm.
“What do we do now, Will?” Merindra asked.
I looked around at the wreckage of the battle.
“I had doubts about this earlier. No more. They want to play rough? Fine. We play rough.”
◆◆◆
 
But I wasn’t about to rush into anything. Merindra and I weren’t nearly enough to do this. We had to go home and gather more people. And I had to decide on the right strategy.
We packed up our gear in the morning and left for the train. I had no idea what to do about all the bodies. I wanted to do something with Feylani, but I wasn’t sure what to do there either. So on the way out, I stopped at uQe’kiral’s house to let him know what happened.
He was silent for a while, then simply said, “I wish you luck, Will of Hawthorne.”
◆◆◆
 
The train ride back to Phan-garad was uneventful, and it was dark when we finally pulled into the station. Everyone was glad to see us back and safe. Once we were settled in and unpacked, I called the six wives of my inner circle together in the bedroom.
I first explained everything we’d learned, then recounted what had happened with Feylani and the Gates of the Golden Staff, including Silas. The four who’d stayed behind were a mix of angry and horrified.
“It was not just those you encountered the first night?” Mereceeree asked. “There were more?”
“The way they’re using them, I suspect there may be a lot more.”
Something had occurred to me on the train ride back, thinking about that sorai I’d killed in Feylani’s living room. How she looked just like the drunk girls in the bar district, and how so many of the basayangs looked so young. About the dead girls we’d seen, and how Feylani told me there were “groups who collect them.”
I was now certain one of those groups was the Gates of the Golden Staff.
“We must stop this,” Mereceeree said.
“I intend to. But it will not be easy.”
“What do you want to do, Will?” Narilora asked.
“We’re going to attack that house. I wasn’t sure what to do with them at first, but it’s clear to me now this group has to be stopped. So we have to go in there and take them out. Then we can find out what they learned. None of them will help us willingly anyway.”
“But you don’t know what’s inside there?” she asked.
“I do not. But it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve done this, and there are ways to do it that will reduce the risk to us.”
I told them what I felt comfortable sharing about Fallujah, how we’d learned the hard way about how to enter a house full of insurgents.
“We’ll need a lot of people,” Merindra said.
“I’m thinking everyone. All the guards, you, Narilora, and Mereceeree. It’s a big house and I don’t know how many of them are in there.”
“What about me?” Eladra asked.
I looked at her for a moment. After what we’d learned in her village, I knew she was a trained fighter, if not quite at the level of the other three.
“Do you feel up to this?”
“Yes,” she said firmly. “I want to come.”
I looked around. No one objected, though I wanted to.
“Okay.”
◆◆◆
 
I went down to see Meridrian and explained what I wanted to do. Her face paled as the scope of it dawned on her.
“How do you intend to get us in there?” she asked.
“I haven’t decided. We need to come at them at night. Just bust in there without their knowing what’s going on. But there are problems with either option. If we want to come through the front door, that means we have to get the whole team to Yama-Kana first.”
Meridrian took a deep breath and shook her head.
“At least twenty heavily armed people on the train. I can see so many problems with trying to do that. It does not seem like the best idea.”
“No. And even if we get to Yama-Kana without any problems, I don’t know if we can get through the front door easily.”
“We would almost certainly be seen if we approach them that way,” she said. “We need surprise for something like this.”
“Right. So if we came through the crystal circle, we would already be in the house. Just boom, there we are, no need to take the train. But the problem with that idea is we would also certainly face a whole bunch of the basayangs right away.”
“And the time it would take for us to fight through them would give the rest of the house time to prepare for us.”
“Exactly,” I said. “And as with the front door, there’s no telling how long it would take us to get out of that room. I don’t know what’s on the other side of it or where it goes. I’m not even entirely certain that room is under Silas’s house, though Feylani believed it was. If she was wrong, we could come out anywhere.”
“So why go there?”
“I am certain that room is something the cult is involved in. So, worst case, we take out another one of their operations instead of taking the house. But my gut is telling me they would keep all this together in one place. What they’re doing is too explosive to risk spreading it out, unless they have a lot more support than I think they do.”
She nodded.
“I trust your instincts. We will follow where you lead us, my tsulygoi.”
“Okay. But you understand there’s a good chance not everyone will come back from this,” I said.
“I can see that. We will do our best.”
“I want you to leave them the option to stay home. I can’t order any of them to risk their lives on this. If any of them are reluctant, they can stay, no harm done.”
“I am quite certain none of them will even consider it. All of us are ready to die for you, linyang and sorai both.”
There were seventeen of them altogether. Plus the girls and me, that made twenty-one. It would have to be enough.
“I don’t want any of you to die. But, good.”
She smiled.
“We will make you proud, big cat-daddy.”
◆◆◆
 
Then I went looking for Asarane. I found her in Lorelat’s room. They were just sitting together talking, but I got the immediate impression they’d been very busy while I was gone.
“Bunny-daddy!”
Lorelat jumped up and hugged me, then pecked me on the lips. Asarane came up behind her and gave me a less enthusiastic hug, but still seemed happy to see me. I took a moment to marvel at her beautiful amethyst hair, knowing now what it really meant.
“How was the trip?” Lorelat asked.
“A lot, good and bad. Any issues with the crowd while I was gone?”
“They got a little impatient about the next selection, but it’s fine. Only weird thing was this group of cunelo that’s been hanging around the edge of the field. They don’t look like potential wives, but I don’t know what they’re doing there.”
“Okay. I doubt it’s anything we need to worry about right now.” I looked at Asarane. “I need to talk to you.”
“Me?”
“Yes. It’s very important.”
They looked at each other, then me.
“You can come if you want,” I said to Lorelat.
They followed me up to the third floor sitting room, where I’d asked Kisarat, Merindra, and Mereceeree to wait for us. With them was Feylani’s box of records. Lorelat and Asarane sat down, but I remained standing.
“What I’m about to tell you may be difficult to take,” I said to Asarane. “It will likely be difficult to understand at first. But it’s very important that you listen and believe me.”
Her face had gone pale.
I began by telling her about Feylani, what she’d done for us, and what she was part of. Then I explained about the amethyst hair, how Feylani’s was the same as hers. That Feylani knew about her and had named her as her successor.
Lorelat was stunned. Asarane just sat there, eyes wide.
“But . . .” she said finally. “I’m nobody. I don’t know anything. I was studying construction, not all the stuff you just said. I’ve never heard of this person. I’ve never even met anyone else with purple hair.”
“The legends say you will have an unusual life, awasa-late,” Kisarat said. “And that those like you in the past had great talent with controlling crystals.”
“But I don’t. I don’t even believe in that stuff . . . or at least, I didn’t.”
“We need you to try,” I said.
“How?”
I knew only one way. Mereceeree and I would have to take her to the crystal cave to see if she could find a crystal of her own.
“It is a relatively simple matter, awasa-late,” Mereceeree said. “Either the crystal accepts you, or it does not.”
Asarane bit her lip. Lorelat reached out and rubbed her shoulder. Finally, she took a deep breath and responded.
“Okay. If that’s what you want, I’ll try.”
◆◆◆
 
The three of us headed out to the crystal circle just before dawn. While we were gone, I asked Meridrian, Merindra, and Narilora to start drilling the team on the things we’d done rescuing Lorelat. Practicing in my house seemed like a decent enough idea given the size of Silas’s house in Yama-Kana.
While we were walking to the building where the circle was hidden, I told the girls about my dilemma about how to get in there.
“What would you have done in that place you told us about, tsulygoi?” Mereceeree asked.
“Just blow the door down. What I wouldn’t give for some detcord or C4 right now.”
“What is ‘det-cord’?” Asarane asked.
“A type of explosive on my world.”
“Like a bomb?”
“Yeah.” Then I stopped.
She was grinning at me.
“I could make you a bomb.”
How that hadn’t occurred to me, I would never know. I’d tried to put Asarane’s history as half of the Black Sky out of my head, since I wanted her to move past it.
I grabbed her and kissed her forehead.
“I love you. You are the perfect wife.”
She laughed and hugged me back. This could work.
◆◆◆
 
Phareewee appeared when we emerged from the circle in the panikang village.
“Makalang. Too much has happened since we last met.”
“Agreed.”
“Tell me of what you saw in Yama-Kana. Leave no details out.”
As the sun rose, we sat together in the panikang meeting room with the shades drawn. I told her about the Gates of the Golden Staff, the basayangs, the bodies, Feylani, and Asarane’s apparent destiny. Phareewee was silent for a long time when I was done.
“This is an abomination. We have suspected such things had occurred in Yama-Kana, but until now we had no proof. The circle you speak of is known to us, though we have avoided it.”
“Mereceeree told me.”
“We have watched the ones with the purple hair for many talons. The one you speak of is known to us as well. Their aims are ours, but they have never sought us out, so we have remained at a distance. They are as powerful as the strongest panikang.”
She looked at Asarane.
“You are part of a very old and powerful legacy, child. You must not seek to escape it. It will come after you whether or not you wish it to. Fighting it will only prolong matters, and place others at risk.”
Asarane only sat there, eyes wide, face pale.
Phareewee looked at her daughter.
“You mean to accompany him on this thing he will do?”
“I must obey my tsulygoi, mother.”
“You are with child.”
I realized with a start that I hadn’t thought to check on her recently, with everything that had been going on. But Phareewee was right. I saw it in her.
She saw me looking and reached for my hand. I squeezed it.
“The other wives who are going with him are with child as well. I will not abandon my awasa-lates, or my tsulygoi, who I love more than life itself.”
I pulled her to me, hugging her for a few moments.
“I see how you look at me now,” she whispered. “Like the others.”
I nodded against her head, then released her.
Phareewee was staring at us. She let out a long sigh.
“I know this must be done. I understand that. But my heart aches at the risk to my daughter, and my granddaughter.”
“Believe me when I say I want nothing more than for both of them to live a long and fruitful life.”
Phareewee looked down at her hands. She was silent for nearly a minute. I could see the turmoil in her, so I said nothing.
Finally she looked up.
“I do not do this lightly. But there is something we possess that may assist you against this group.”
Mereceeree gasped.
“Mother – ”
“Be silent!” she snapped. “If you insist on taking this risk in pursuit of what must be done, so will I!”
Phareewee took a moment or two to compose herself, then stood.
“Come with me.”
I looked at Mereceeree, who seemed as horrified as she’d been when I told her about the basayangs in Yama-Kana. But Phareewee was already walking out of the room.
We followed her, Mereceeree’s face lined with tension, Asarane bewildered and afraid. Phareewee led us out of the ring of buildings in the panikang village, into the forest. We walked for several minutes. The sun had risen, and Phareewee and Mereceeree had to shield their eyes from the light. Then we came up a small stone building in the ground, almost like a mausoleum. There was a single wooden door leading down. Phareewee pulled it open. The interior was dark and musty. Below, there was little more than a single stone-lined room about six feet wide and twice that long. At the end was a dusty crystal chest.
“This is a thing we have guarded for many kumala-talons, using only when absolutely necessary. It is a crystal, but a corrupted one. The panikang who found it and claimed it went mad soon afterward, living by day and flying far into the sun until she went blind. In time, we realized why. This crystal disrupts the natural flow of Taitala’s energy. How, we do not know. But it is useful against those who rely on channeling those energies. Only the strongest among us can use it. You may be able to.” She looked at Asarane. “If your skills are as strong as they should be, you may be able to as well. But it must not be used for long, or it will corrupt the spirit of the one who uses it.”
“How is this going to help us?” I had an idea, but I need to know for sure.
“This group, this ‘Gates of the Golden Staff’ as they call themselves, clearly relies on their crystals to control these abominations of theirs. With this, you will be able to fight their control, their channeling, perhaps even destroy these things.”
I looked at Asarane, who said nothing. I looked back at Phareewee.
“We’ll take it.”
◆◆◆
 
Phareewee gave us the chest. The three of us set out for the cave above the waterfall. Mereceeree donned a long cloak, shielding herself against the sun.
We reached the cave in about an hour. Mereceeree and I led Asarane down the narrow shaft into the crystal pocket. Asarane’s eyes got as big as dinner plates as she looked around.
“This is incredible. But what do I do?”
“Find one that speaks to you,” Mereceeree said.
“But they’re not talking.”
I laughed.
“Just close your eyes. Clear your mind as much as you can.”
She sat down on a rock.
“Okay.”
“Just don’t think. Empty your head. Empty it and listen to the emptiness.”
I waited for about a minute.
“Do you feel anything?”
“Not really. But I don’t understand what I’m supposed to be listening to.”
This had come so naturally to me when I arrived on Taitala that I wasn’t sure what to tell her. I thought of what Feylani had told me.
Trust yourself.
“Don’t think about doing anything. Just . . . put any pressure to do anything out of your head. You’re just here. No one expects you to do anything. You belong here. You’re part of this. Believe that you are. Believe in yourself.”
Sitting there, I could feel so much energy flowing through this cave that I wasn’t sure how she couldn’t feel it too. But then, I believed in it.
“You don’t believe in this, do you? Be honest, it’s okay.”
“Not really.”
“What do you believe in?”
“I . . . I don’t know. Nothing.”
“There has to be something.” Then I had a thought. “Do you believe in Lorelat?”
She laughed nervously.
“Yes.”
“What do you believe, when the two of you are together? When the three of us were together that first time? What were you feeling?”
“I . . . I felt good. Happy. Really happy.”
“What do you feel when you look in her eyes? Do you love her?”
“I think so.”
“I want you to imagine that feeling right now, imagine what you really see, not in her eyes but what’s behind them, what you feel for her. Feel for that energy.”
For a few moments, she sat there silently. I could feel the turmoil in her, the confused energies. Then all at once, the confusion began to ebb.
Asarane gasped. She shook as if in the throes of orgasm. Then she cried out softly.
“Do you see it?”
“Yes,” she gasped.
“Feel for it. Find the one.”
A tear ran down her cheek, then another. Then she abruptly opened her eyes. She stood slowly, staring across the cavern. She took a few steps, and then walked toward the wall across from her. I realized she was heading right toward the cluster where I’d found my big prism.
She reached out. There was a slightly smaller one right next the broken base where I’d taken mine.
“This one.”
“Holy shit,” I said.
“What?”
I walked over with mine. I held it out, showing her where it fit into the cluster. There was even a grove in hers where mine had rested against it. They merged perfectly.
Her jaw dropped.
“They were together.”
“Yes.”
As I looked closer at the cluster, I realized that a third crystal must have been taken from it at some earlier time, one that would have fit together with these two. There had once been a set of three here, in the center of the cluster. I wondered what had happened to the third one.
We carefully broke Asarane’s crystal free. She held it in her hands, eyes wide. Then she looked around the cave, at me, at Mereceeree.
“This is real. I can really do this.”
Mereceeree smiled.
“You can, awasa-late.”
“What does it mean, that they were together? They must have been here like that for . . . ”
“A really long time.”
She stared at me, eyes still wet.
“The past few days, since you claimed me, I’ve been struggling with the idea that I had no business being a wife, let alone a wife of the makalang. It had to be a mistake. That it was just you being weird about my hair, and I was sure you’d get tired of it and kick me out. And then Lorelat would forget about me and move on.”
She looked down at the crystal.
“But this means I was wrong. It wasn’t a mistake.”
“Well, it was your hair that drew me to you. But apparently not for the reasons either of us thought. You’re a part of this, babe. You belong.”
She laughed through her tears.
“I belong.”
“Let’s get back home.”




Chapter 13

We were going to do this. But we had to do it right.
I wanted to give the the Gates of the Golden Staff time to get complacent. They would be on their guard for a few days after that attack on Feylani’s house. I wanted them to figure out that we’d returned to Phan-garad and left them behind. Because I was still concerned they might decide to come after me, I told Mereceeree to have her people watch the circle and the city for any of the basayangs, and I had the guards keep the house gates locked up at all times.
I needed to be confident the team knew what they were doing. Four of my other wives had volunteered to come, two sorai, including Merindra’s friend Sherala, and two linyang. If I took them all, that made twenty-five, equally divided between linyang and sorai, plus one panikang and a buxom bunny-girl I still wasn’t completely sure about. That was a lot, and a potential source of confusion if we weren’t all in sync.
So I decided to spend the next sampar running drills around the house, trying to impart some of what I’d learned in the Corps and Iraq about conducting an operation like this. Because there was a possibility we might have to split up going through the house, I divided the group into two squads, one with me, one with Meridrian. My idea was having the two races support each other, the linyang crossbows taking out threats from range as best they could, and the sorai holding the line while they reloaded.
Once she understood what I wanted, I saw a side of Meridrian I hadn’t seen before. She drove them hard, barking orders and motivation and correcting people instantly in a voice and manner worthy of a Marine gunnery sergeant. And it worked. After practicing the tactics for a few days, they were moving and fighting together like a solid unit. Even Eladra did well enough that my doubts about her began to ebb.
◆◆◆
 
I wanted to do this in the middle of the night to maximize our chances of surprising the cultists. Thankfully, linyang and sorai had natural night-vision, so I didn’t have to worry about that. Eladra and I would have to take flashlights like I’d done that night with Merindra. The one other thing I was concerned about was friendly fire. With so many people, this had the potential to turn into a big battle, and I didn’t want anyone getting shot by accident. So after some experimentation, we settled on giving everyone black-and-white checked scarves to wear around their necks. They were visible enough in the dark, and I thought there was little chance our opponents would be wearing anything like that.
That left the question of how we got in there.
I finally decided there was just no way we could take the maglev to Yama-Kana. As Meridrian said, I didn’t know how we could possibly take a force of this size on the train, and we certainly couldn’t do it undetected. If we walked out of the station like that, the Gates of the Golden Staff would likely hear about it within an hour, and any element of surprise would be gone.
So we had to use the circle. But that presented a different set of problems. After more than a sampar, they had surely discovered our incursion into that room. They wouldn’t know what had happened, but they would know someone dangerous had gotten into the house that way. The basayangs Merindra and I killed would have been replaced and probably increased.
If I was them, I would have doubled the guard around the circle and maybe set up some other defenses as well. So we might be dropping into the middle of twenty basayangs and be completely surrounded from the get-go. Worse, I wasn’t sure how many people I could bring through the circle at once. Say it was five to seven. Then I’d have to leave them there to go back and get another group. That was a recipe for a bloodbath.
So I needed some way of clearing the room at the start to let us get in safely. And then I remembered Asarane’s offer to make us a bomb. I had envisioned just having her create a breaching charge to get us out of the room, but maybe she could do something else as well.
I’d put her to work studying Feylani’s records and journals as soon as we got back, and she was busy in her room when I went down there. The materials lay all over the place, and she had her crystal next to her while she was reading.
“This stuff is just amazing,” she said when I walked in. “Who had any idea?”
“What do you think so far?”
“I’m still processing it. It’s so much. But it feels right. I’ve been practicing. I can just . . . read things, people.”
“I suspect you can do a lot more than that.”
“That’s what it says. But I’m working up to that.”
I sat down and explained my idea about a bomb.
“I don’t want something big enough to damage the building. Just clear the room.”
“Well, bringing down a building isn’t so much about the size of it as where you put it. You have to position it correctly to take out the load-bearing structures. If you just slap it down anywhere, you’ll make a big bang but maybe nothing else.”
“That sounds like something you learned the hard way.”
She smiled.
“Yeah. But what you’re talking about, sure, that wouldn’t be hard. I’d use a cylindrical charge and, I guess, wrap it in rocks or something, so you’d have projectiles. Just the charge itself wouldn’t do that much.”
“You’ll need to set it down, then set it to go off as soon as we pull back through the circle. We can’t give them time to do anything. Can you do that?”
She nodded.
“We used timers. Usually a lot longer than that, but I could do it. It would be cutting things really close. How fast can you go there and back?”
“We’ll figure that out and decide on the timing.”
Asarane smiled.
“And here you told me I was done with bombs.”
I laughed.
“Things change, baby.”
◆◆◆
 
Now we had a way in, but that meant we had something else to practice. I took the whole group to the circle and experimented with moving back and forth between the panikang village and the city. I found that by using my crystal, I could actually take nine or ten with me at once. That still meant three trips, but it was doable. After practicing for several hours, with each group spreading out as soon as they got there, we were able get the whole team across within fifteen seconds. If Asarane’s bomb worked, that seemed fast enough.
A couple of days later, Asarane told me she and her friend, whose name was Briella, had worked up a feasible version of our makeshift anti-personnel mine. What they’d come up with was a cylinder about foot tall and maybe eight inches wide. Thick reinforced crystal plates made up the base and top, and I could tell they’d done that to channel the explosion. The charge was in the center, but instead of the rocks she’d mentioned, it was surrounded by about two inches of roughly half-inch-diameter ceramic balls. It was basically an omni-directional Claymore mine, something I’d used in the Marines.
“Are you sure this going to work?”
They smiled.
“We thought we should test it,” Asarane said. “To be sure. We have enough materials to make three or four of these. Ayarala said you told her to let us spend whatever we had to, so we got a lot.”
“Good. And yes, I did.”
We went out to an especially deserted area of the city and found an abandoned building with a room similar to the one in Silas’s basement. Asarane and Briella set the mine up in the center of the room, while Merindra, Narilora, and I gathered up some of the old, rotten office furniture in the building to serve as stand-ins for the basayangs.
“You two are confident this isn’t going to kill us?” I asked.
Briella nodded.
“The stuff we’re using is completely stable without the detonator. It’s the same thing we used for all our bombs. It works great.”
I knew Briella was studying chemistry, so I guess I had to trust her there.
Asarane carefully armed the mine and set a little crystal plate on the top.
“The timer,” she said.
When we were ready, I had her set it to one minute, and we all exited the building. We waited, and soon it went off with a sharp crack.
When went back inside, I could see they had outdone themselves. The old furniture we’d stacked around the mine was absolutely shredded, reduced to perforated chunks of wood and plastic. As I went around the room, I could see pock-marks everywhere where the ceramic balls had struck the walls. A group of people standing around this thing would have been in some serious hurt.
I pulled Asarane to me and kissed her forehead.
“You did good. How long will it take to make another one?”
“A day at most, now that we know it works.”
We tested the breaching charge they’d designed too, and it worked perfectly, blasting open a heavy door we found elsewhere in the building. That made me think that if there was one door we needed to open, there might be others. So I asked them to make us three, just to be safe.
◆◆◆
 
We practiced setting the mine, having Asarane go back and forth with me through the circle with a mock version of it. We repeated it until she was confident we could get in, set it, and get out in just a few seconds. She was going to need to come with us to set the breaching charges, but only once the rest of the team was there and the room was cleared.
After a sampar of preparation, I began to feel confident about this, and that further practice was probably pointless. So I grabbed a bottle of malvina, two glasses, and went downstairs to Meridrian’s room.
I found her lounging on her bed reading. She saw the bottle and smiled.
“Getting me drunk isn’t going to change what we talked about.”
I laughed.
“It’s not about that.”
I poured the malvina and sat down at her desk. She pulled her legs up and leaned against the wall, taking a sip.
“I feel like we’ve reached the point where we need to do this, or they’re going to start losing their edge.”
She nodded.
“I agree. They’re ready.”
“How are they all feeling?”
“Nervous, but confident. We have a good plan, and they believe in you.”
I swirled my drink around.
“Some of them could die.”
“They know that.”
“Have you been in a fight like this before?”
Meridrian exhaled slowly and looked away from me. I had seen that look in her eye before. I waited a few moments before saying anything.
“You don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
She threw back the rest of her drink and extended her glass. I refilled it.
I knew she served with the Long Claw for about eight talons, reaching what seemed like the Marine equivalent of Captain. But I wasn’t completely sure what that had involved. Maybe a kumala-talon ago, when conflicts between the clans were common, the linyang fought regularly. Now the group mainly served in small units as guards and scouts.
“Not exactly like this,” she said finally.
I waited for her to continue.
“When I had been with the Long Claw for maybe a talon, I was placed in charge of a team of six that was providing security for a small mining outfit. They found a valuable pocket in the hills not far from where you climbed up to the panikang. I was told there was little risk, that no one else knew about the find. And because I was a stupid young kitten, I believed them and did not properly secure the area. I should have set up a formal watch, but instead we simply stood around watching them work and shooting small animals in the forest.”
She took another drink.
“So when the mine was attacked by a rival mining company wanting to steal the crystals, we were completely unprepared. Two of my team were killed before we even realized what was happening. It was only because I managed to kill the leader of the group that attacked us that they lost their nerve and fled.”
She let out a long sigh.
“I was reduced in rank for my failure. And I have never forgotten the faces of those two girls who died because of me.”
Watching her train the team so hard, I suspected there was something like this in her past.
I refilled her glass.
“You know I fought in a war back on Earth.”
“Yes. The place you call ear-rack.”
“Iraq. Right. Part of the time I was there, I led a team much like you just talked about. Eight guys. We were good, hard, and prepared. There were no . . . ” I paused, not sure how to explain Schmuckatelli, the Marine term for the fuck-up in your squad. “We knew what we were doing, everybody.”
I swirled my drink around.
“Our unit, along with a bunch of others, was sent to capture this city called Fallujah. It was defended by fanatics much like these cultists. We had to fight from one house to the next, for about a sampar. They were pretty much all ready to die to stop us. It was tough.”
“I cannot imagine.”
“We had more men, who were better trained, better gear, plenty of support. It didn’t matter. A lot of guys still died. One guy in my squad got shot and bled out. Nobody had really done anything wrong. He just caught the bullet with his name on it.”
I took a long drink and sighed, remembering the pale look on Riley’s face as he died and his eyes went still.
“Sometimes, no matter how hard you train, how prepared you are, people are still going to die. So forgive yourself. It took me a long time, but I found a way to do it too.”
Meridrian drained her glass and held it out again. I poured the last of the malvina into it.
“Then we will drink to them as we do now.”
She tossed it back, as I did with mine. Then she laughed.
“Now you have gotten me drunk, and I am remembering our night together. You should probably go.”
I laughed with her. Then I leaned over and kissed her forehead.
“Okay, pussy-cat. Good night.”
She pulled me down and kissed me hard. But before I could process it, she pushed me back and away from her bed.
“Good night, my tsulygoi.”
◆◆◆
 
I was up in the office later that night just running through things in my head when Ayarala came in by herself. She was wearing one of her short filmy wraps like she was getting ready for bed.
“Hey. Haven’t seen much of you lately.”
She came over and sat in my lap. I caressed her belly, feeling our baby inside her. She wasn’t showing yet, which I found a little odd at four months, but as firm and taut as her body was, maybe it would take a while longer.
“I do not want to distract you. I know you need to focus.” She looked over the notes I’d been making. “I am sure this will work. You have all been working so hard.”
“We have a saying in my world, ‘No plan survives contact with the enemy.’ But I feel like we’re prepared for whatever happens.”
Ayarala turned in my lap so she was straddling me. She took my face in her hands and kissed me gently, then began brushing my hair back.
“You are a brave leader, and I am lucky to be part of your life.”
I kissed her back.
“What did I do to deserve you?”
“You are the makalang.”
I shook my head.
“I’ve told you about Jacqueline and all that. Back on Earth, this same person was complete shit when it came to women. I attracted all the wrong ones, and did things that drove them out of my life. Then I’m here ten minutes, and boom, I meet the right girl. She literally drops down in front of me.”
She kissed me again.
“And I have told you that your world makes no sense to me,” she said, “what you have told me about how your females behave. But I think I know why it is different for you here.”
“Why?”
“Because Taitala has forced you to grow, to become a person who is concerned with the greater good. To have a calling. It does not seem to me that you had one on Earth. You were too many things, none of which you stayed with. A soldier, a student, this ‘finance’ thing you explained, mating with Jacqueline, then being lost with no purpose after she betrayed you.”
I sighed.
“Yeah. That’s not far off the mark.”
“But here it is different. You are someone with a purpose now.”
Ayarala held my head and stared into my eyes.
“And I love that someone with all my heart and spirit.”
I pulled her to me and kissed her. She kissed me back fiercely. I felt her opening her robe, letting it fall off and leaving herself naked in my lap. I cupped her firm breasts in my hands, pulling on her fat little nipples and brushing my thumbs against them until they were stiff and hard. Then I reached between her legs, finding her wet. She gasped into my mouth as I slipped a finger inside her. I tweaked her little bud until she was shivering in my lap.
All of a sudden, she pushed herself out of my grasp, sliding to the floor. She opened my pants and bent forward to take me in her mouth. I lay back, groaning as she swallowed most of my length. I’d discovered to my delight that Taitalan females didn’t have much of a gag reflex, and some like the cunelo seemed to have none at all.
I sat there just enjoying what she was doing, feeling her wet little mouth and tongue working on me. When I could feel myself getting close, I pulled her back up. She settled into my lap again, sinking my erection into her belly. I held her close, kissing her deeply as she began to ride me.
I guided her hips, watching her arousal grow. She bit at my shoulder, moaning in my ear. Soon her movements grew frenzied, and I felt her shivering around me in release.
I stood, lifting her up and carrying her to one of the couches. I laid her on her back and began driving her toward another orgasm as she stared up at me, beautiful face contorted with lust. She came again after another minute, hips thrashing under me, nails digging into my hips. The energy of it washed over me in an intense wave.
I withdrew, turning her over and pulling her hips up. I entered her from behind, savoring the delicious feel of her tight little butt against my groin. I released the brakes and just pounded her as she cried out, holding tightly onto the couch. She came a third time right before I did, and I wallowed in the energy of it as I poured myself into her body.
I fell beside her, trying to catch my breath. She cuddled against my chest. I hadn’t been with her like this, just the two of us, in a while, and I realized how much I missed it. As much as I loved all the others, and I didn’t love them any less, Ayarala was special. She’d been the first, the one who had started all this, had started me on the road back.
So I told her that. She didn’t say anything for a few moments.
“When you tell me these things, Will, I feel as if my heart will burst.”
“I just want you to know.”
“I do.”
She sat up and looked at me.
“You must come back from this thing. If you die, I will cease to exist.”
“I will. You have my promise on that.”
◆◆◆
 
The last thing I had to do was test the corrupted crystal Phareewee gave me. I’d been putting it off to focus on the things I was familiar with, but if she thought it would help us, I needed to know what I had.
I opened the little crystal chest. Inside was a dark purple prism about half the size of mine. It didn’t look like much, but I could sense something different with it. When I picked it up, I immediately felt it shifting the flow of energy around me, sending it in chaotic swirls this way and that, like little vortexes of energy flying around the room. I found that I could control the vortexes to some extent, sending them one direction or another.
The sense of confusion was more intense now. I felt like I could hold it at bay for a time, but not forever. If I held the crystal long enough, the corruption would start to affect my own energies.
But I saw what Phareewee meant. I was adept enough now at controlling crystal energies that I understood what this could do. If I sent those vortexes at someone or something else that was using or depending on the flow of energies – say, a dead body animated by them – it would thoroughly disrupt whatever they were doing.
I set it back into the chest, hoping I wouldn’t need it.
◆◆◆
 
It was time.
I had the team – save Mereceeree, who didn’t need to – shift their sleep schedules so we would be alert in the middle of the night. Since I was taking all the guards and some of my wives with martial training, we had to put my remaining linyang and sorai wives on guard duty for a few hours. I told them to just lock everything up and sit tight. We would either be back by dawn, or we would have far more serious problems than who was watching the house.
Around midnight, we began gearing up. There were twenty-six of us in two squads, plus Asarane. The first was me, Merindra, Mereceeree, Sherala, four more sorai, and six linyang. The second was Meridrian, Narilora, Eladra, five sorai and five linyang. Counting me, since I was bringing one as well, that gave us seven crossbows in each squad to clear the way for the six with blades. Asarane would go with me to set the bomb, then come over when we had cleared the room. I convinced her to trade her goth-girl dresses for tights, though she was still wearing black like she always did.
The hardest part was getting into the room in one piece, but I felt like we had practiced that as much as we could.
When everyone was ready, I gathered them in the main eating area. The sorai were all armored with their twin blades at their hips. The linyang had crossbows over their shoulders and short blades on their belts. Eladra wore her armor and a long curved sword. Mereceeree was naked except for a brace of blades on a bandolier across her chest and two short blades on her thighs. All of them, even Mereceeree, had their hair back in braids or tight ponytails.
I hated inspirational speeches from the brass when I was in the Marines, so I kept it short and to the point.
“You all know what we’re doing here. I’m confident we’re ready. Some of you were with me when we got Lorelat back. That’s what I want this time too. Everyone out the other end safely. But there is a chance not all of you will come back from this. I won’t lie to you about that. It’s going to be dangerous. So don’t take any unnecessary risks. Stay together, do what you know how to do, and we’ll make it.”
They all looked at me fiercely. I pondered what Cpl Will Hawthorne, USMC, would have thought had he known he would one day lead twenty-five mostly pregnant women into battle.
We’d already talked about what to do when got out of the room in the basement. We were dealing with fanatics, and I’d done enough of that in Iraq not to trust any of them to surrender. I didn’t necessarily like the idea of killing every single person we came across in the house, but at the same time, I wasn’t willing to risk any of my female’s lives on the off chance we would be able to take prisoners.
“Are you ready?” I shouted.
They shouted back at me. Meridrian began chanting “Makalang!” and the others, even Eladra and Asarane, took it up.
“Makalang! Makalang! Makalang!”
“Let’s move.”
◆◆◆
 
We marched in two lines through the city. The panikang had rebuilt part of the floor they’d destroyed, so we were able to get up there easily. We assembled around the circle. I had them check their gear one last time. There were no issues.
Asarane carefully set her backpack on the floor and drew out the mine. She set it in the middle of the circle of crystals. Her face was lined with tension. I watched as she armed it and set the timer in place.
“All good?” I asked.
She looked things over for a few moments.
“Yes.”
The team divided up into the three groups I would carry through the circles. Most of the first would be linyang with crossbows – Narilora, Meridrian, and the others – because I wanted them to clear out anything around us that the mine didn’t get. The second group, led by Merindra and Sherala, was all sorai. They would spread out and shield the crossbows. The last group, Mereceeree and Eladra, would bring the rest of them. When the room was clear, I would come back for Asarane.
I took a deep breath and extracted my crystal.
“Let’s do this.”




Chapter 14

The moment Asarane and I emerged in the room at the other end, I realized how badly we had fucked up.
I’d assumed the Gates of the Golden Staff would replace the basayangs we’d killed. There had been nine when Merindra and I went in there. Doubling them seemed like a prudent course of action.
But I’d been wrong. Holy fuck, had I been wrong.
Around us were not the fifteen or twenty I expected.
The room was filled with them. There had to be at least sixty, maybe more, and worse, many of them were too far away to be affected by the bomb.
For a split-second, I considered whether to abort the whole thing. But we’d come too far, and I wasn’t sure we would have another chance.
The basayangs saw us and turned our direction. Asarane was frozen in shock.
“Set it!” I yelled.
That jolted her out of her inertia. She knelt and tapped on the crystal plate.
“Now!”
I pulled us back just as the first basayangs closed in.
We reappeared back in Phan-garad. I took a deep breath as Asarane darted away from me and the first group swarmed in as we’d practiced.
“There are a lot more of them than I expected. But we’re doing this. Get ready.”
I looked over at Asarane, who had been keeping a count for the bomb. She looked back at me.
“Go.”
Back we went, appearing in the middle of an acrid cloud of smoke.
Asarane’s home-brew Claymore had done its work very well. Everything within thirty feet of the circle was down and dead, or near enough to it. Some of the basayangs had literally been torn to pieces. And further out, the ones still standing were badly wounded and clearly stunned. But as I’d feared, there were too many at either end of the room who had been unaffected – at least twenty in both directions.
But there was no time to ponder it now. As Narilora and Meridrian and the other linyang rapidly spread out, crossbows twanging, I pulled myself back to Phan-garad again. As soon as I appeared, Merindra and the rest of the sorai rushed up. I moved us back.
The linyang had cleared the first wave and were struggling to reload as the basayangs toward the end of the room moved in. With a scream, Merindra, Sherala, and the others rushed past the linyang to set up a screen.
I withdrew a third time. Eladra, Mereceeree, and the last group closed in on me. I spared a glance at Asarane.
“I’ll be back.”
When I arrived with the last group, I could see we now controlled the center third of the room. The sorai had split up into two groups, shielding the linyang, who were firing as fast as they could. But I saw right away that even with the last group, there weren’t enough of us.
As Merindra had recognized, the basayangs didn’t fight well. They were a random mix of races, not just the martial ones. Many of them didn’t seem particularly skilled with their weapons. Even those that did were sluggish and uncoordinated.
But they had numbers we didn’t. On either side of me, five or six sorai were trying to hold back fifteen or more of the basayangs. Merindra and Sherala were being forced back, and some were getting around them.
For a single horrible moment, I struggled against the realization that this was going to fail, and I’d led them all their deaths.
Then I remembered the corruption crystal.
I jammed my hand into my pack, reaching for the little chest. I pulled out the crystal and gripped it hard, sending a wave of energy vortexes at the basayangs facing Merindra.
The effect was instant and dramatic. All of them staggered backwards, disoriented and unsteady. They lowered their weapons in confusion.
But I’d taken my people by surprise as well. Merindra and the other stood there in shock.
“Get them!” I screamed. And in a few seconds, they cut them to pieces.
I spun around. The situation on the other end was even worse. One of the sorai was down, and the wave of basayangs was starting to engage with the linyang. Narilora had dropped her crossbow and was fighting one with her sword.
I sent another wave of vortexes at them. And again, the basayangs staggered backwards. I didn’t have to yell this time. The sorai and linyang cut them all down in a second or two.
As my adrenaline began to subside, I felt the crystal gnawing at me. Actually using it so intensely had pulled some of its corruption into me. I wanted to put the crystal back into the chest, but I couldn’t make my hand do it. I had to spend a moment fighting it off, regaining control of my arm. Then I shoved it back into my pack.
I couldn’t do that again.
Meridrian and I quickly assessed the injuries. Five of my females were hurt, but only one seriously, the sorai who had fallen. She’d taken a blade through her thigh. It wasn’t going to be fatal, but she could barely stand and couldn’t continue with us. One of the others quickly bound her wound.
“I’ll take you back,” I said.
She shook her head at me.
“No, my tsulygoi. Please, I can stay here. I will be fine. I am sorry I failed you.”
I put my hand on her shoulder.
“You didn’t fail me. We’ve got this.”
I went back to get Asarane. When she returned with me, I saw a look on her face I’d seen too many times in Iraq. The new guy seeing – and smelling – real blood for the first time, realizing what was really at stake here. But I also knew how to deal with it.
I grabbed her shoulder hard.
“She’ll live. We have to keep moving. Get the door.”
She shook it off and ran toward the big door at the end. It took her about ten seconds to set up the breaching charge, then she ran back toward us.
“You need to get down!”
We got behind some of the boxes and crates in the room. There was a loud pop as the charge went off.
I stood up. The door was open.
“Form up! Let’s go.”
The squads pulled together. I drew out my crossbow and cocked it. We charged through the door into the room on the other side.
There was no one in the room, which was to say, there was no one living in there.
What I saw on the other side resembled nothing so much as a morgue. There were four long tables, each of them with a body lying on it. On one side was a big crystal refrigerator. I quickly pulled it open, knowing what I would see inside: more bodies.
This was clearly where they were making them. And they’d been stockpiling them in the room with the circle.
A staircase went upwards. Meridrian had gone up to check it.
“It’s locked.”
“Asarane!” I yelled.
“I’m coming!”
She ran up from the back, then up the stairs as Meridrian came down. She set another charge as the rest of us took cover.
“Get ready when we get to the top,” I said. “If there’s a hallway, we may need to split in two. If we do it, my squad goes left, Meridrian’s goes right.”
When the charge blew, I ran up the stairs as the rest of them followed. The door was open. I emerged into a broad hallway that seemed to run the length of the building. Off to the left, I saw what looked like a large open hall and the main entrance.
“Spilt! Left and right!”
The multiple explosions down below had already begun to draw people out. There were three or four confused cultists the direction I was facing. I aimed my crossbow and dropped one of them. The linyang coming up behind me took care of the rest.
I looked behind me. Meridrian’s squad had spread out toward the rear of the building. There were two more bodies on the floor beyond them. All I saw that direction was more doors.
We had to clear this floor before moving up.
I had the sorai set a perimeter in the hallway along with Mereceeree and Eladra. Then Meridrian and I led the linyang into the nearest room, where the group I’d seen came from.
It was empty, clearly a bed chamber. The next was not. Inside were three more cultists, two dwenda and a linyang. They were rapidly gathering their weapons, and they rushed at us as we came in the room. I shot one through the chest. Meridrian took another through the left eye. The linyang behind me got the last one just as she reached the doorway.
The next room was some kind of sitting area. It was empty. Meridrian darted in and out quickly.
“It's clear.”
When I opened the next door, I was immediately face-to-face with a wall of shelves filled with books and small boxes. I looked in both directions and saw bookcases going a long way down to my right. This was obviously their library. I couldn’t see anyone, but I also couldn’t see much of the room.
Meridrian and I, and the rest of the linyang, flowed into the room. I went left to the end of the bookcases and around to the next row. It was clear. A moment or two later, one of the linyang came around the other end.
The library was empty of people but filled with things I wanted to look at when I had the time. There was a table at one end. Someone had been in the middle of writing something in what looked like a journal or notebook. There were a stack of them there.
As we came out of the library, the sorai had turned toward a door across the hall. A second later, it burst open, and three cultists emerged. They pulled up short, shocked to find so many people in the hallway. Mereceeree and the sorai cut them down quickly.
I had never seen Mereceeree fight before. She moved in a black blur, the two short blades in her hands, whirling past her target’s defenses.
After another minute we’d cleared every room in the hallway. Several appeared to be laboratories. Only one other room had any occupants, but they lived long enough to scream for help.
I formed the squads up again, and we moved down toward the entry hall. We came carefully around the corner, watching upwards. I saw the foyer uQe’kiral had described, but there was no one in it.
Two broad stairs went up to the second level. We split up again, going up both sides.
As we started up the stairs, there was a shout from above. About a dozen cultists emerged from the hallway onto the second floor landing. They spread out to meet us on the stairs.
I shot one and threw my crossbow over my shoulder, drawing my katana. Merindra came up next to me with another sorai. Across the hall, the sorai had taken the first rank while the linyang kept firing.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mereceeree spread her wings and launch herself into the open space of the hall. But I had no time to wonder what she was doing, because I had to defend myself against the sorai and talalong cultists coming down at us.
We were fighting up the stairs, which put us at a disadvantage, but my size was enough to compensate. I cut down the first one with a strike across her waist as she closed with me, but another sorai took her place.
I immediately realized I was facing an opponent who knew what she was doing, who was nearly as skilled as Merindra. I couldn’t find an opening, because every time I moved my blade to block her strike, she would try to slip her other blade around it. I’d sparred with Merindra enough to know this style, but I had yet to entirely solve it.
Her face was contorted in a mad rage, and she screamed at me about the makalang and how we were all going to die for defiling this place.
Then she overcommitted to one thrust, catching the point of her longsword on my armor, and I immediately struck down at her arm. But she deftly avoided it and stabbed at my face with her short blade. I only just dodged out of the way, and she missed my eye by about an inch. But this left me with an opening from the other side, and I struck low at her legs. My katana bit into her left knee, and she fell. But as she did, she thrust forward again, aiming at a gap in my armor. Her blade sliced across my shoulder, and I recoiled in pain.
But before she could press her advantage, Merindra finished off the cultist in front of her, and in a deft move, spun left and thrust her longsword through the throat of the cultist I’d been fighting as she struggled to stand.
“Thanks.”
“Did she hurt you?”
“I’m fine.”
The sorai guard on the other side of Merindra fell back, wounded. Just as the cultist the sorai been fighting moved up, Mereceeree suddenly swept in, holding her blades in her feet, landing sideways on the wall as she swept a blade across the cultist’s throat. The cultist went down as Mereceeree launched herself into the air again.
One step at a time, we advanced. Another one of my sorai was hit and pulled back. Sherala took her place. We reached the landing. I saw Mereceeree swoop in on a cultist across the hall, landing on her back and slicing her throat open.
Meridrian’s squad reached the top. They’d taken injuries as well. No one was incapacitated, but I saw a lot more blood than I would have liked. Eladra was holding her arm, blood streaking her armor.
She saw me looking.
“I’m okay.”
But despite the injuries, I felt good. This was working. We’d clearly woken them from a dead sleep, and they weren’t mentally prepared like we were. Their defense was chaotic and disorganized, and it was obvious they’d never expected something like this. I could tell few of them had the martial training we did.
We turned toward the hallway. It was laid out much like the first floor, rooms to either side. It ended in another double stairway, going up out of sight.
The rooms were all empty. We’d apparently just fought and killed all the cultists who lived here. There was another lab and some kind of study with several tables. Books and notes were everywhere, some kind of project underway. When I looked closer, I saw that Silas’s journals were here. They’d been transcribing them, it seemed.
Then I looked closer at what they were actually doing. Something incongruous caught my eye – a mix of Taitalan and English words. They weren’t transcribing them. They were translating them. There was – holy shit – an English-Taitalan dictionary open on the table next to them. I picked it up, stunned at what I was looking at. Who had created this?
But the answer would have to wait. I set the book down.
“One more floor, people,” I said. “We’ve got this, then everyone goes home.”
As before, one squad went up each staircase. This time, we encountered nothing. There was a landing and single small room at the top. Two huge double doors took up the opposite wall.
I had a bad feeling about what was behind them. But I went.
And as I expected, they were locked.
“Asarane.”
She came up with the last breaching charge.
“You’d make a hell of a Marine sapper,” I said.
“A what?”
“I’ll explain later.”
She set the charge, and we fell back into the stairs. There was a sharp pop as it went off.
I charged up the stairs and into the hallway. The doors were just hanging open, and I threw my shoulder against one.
And stopped.
Before us was a sight out of a nightmare.
Sheedlyn was there. And so was Silas. Both of them were naked, their withered bodies exposed to all of us. And there was no mystery what we had interrupted.
At the far end of the room was a disheveled bed. The smell of . . . something . . . was in the air. Sweat and sex, mixed with death and corruption. Silas stood there motionless, his undead erection still glistening in the dim light of the room.
But between them and us was a serious problem. There were at least twenty more of the basayangs lined up in two ranks, weapons ready.
“You dare!” Sheedlyn shrieked. “You have no right! You are not the makalang! There is only one, and he stands before you!”
She held up a thin crystal, and the basayangs charged at us.
I fell backwards, groping at my bag. I knew there was only one way out of this, whatever it cost me.
Meridrian and the others charged forward to meet the basayangs. The line between them dissolved into a confused melee.
I found the corruption crystal and pulled it out. I focused as intently as I could, sending a wave of vortexes at the combat before me.
And the vortexes were driven back.
Sheedlyn fought me, controlling the basayangs directly, shielding them. I dug deeper, drawing on all the strength I could muster, and sent another wave forward.
And again, she drove it back.
I saw a sorai fall, then another. I heard a scream that could only have been Eladra.
I had to stop this, and I didn’t know how.
There was only one way. I gave myself over to the corruption, opening my energy to it, drawing everything I could reach through the crystal and launching it forward.
This time the vortexes penetrated Sheedlyn’s defenses, striking the first rank of basayangs. They stopped fighting, and my group surged forward, cutting them down.
I heard Sheedlyn screaming in outrage.
I did it again, embracing the corruption entirely now, pulling everything I could gather into an enormous ball of energy and blasting it forward with all the force I could muster.
Sheedlyn screamed again. The second rank of basayangs stopped. And died.
I fell to my knees, fighting the crystal now. I vaguely saw Merindra rushing forward, decapitating Silas with a single stroke. Sheedlyn shrieked in anguish like nothing I’d ever heard before. I saw her turn and run, jumping naked through the stained glass window at the head of the room. The glass shattered, and she fell out of sight.
The crystal was in me, and I had to get it out.
I closed my eyes, seeing the corruption inside me. I’d drawn in too much. My right hand was clenched around the crystal like iron, and I couldn’t let go of it. I had to free myself.
I went deeper, losing touch with the world around me. There was a thin thread of clean energy, the undercurrent, and I took hold of it, turning it against the corruption. That was enough to stop it from growing, but not enough to cleanse me.
I was at an impasse. I held my ground, but I didn’t have enough energy to drive it out. Far above, someone was shaking me. I ignored them. This was too important. I realized that my crystal, the one I’d claimed, now sitting in my backpack, and the corrupt one, clenched in my hand, were in balance.
A strange stillness descended over me, and all the concerns that had been tearing me apart began to recede.
Balance.
The balance was kind of fascinating, actually.
It was perfect, yet perfectly impossible, the sort of balance that could only be achieved theoretically. Like stacking forty bags of sand on top of a pool cue. You could imagine an arrangement that would do it, a sort of singularity of alignment, but you could never achieve it in practice.
And I remembered something, that thing one of the old panikang had told me.
We believe our focus crystals are a gift from Taitala.
So.
Why was one crystal a gift, and one a corruption? What, really, was so corrupt about the second crystal?
Taitala was not in balance. And wasn’t that, honestly, the problem here?
I stopped fighting. I opened myself to the crystals. Both crystals. The energies they channeled flowed into me, merging like yin and yang. And they stayed in balance.
I opened my eyes.
Merindra and Mereceeree were next to me, shaking me. I saw Narilora kneeling next to Eladra, sobbing in anguish. I saw Sherala’s body, and the bodies of the two sorai who had fallen with her.
I stood.
Merindra and Mereceeree fell backwards, seeing something in my eyes that terrified them. I walked toward Eladra. She wasn’t dead, not yet.
Narilora looked up as I approached, tears streaking her face.
“Will – ”
But I ignored her. I knelt next to my beautiful bunny-girl. She looked up at me, gasping for breath.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come. You were right.”
She’d taken a blade right through her gut, all the way out the back. It had missed the baby by maybe an inch and nicked her abdominal aorta. The baby was all right, for now. But Eladra was rapidly bleeding to death, and our baby would die with her mother unless I did something.
“It’s okay, bunny-girl. I’ve got this.”
When I’d saved Narilora, I’d been using a sledgehammer. I had no idea what I was doing, really.
But now, I saw everything clearly.
I focused on the wound. There was no need to pour an ocean of foreign energy into her. I simply tapped into the undercurrent and sent a measured dose toward her injuries, just enough and no more. I knitted the wounded tissue back together, and as each spark of energy did its work, I drew it back out of her.
I was using both crystals in tandem. The balance remained perfect. The control I had now stood in mockery of every single thing I’d done up to this point.
In a few moments, I healed Eladra. She whimpered, groping at the wound that was now gone.
I turned to Sherala.
As I looked at her, a line from The Princess Bride floated into my head.
He’s only mostly dead.
And indeed, so was she. There was a broad, bloody gash in her neck, a pool of blood under her head. Our baby was inside her, dying after her but still barely alive, and that was the spark I needed.
I knitted her wounds back together as I’d done with Eladra. And I caught hold of the last, tiny, lingering spark of her life, the spark desperately clinging to its child – our child – and drew it back.
I was careful this time, as I hadn’t been with Narilora. I didn’t know how, then.
I rebuilt the spark, using energy from the undercurrent and channeling it through both the crystals. And using them together, I could do it without corrupting her. I could rebuild her as she’d been before.
All at once, her body convulsed. She gasped aloud, groping at me.
Then I turned to the two other sorai. But the time it had taken to save Sherala and Eladra had been too much. I hadn’t mated with either of them yet. There was nothing left to save. They were gone.
I looked up. The entire group, save one, was staring at me with a mix of shock and amazement. Even Narilora, who had been through this once already, seemed stunned.
“Will,” she said, “did you . . . ?”
“No. They’ll be fine. Things are . . . very different now. I know what I am, and what I have to do.”
The only one who wasn’t in shock was Asarane. Of course. She alone, of all of them, seemed to know what had just happened to me. I could see in her eyes that she had watched everything I’d done, had understood it.
And she stood at the back of the group, looking at me in awe . . . but also in comprehension of what this meant. Of the task the two of us had before us.
I reached out through the house. There were bodies, so many bodies. But we’d killed everything. Sheedlyn was gone. I couldn’t feel her. She was far enough away now to hide herself from me. I had a feeling we would see her again.
I turned back to the females who had stood with me, fought with me. I saw all of their injuries, even those of the lone sorai down below, where we left her. None were anything as serious as what I’d just dealt with.
I closed my eyes. With a few thoughts, I healed all of them.
An array of gasps shot through the group. They looked down at themselves, at each other, then at me.
Meridrian fell unsteadily to her knees. She looked up at me like she’d never seen me before.
“We serve only the makalang,” she managed, “who is our tsulygoi.”
One by one, almost all of them dropped down around her, even Narilora, Merindra, and Mereceeree. They repeated her oath.
“We serve only the makalang,” they said, “who is our tsulygoi.”
“It’s going to be all right,” I said. “I love you. All of you.”
Asarane, who was at the back of the group, remained standing. No one else noticed.




Chapter 15

We spent a while assessing the house. Sheedlyn’s escape seemed to have sparked no reaction outside. She’d simply vanished. As near as I could tell, no one in Yama-Kana appeared to realize what had just happened. Either no one noticed the explosions and combat in the middle of the night, or the neighbors were simply too used to strange noises and goings-on inside the stronghold.
With the cult gone, I had some decisions to make. We launched this mission to stop the Gates of the Golden Staff from making any more basayangs and to find out what they knew about my connection to Taitala. The first task seemed done; the second would require going through all their records, which were considerably more extensive than I expected.
If all I wanted was to take what they knew, there were at least a hundred crates of books and papers and other random artifacts we would have to cart back to Phan-garad. That could take days. But if we simply took over the building and did the research here, there were about a hundred bodies we would have to clear out of it pretty soon.
Merindra came up to me as Asarane and I were looking through the library.
“What are you going to do with all this, Will?” she asked.
“I don’t know yet.”
“If we leave the building empty, the cult could come back here and take it over again.”
Asarane turned to us.
“I’m concerned about trying to move all this stuff,” she said. “There seems to be a system for how they have it organized, but if we start moving it, we might get things mixed up. Things could get lost, or broken. Until we know more, I don’t think we should take the risk. We need to know what they found out about Silas and the rest of it. This is too important.”
We walked out into the hallway. Meridrian had directed the guards to start moving the bodies downstairs to the main hall, and there was now a pile of at least twenty dead cultists and basayangs in the center. There were no real issues about breaking any of them.
I ran my fingers through my hair for a moment.
“Clearing the bodies out of here will probably be easier than moving the records,” I said. “The only problem is what we do with them.”
Part of me wanted to return the remains of the basayangs to their families if we could, but that was assuming we had had the resources and any realistic way of doing it, neither of which seemed very likely.
Merindra gasped suddenly as I stood there thinking. She was looking down at the pile of bodies.
“What?”
“Will, look.” She pointed at one of them, a linyang. “Do you see her?”
A moment later, I realized what she’d found.
It was the linyang girl who flashed her breasts at us that first night in Yama-Kana, the same one we found dead the next morning.
My theory about the cult collecting the bodies was right. They’d found her and made her into a basayang.
◆◆◆
 
In about an hour, the guards finished piling the bodies from the house in the center of the main hall. We would leave the rest of the basayangs in the basement where they were for now. Meridrian came up to me.
“What are your orders, my tsulygoi?”
“I still don’t know what I want to do with this house. But it looks pretty secure. I think we can leave it be for a day or two.”
“I agree. As far as I can tell, there is no other way in besides the front door, which seems very solid to me. We cannot leave these bodies here for very long, but I think we can head back for the night.”
I nodded.
“Okay. Round everyone up, and let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
I used the circle to bring everyone back to Phan-garad, and we marched back to the house in silence. The two sorai guards who died with us, whose names were Zoralai and Kollona, I carried myself, holding them in my arms the entire way.
It was nearly dawn as we entered the residential area. This early in the morning, I expected to encounter near-silence, but as we walked across the grass, something seemed off. A number of girls in the Makalang Festival were awake and standing around watching the house.
Narilora grabbed my arm, and I realized that the other linyang and sorai were on alert, ears twitching.
“Will, something is going on.”
Merindra was beside me.
“I hear fighting.”
Then there was a scream from the house that echoed across the open space around us.
“Oh, what the fuck?” I shouted.
I set Zoralai’s and Kollona’s bodies down. Almost as one, our group took off in a run toward the house. Mereceeree took to the air, flying over me. I saw the gate standing open and several bodies in the courtyard. Two were my wives – one sorai and one linyang – but two others were cunelo in gray armor with crossbow bolts through their necks, like they’d been shot from above.
The screams and noises of fighting were clear now. We burst into the house but saw nothing right away. Whatever was going on was happening upstairs.
With Merindra and me in the lead, we ran up the central staircase. Another one of my wives, a linyang, lay halfway up. She was seriously injured but not dead, and I healed her quickly.
“What the fuck is going on?” I asked.
“My tsulygoi, it is a group of the cunelo clanguard. I do not know what they want. They just came out of the darkness and attacked the gate.”
I glanced back at Eladra, who had gone as white as a sheet.
When we reached the second floor landing, the explanation at last revealed itself. About ten cunelo in gray armor were fighting a group of five or six of my wives down one of the corridors, while several other clanguard were down another corridor throwing open the doors to my wives’ bedrooms. They had already collected three of the bunny-girls, who were the source of the screaming.
I saw Birana and Malook, two of the ones who had defied Loreloo about leaving when they got pregnant. I didn’t see Lorelat, but her bedroom was on the third floor. Three more bodies lay on the floor, two clanguard who had been shot by crossbows and another of my wives, a linyang.
“Fucking kill them all!” I screamed.
The cavalry, as it were, flooded up from the stairs and spread out down the hallways. The clanguard fighting my wives were now caught between the two groups. Meridrian ordered the guards into a line, and the linyang began shooting.
I heard more screams from the third floor above us. Merindra, Narilora, and Eladra were still with me. I motioned to the others coming up from below. Just behind me was Kaorin, one of the original linyang guards.
“Four of you, follow me.”
Kaorin and three others fell in behind me as we continued up to the third floor. I paused briefly to do what I’d done in Silas’s house, to reach out to all my wives and guards to heal their injuries. The ones on the second floor were all injured, but it was too late for three of the others, including the two at the front gate. They’d died defending my home and family.
When we reached the third floor, I saw what I expected to see: Moshera, the leader of the clanguard in Eladra’s village, leading another group of five armored cunelo. They’d collected two more bunny-girls and were now outside Lorelat’s door, trying to break in.
The eight of us rushed out from the stairwell. Narilora immediately shot one of the clanguard, who went down with a cry of pain. Moshera turned toward us in a rage.
“You have no right to them!” she yelled at me.
The four other clanguard with her charged toward us. Merindra, Eladra, and I, along with two sorai, formed a line as Narilora fell back to reload. Another clanguard went down with two crossbow bolts in her chest as the two linyang with us fired.
With five of us facing three of them, the clanguard were forced backwards. After what we’d already done that night, I was nowhere near as sharp as I needed to be, nor were the rest of them. But we had the numbers, as well as the knowledge that our home was under attack.
The cunelo facing me was clearly not about to allow me to use my greater size and strength against her. Again and again, she dodged and parried my strikes down at her, trying to slip around my katana and land a cut on my legs or lower body.
Beside me, Merindra ducked a cross strike and parried it high enough to thrust her short blade up under her opponent’s armor. The cunelo let out a scream and fell back just as Merindra slashed her long blade across her throat.
Eladra was struggling to hold her own on the other side of me, and she lost her balance after one difficult parry. But just as the clanguard in front of her moved to take advantage, a crossbow bolt from Narilora pierced her left eye and popped out the back her of head.
The last cunelo, still defending herself in front of me, screamed as her two fellow clanguard died. She thrust her sword forward at me, but just as she did so, Eladra reached in and stabbed her through the throat. She died gurgling on her own blood.
That left only Moshera, who abandoned the two bunny-girls she’d captured and ran toward the end of the hallway where it opened to the balcony. We ran after her. The sun wasn’t up yet, but the sky was beginning to lighten and color with rose-gold and purple. Moshera ran around the balcony, looking for an exit, but there was nothing. She stopped above the front gate. Below us on the second floor, I heard the dying screams of the other clanguard.
“This is not the end of this!” Moshera screamed. “There are others who agree with me! Many others!”
“As you told me, it’s not up to you,” I said.
“The others will come! The others will –”
And that was the exact moment that Mereceeree came swooping in behind her out of the dawn sky, blades in her feet, and sliced open Moshera’s throat from both directions. The clanguard leader groped at the spurting blood from her neck and fell backward over the railing, splashing into the pool on the balcony below.
◆◆◆
 
Overwhelmed and outnumbered, the clanguard all fought to the death. Several of the guards were injured finishing them off, though none seriously enough to prevent me from healing them.
But three of my wives had died in the attack.
We collected Zoralai’s and Kollona’s bodies from the grass where I left them and laid them in the entryway with the other three. None of the five had been pregnant – I might have been able to save them otherwise, as I’d saved Sherala.
Zoralai and Kollona were guards Varycibe sent to me a while ago. They knew exactly what they were getting into last night and chose to fight beside me. But the three wives who died were all new girls Lorelat had chosen from the Makalang Festival out front, which was why they hadn’t come with us. They’d been with me for no more than a couple of sampars. They’d still given their lives to defend us.
As enraged as I was at this attack on my family, I had no choice except to compartmentalize things. The fight against the Gates of the Golden Staff wasn’t over yet, and I needed to focus on what we’d discovered. Sheedlyn was still out there, and I was under no illusions that she would go away quietly.
So I had to find a way to put this sudden problem with the cunelo on the back burner, at least temporarily.
I wanted to call a meeting of the clan leaders, to explain what had happened with the cult and what we had discovered. But that would have to wait until I met with Loreloo.
◆◆◆
 
I sent a messenger to her, telling her no more than that I needed to discuss something important with her immediately – that this would be no ordinary meeting and to be prepared for some difficult discussions.
She came about an hour later as the sun was over the horizon. I met her in the courtyard. She seemed upset and flustered, at least until she took in the grave expressions on everyone’s faces, starting with mine.
“Makalang,” she said. “Your message was rather cryptic and confusing.”
“That’s because some things are better shown, than told. Come with me.”
I turned and went into the house. I led her to the center of the first floor around the stairwell, where we’d piled the bodies of the clanguard. Moshera was in the center.
“I wonder if you can give me an explanation for this.”
Loreloo was speechless for several long moments.
“Her group attacked my house this morning before dawn, while I was out with most of the guards,” I said. “They were clearly waiting for an opportunity to come in here and take my pregnant cunelo wives away. It was fortunate that we returned when we did. The wives I left behind were able to hold them off briefly, but three of them were killed.”
She took a long, ragged breath.
“This was not my doing.”
“If I even suspected this was your doing, we would not be having this conversation. We had an agreement. However, it appears that some of your clan have taken issue with it.”
“They have,” she said.
“This female is from Eladra’s village. We had a run-in with her when we returned there for the assignment ceremony.”
“Yes. I know her. She objected to our agreement, but I did not realize she felt this strongly.”
“She said there were others who felt the same way.”
Loreloo sighed.
“There are.”
“How many?”
“More than I would like.”
“Then I expect you to solve this problem. Because if it comes to it, I may have to stop taking cunelo wives. I would prefer not to do that, and I assume you and your clan would as well.”
“I will do everything I can. But I must be honest with you that it will not be that simple.”
I turned to her.
“There are that many who object to our arrangement?”
“No. It is mostly a pair of elders. Those who agree with them are not numerous. They are simply very passionate about it. I just did not believe things had reached this point.”
“Obviously they have.”
She sighed again, running her hand through her hair and ears.
“Yes.”
“I don’t intend to tell the other clan leaders about this, yet. But too many people know what happened here. It will come out eventually.”
“Who were the ones who were killed? Their clans?”
“Two linyang and one sorai. They were girls we chose from out front over the last sampar or two. They simply wanted to mate. They weren’t looking to get mixed up in anything like this.”
Loreloo closed her eyes and rubbed her forehand.
“I know it is worth very little, but you have my apologies for this.”
“I don’t need apologies. I need a solution. A permanent one.”
“What recompense can I make for this?”
“Solve the problem. Worry about recompense when their clans find out about it.”
◆◆◆
 
Even the girls in the Makalang Festival seemed to understand that something fundamental had changed.
We buried the five in the courtyard the next morning, right by the main entrance to the house, where everyone who came and went would pass by them and the markers on their graves.
Meridrian said a few words, as did Merindra and Narilora. Then I said what I could about how they had lived and died. I’d been through too many funerals like theirs in the Marines, and anything more than brief, honest praise sounded hollow and false.
Yet even so, a chant rose from the house, and from the crowd, when I was done speaking.
Makalang. Makalang. Makalang.
The chanting went on for a long time.
◆◆◆
 
I decided to keep Silas’s house, which meant we had to dispose of the bodies. I asked Kisarat for ideas about possibly trying to return some of the basayangs to their families. But she explained to me that one of the elements of the live fast–die young culture in Yama-Kana was that people moved on very quickly from death. They mourned the person, but they didn’t much care about the body, which was why we had found them lying in the street like that. Bodies were viewed more or less like trash.
Still, I had to do something. There were too many to simply put on the trash heap in Yama-Kana, and carrying them out might have attracted attention I wanted to avoid. Dumping them in Phan-garad didn’t seem like a good idea either, and the panikang were understandably not eager to have us bury them all in their forest, even if we could even have managed something of that magnitude.
I was stuck for about half a day before I remembered the other crystal circles.
I’d seen them that night with Merindra, when we’d first gone to Yama-Kana. They were out there, but I hadn’t looked closely. Maybe we could take the bodies out that way, assuming there was a circle that led to a place we could use.
So I went down to the basement and stepped into the circle. I wasn’t going anywhere just yet. I simply wanted to see. Using both crystals, it took me only a second or two.
There were eight all together. Phan-garad, Yama-Kana, the panikang village, and five more. Two of the others had the same feel as the one I was standing in. The same talalong, who I knew now must have been Neeroy, had built these three. The other three were different, and I could read little of usefulness from them. One had been made by dwenda, the other two by linyang. What that meant, I had no idea. As before, I could only see the circles and a very general idea of where they were in relation to where I was. I couldn’t see anything else about them.
Given that we had a very limited amount of time to deal with the bodies before they became a problem – and after two tours in Iraq, believe me, you can trust me on that one – I decided to see what was on the other side of these circles, albeit carefully.
So I asked Merindra, Narilora, and Mereceeree to gear up and come with me. We assembled in the basement as I explained what I wanted to do.
“The goal here is just reconnaissance. I’ve had enough fighting for now. I just want to see what’s there. If there’s any danger, I’m going to pull us right back.”
I knew they would follow me anywhere regardless of the circumstances, but that seemed to calm their nerves.
I reached out to one of Neeroy’s two circles. The closest, to the extent I could even tell, seemed to be in the same area but further down the river.
For some reason, pulling us through required a surprising amount of effort, but when we got there, we found ourselves inside a dimly lit building, and it looked as if no one had been here in several talons at least.
It was a simple one-room stone structure, and the wooden roof had partially collapsed, letting in light from above. A single wooden door was the exit, and it stood half-open in front of us. The floor was dusty and strewn with leaves as well as the remains of small animals. Some kind of avian predator was roosting in the rafters above.
As my eyes got used to the light, I saw that, in fact, someone had been here recently. There were new footprints in the dust on the floor. But oddly, they came in from the outside and led directly to the circle. There was only one set, and no sign this person had left.
Someone had come in here and used the circle to go elsewhere.
I froze, listening to any sounds from outside. I couldn’t hear anything. I looked at Merindra and Mereceeree, who both had hearing that was far better than mine.
“There’s nothing,” Mereceeree said.
Merindra’s fox ears twitched for a second or two, then she shook her head.
“I don’t hear anything either.”
Narilora lowered her crossbow, and I began to relax. Whoever had made those tracks was long gone. So I finally stepped out of the circle toward the door.
Outside, we found the remains of a small village on the edge of a body of water, mostly surrounded by the same type of lowland forest that was outside Yama-Kana. There were eight other buildings, all in similar states of disrepair. The water stretched out beyond the horizon, but it was still and placid. It looked more like a large lake than an ocean. I wondered if it was the same lake Kisarat had mentioned, the one at the end of the river.
A short set of tracks led from the forest to the building with the circle, but we lost them quickly. There was no sign of who it might have been.
Once it was clear the village was deserted, we put away our weapons and began exploring. The village had obviously been abandoned long ago. All of the buildings had rotting remains of furniture and other possessions inside, as if the occupants had all gone for a walk one day and never returned. The withdrawal, such as it was, seemed to have been very sudden.
The ghosts of a couple of planting areas, long since gone fallow, could be seen around the outside of the village, but it was pretty clear the main activity was fishing. A number of decaying boats lay on the beach. One building seemed to have served as a drying house, and here and there, piles of fishing gear had been left behind.
The village itself backed up against a cliffside. Just past one of the ruined buildings was a large stone door frame built into the cliff. Two thick wooden doors appeared to give access to a space beyond.
The doors were not locked. Inside was a roughly oval cave about a hundred feet deep and maybe sixty feet wide. The floor was loose sand, and the interior had been worked in spots where the ceiling was too low. Vertical wooden beams had been placed throughout the cave, apparently to support the rock above. A couple had failed, and there were small cave-ins in those spots.
As near as I could tell, this looked like it might once have been the terminus of an underground river. The back of the cave went down gradually until it met the sandy floor. But the texture of the cave walls made it look as if they had been carved by flowing water.
We couldn’t tell what the cave had been used for, whether shelter, storage, or something else. Only some random detritus like ropes and pieces of wood remained.
But it would work as a crypt.
So over the next couple of days, we moved all the bodies into it. When the last one was inside, we closed the doors and piled up rocks in front of them until the cave was closed off. I spared a thought for all the people we’d buried. There wasn’t much else we could do for them.




Chapter 16

Once the bodies were taken care of, there were several other things to do before I could focus on what we’d taken from the Gates of the Golden Staff.
The first thing I tried when I had the chance was to see if I could fix myself with the two crystals, if I could repair the male chromosomes as Feylani had suggested. But it didn’t work. Going into myself like that immediately started to throw off the balance, like I was changing something important in my connection to Taitala’s energies.
But I could also sense that I was getting closer. This didn’t feel like it was the wrong idea so much as I was going about it the wrong way. Something was still missing from the equation, maybe a couple of things. I needed more before I could fix the core problem.
The answer was probably in the cult’s archives. So we would see what there was to find.
◆◆◆
 
Meanwhile, I needed to pay a visit to the panikang. I could tell that Phareewee sensed the difference in me the moment we arrived in the circle. We met together in the main building, alone.
“Where is the crystal?” she asked.
“I have it. And I won’t be returning it.”
She stared at me sternly.
“Even you are strong enough to master it.”
“I’ve mastered it already. What you see as corruption is at the root of what’s wrong with this world.”
“What do you mean? That crystal drove a very strong panikang mad.”
“That’s because she wasn’t meant to have it. However she came to possess it, that was an unfortunate mistake.”
“I have used that crystal myself! It is a thing of evil!”
I sat back and considered my next words carefully.
“Why is Taitala dying?”
She hadn’t expected that question, and it took her a few long moments to formulate an answer.
“Because the males of this world are not strong enough to sustain it.”
“Yes.”
“What does that have to do with the crystal?”
“Taitala is out of balance because the males of this world are too weak.”
“Yes. Absolutely.”
“Up to now, with the crystal I found, I’ve been using the female energy of Taitala. That other crystal, like the very rare males of this world, is an equally rare crystal that can tap into Taitala’s very thin male energy. That’s why it disrupts the channeling of energies by females. And that’s why no female has been able to use it without going mad.”
She fumed, eyes wide.
“So then how are you able to use a ‘female’ crystal, if such things even exist?”
“I can only guess that it’s because I was drawn here by the female energy of Taitala. There’s no doubt in my mind that the male energy is far too weak to manage such a thing.”
Phareewee closed her eyes, clenching her fists in her laps. She took a long breath and exhaled.
“Mereceeree told me you raised one who had died. Brought her back, not just from the brink of death, like Narilora, but from death itself. How?”
“She was only mostly dead.”
I couldn’t help myself. But it was true.
I took out the two crystals and set them on the rim of the firepit in front of us. Since that night, I’d been unable to move more than a few feet from either of them without feeling the balance start to waver.
Phareewee stared at them, and me, with thinly disguised horror.
“What have you done?”
“This horrifies you only because you can’t see the whole picture. You’re too used to viewing it from one perspective, from the same perspective you’ve had your entire life. It’s not that you’re wrong, it’s that you’re not letting yourself see everything.”
“And what am I refusing to see?”
“Look closer. See how they’re in balance. Stop seeing it as corruption and see how perfectly they fit together.”
Then I told her about how Asarane’s crystal and mine had grown from the same cluster. I hadn’t had time to mention it before because were focused on preparing for the assault.
“And this crystal,” I said, indicating the male one, “it came from that same cluster, didn’t it?”
Phareewee stared down at it.
“Yes. I cannot say what that means.”
“But you know it’s significant. All crystals are a gift from Taitala, after all.”
She didn’t say anything for a long time. Finally, she sighed and leaned back.
“I desperately hope you know what you are doing, Makalang. Because the circumstances could not be more dire.”
◆◆◆
 
Three days after the attack on my house, Loreloo sent me a message explaining that she had arrested the two elders who had been agitating against me on charges of plotting against her leadership. Some of the clan was unhappy about it, but she assured me that she’d cut the head off of the problem.
I wasn’t so sure. But I guess we would see.
Either way, after everything that had happened, I was done taking chances when it came to defending ourselves. I had enemies now, multiple ones. I had no idea where this fiasco with the cunelo might go. Sheedlyn was still out there, and in the event she was planning some kind of revenge, I wanted us to be ready.
After consulting with Ayarala and Meridrian on how to make it work, I arranged to have a high-powered security system installed around the entire house. It was essentially like the one that had been on iXa’ailq’s house in the forest, designed to blast anyone trying to come over the wall or break through the front gate into atoms. I hadn’t needed anything like it before Moshera’s attack, nor had aJia’jara. I wanted it now. Ayarala didn’t argue with me, but she did ask that we place warning signs around the perimeter of the wall, since on a few occasions, girls from the Makalang Festival had tried to climb over it.
Meanwhile, the events of the past sampar had effectively erased the distinctions between my wives and the guard corps. I was mating with the guards, and the wives were fighting alongside them and me. After discussing the matter amongst the inner circle and Meridrian, we decided to start including all the wives with sufficient martial training in the guard duties. The wives didn’t argue with it, and the guards were happy for the help. This gave us a total force of about thirty-five.
All of them began drilling and working out together. But seeing them like that gnawed at my Marine DNA, because there was no consistency in their clothes, armor, and weapons. As much as I’d hated the nitpicking over uniforms and gear when I was a young and impatient Marine, I’d come to understand there was a reason for it – to foster a sense of, in this case, sisterhood. They would feel more like a unit when they looked more like a unit. But I asked Meridrian about it before doing anything.
“It makes sense, my tsulygoi. The Long Claw has uniforms and common gear. So should we.”
“It doesn’t have to be anything elaborate. Just consistent. Maybe see if they can agree on a look.”
What they came up with wasn’t quite what I’d envisioned, but it worked. The new uniform consisted of tight leggings – sort of like tactical yoga pants – with a form-fitting long-sleeved top. It was light and flexible enough to avoid constraining the linyang, while working well under the sorai armor. The black-and-white checked scarves we’d used during the assault had apparently been the inspiration for the color scheme, which was two-toned dark green/kelly green trimmed with the same checked fabric on the shoulders. The new armor for the sorai would match it, as would all the new blades and crossbows.
“Why green?” I asked Meridrian.
“Your armor is green, my tsulygoi. We must match you.”
With the look decided upon, I commissioned an entirely new set of gear for everyone, including Eladra and Asarane. Eladra briefly argued about it, insisting she was no longer worthy to fight beside me. She relented after a few minutes of reassurance. Asarane was happy to take what I wanted to give her, just as long as it was in black, not green. Since she was basically my combat engineer rather than infantry, I agreed.
Then there was me. Meridrian’s remark made me finally accept how crappy my homemade LARP armor looked compared to the professionally crafted suits the sorai had. So I bit the bullet and asked whether the armorers could create something for me as well.
In talking with them, I discovered they were working with materials that were quite a bit more advanced than I realized – considerably more advanced than anything on Earth, in fact. What they used for the composite was a crystalline fiber that was light, flexible and extremely strong, something akin to kevlar, but tougher. Because combat on Taitala was about speed and finesse, the intent was not to create something impenetrable. Rather, the sorai wanted armor that was as light as possible while still providing good protection.
That wasn’t me, so I asked for something different. What I got was about three times as thick as sorai armor, with more coverage, while weighing less than my LARP armor. And this thicker version was virtually impenetrable – the linyang crossbows couldn’t pierce the samples even from point-blank range. The final result not only looked better than my homemade armor, it was a lot better, period. And now we matched.
I ordered the blades, in the same shade of dark green, from the elite crystal weaponsmiths who had produced the sword of iXa’aliq’s that Narilora was so enamored with. It was ridiculously expensive compared to our regular household budget, but with the money I had from aJia’jara, I could afford it.
◆◆◆
 
Asarane, Kisarat, and I returned to Yama-Kana and began digging into the archives of the Gates of the Golden Staff. Asarane took along Feylani’s records as well. She also brought a weird little pair of reading glasses that she now wore.
One thing we discovered right away was the truly deranged amount of effort the cult had devoted to recording information about Silas and his behavior. It began, in the early days, as a fairly straightforward accounting of his day-to-day business: where he went, who he talked to, what sort of activities filled his day. Cult members who mated with him filed perversely detailed reports on their encounters, and these were added to the records.
When Silas’s health finally began to fail, Neeroy devised the original method for creating the basayangs. Silas was the makalang, after all, the cult was not about to allow the makalang to escape their grasp, whether through death or any other route. Because the Silas-thing thereafter only did what it was told to, the records became rather starved for details. This appeared to set in a crisis amongst the cult members charged with recording his life.
Over time, and especially after Neeroy’s death, it grew into a cult-wide obsessive-compulsive disorder in which every single thing Silas did was recorded somehow, down to truly trivial elements like fingernail parings, bowel movements, and the number of times he sneezed. These records comprised roughly half the volumes in the cult’s library, and it didn’t take us long to conclude that almost none of it was worth anything.
Still, the library was well-organized, and once we figured out the cataloging system, it wasn’t hard to find things. My first goal was figuring out the Taitalan-English dictionary I’d found, given what it suggested. There were multiple copies around the building, and it seemed to be a standard reference they’d created to use with Silas’s papers and records that he’d written in English rather than Taitalan. Digging through the archives eventually uncovered the original version. Its neat, precise handwriting was very familiar to me by now, and it was no real surprise to find Silas had drafted the first edition of it.
This meant, of course, that Sheedlyn knew very well that the journals I read in front of the council were authentic, even though they were in English. That was why they had struck so quickly to take them.
Using the dictionary, I was able to start working alongside Asarane and Kisarat as we searched for information about the cult’s research into Taitala’s problems, and how the makalang fit into them. It took us a while to sort it out, but they had indeed devoted a great deal of effort toward solving the issue. Their work took up several long shelves in the library, and it was clear this would take us quite a while to understand everything.
Meanwhile, Asarane also had to read through Feylani’s records and journals. A lot of it was just the history of the females with amethyst hair, but there was also what amounted to a working document on what they believed needed to be done to save Taitala. The big picture of it – that I needed to fix my contributions to the equation – we already knew. But Asarane said there were still a lot of details she needed to work out.
One night, after we’d returned to the house from Yama-Kana, she asked to speak with me privately.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“It’s about Feylani’s records. I started with the histories, because I wanted to understand what came before me, before getting into their theories. That took me a while. Today, I started reading through their research. And I found something that Feylani didn’t exactly tell you.”
“Which is what?”
“When we figure this all out, and you correct what you need to correct, their theory is that you won’t be able to do it alone. All that stuff you talked about with the balance, it’s very close to what their research concluded. They didn’t know about the male crystal you found. But they were certain it would require both of us working together.”
“That makes sense.”
She took a deep breath and bit her lip in that way she had.
“Right. Except, and this took me a little while to understand, they’re talking about a very specific method of us working together. It’s the reason why we keep appearing, the ones with purple hair, I mean. You’re going to provide one half of it, and I have to provide the other.”
Then I got it. And I remembered something Feylani had said.
That you have actually claimed her as a wife means more than you can know. Such a thing has never happened before.
“You’re going to bear the child.”
“Right. The first male child, after you’ve fixed things. They think it may not stick otherwise. Once the child exists, it will help reset the energies. More male children will be possible after that, and the more that come, the more things will start to heal. But you and I have to make it happen first. We have to make the child.”
We had mated only once. I reflexively looked into her. If she was already pregnant, we had a problem. But she wasn’t.
She instantly sensed what I was doing.
“I didn’t make myself fertile when we mated. Like I said, I wasn’t even thinking about it that day. It was just, ‘Oh shit, the makalang and the hottest cunelo I’ve ever seen want to fuck me.’”
I laughed.
“Yeah,” she said. “It’s been weird. A few sampars ago, I was just trying to decide whether to leave school and find a job, in and around blowing things up with Briella. Now I’m the mother of the fucking future.”
◆◆◆
 
After a sampar or so, it became clear that I wasn’t going to be much help to Kisarat and Asarane in reading through the archives. Though I’d made a fair amount of progress in learning how to read Taitalan, it just wasn’t enough to really make a difference, and to be honest, I was probably slowing them down. So I decided to leave them alone to work. They began sleeping over there every couple of nights or so. It was simpler than going back and forth.
Silas’s old house was now completely empty and cleared out. After the bodies were gone, I brought the servants over for a couple of days to clean out all the old junk and other belongings from the Gates of the Golden Staff that we didn’t want. Everything they took, I transported back to Phan-garad and had them dump in the first floor of the building where the circle was hidden.
One thing I never found was any significant amount of money. I’d found safes in aJia’jara’s office and iXa’aliq’s house after taking them over, but there was nothing like that anywhere in Silas’s house, either in Sheedlyn’s room or anywhere else. We found Sheedlyn’s records, but nothing beyond that. I wondered if they must have been using a bank account somewhere, but there were no records of that either.
We’d yet to even touch the front door, and I had no intention of doing so until we had to. There was no reason for us to venture out into Yama-Kana right now, and I hoped that no one would feel a need to approach the house. From their perspective, nothing of substance had happened beyond Sheedlyn jumping through the big stained glass window. I went up there a few times, looking out through the hole she’d made, trying to see if anyone had noticed. I didn’t see any evidence they had.
That night, I was back in Phan-garad, out on the balcony outside our bedroom with a glass of malvina when Narilora came up beside me, pushing her head against my chest and under my arm. I put it around her and reached up to scratch her ears. She cuddled herself against my side, purring softly.
“How you doing, pussy-cat?”
She didn’t answer. She just pressed her head back against my hand, purring more intensely. I felt her tail curling softly against my leg. So I just held her for a while.
“I’m kind of afraid of you now,” she whispered after a minute or two, “and I don’t want to be afraid.”
“What are you afraid of? I love you. I would die before hurting you.”
“I know. I do. I know you love me and care for me and would destroy anything that came after me. That’s not what I’m afraid of. I’m afraid of what I saw that night.”
“What did you see?”
“I saw something that’s beyond anything I understand in this world. I saw what you did to those things. When you stood up from fighting against that crystal, I saw a light in your eyes that scared me to my core. And I don’t understand how the person I love more than anything in this world could have done all that.”
I pulled her completely into my arms.
“What do you need to settle your heart, baby?”
She didn’t answer me, just hugging me back tightly. And I looked inside her, seeing our son growing in her belly. Seeing the flaws. He would grow up like the others, unless I did something. He was tiny, barely more than a clump of cells right now. There was still time to fix him, if I learned how. If Asarane and I found the way forward, if I fathered the first of the new male children in her, I could still help Narilora’s child.
I picked her up, carrying her to bed. Merindra, Eladra, and Ayarala were there, lying together, waiting for us. Four wives, four children inside them. Waiting for me to fix things.
I lay down in the center of the bed. Narilora drew me to her, kissing me, purring, pulling me on top of her.
I took her first, between Eladra and Merindra. They lay beside us, kissing her and me, or stroking my back as I drove myself into her. When I rolled over, pulling Narilora onto my hips, Merindra rose up and kneeled behind her, cupping Narilora’s full breasts and kissing her neck. Narilora twisted around, kissing her back.
I pulled Eladra and Ayarala to me, kissing them in turn. When Narilora reached her peak, she fell forward, and Merindra took her place. I watched my fox-girl riding me eagerly until she shivered and dug her nails into my chest as her tail thrashed against my thighs. Then she moved off. Eladra wanted me on top, and I took her roughly the way I knew she loved, watching her big breasts bounce around as Narilora and Ayarala kissed and suckled them.
When her back arched and I felt the orgasm rolling through her, I moved to Ayarala. She was wet and ready for me. I brought her to her release quickly as she clutched at my neck and moaned into my ear.
Then I went back to Narilora, rolling her over, lifting her tail, and taking her from behind. She buried her face in the bed as Merindra and Eladra reached under her, stroking her as I thrust into her over and over. I heard her muffled yowls as she came again, and then emptied myself inside her with one last mighty thrust.
I fell into the middle of my wives and took them all in my arms. Then we slept.




Chapter 17

Kisarat and Asarane came back a couple of days later, bearing both good news and not-so-good news.
“Their research mostly agrees with Feylani’s,” Asarane said, “that is, the problem is what the makalang passes on to his male offspring. They had Silas to study and experiment on for a really long time, and it doesn’t sound like there was any doubt on that point.”
Kisarat nodded.
“It seems that when a female is conceived in a female, from the makalang, there’s a direct connection with the female energies of Taitala,” she said. “There’s no conflict between the female chromosome and those energies. So, absent any other problems, the child will be strong and healthy and able to bear strong and healthy children when she is old enough to mate herself. The same is not true with male children. There’s a mismatch in the energies, between the male energy of the makalang and the male energies of Taitala, such as they are.”
“So that means that our child will be fine,” I said to her, “while Narilora’s carries this taint, whatever it is.”
She nodded again.
“Yes. Unfortunately.”
“How do we fix it?”
“That is the problem,” Kisarat said, “and one they struggled with for a long time. Apparently the process that brings the makalang to Taitala relies on the female energies, since they are the strongest. The cult did not see it that way, of course – they believed the makalang was birthed from Taitala, and that was the cause of the problem, rather than your being drawn here. But the effect they recognized is the same thing. The process creates a link that allows you to do the things you do, but that link interferes with attempts to change your nature.”
“I kind of figured that out already.”
“You tried?”
“Of course. And doing so threw things out of balance immediately. So, what you’re saying makes sense. I can’t use my link through the crystals to change myself, without breaking that link.”
“Yes. So they were looking very hard for ways to get around that. They do not appear to have found a solution, but they developed some promising possibilities. What they came to believe was that fixing this mismatch was a matter of where it was done as much as how. Some places they tried seemed to encounter less resistance than others, and these were places were Taitala’s energies were weaker.”
“I’m not sure I agree with their theory,” Asarane said, “because some of it doesn’t make sense to me. But that’s what they were doing. That was why they made all those other circles. They were looking for a spot where the energies were the weakest.”
“Wait, all those other circles were theirs?”
“Yes.”
Only then did it occur to me who must have left those tracks we’d seen. That village was probably within a few days walking distance of Yama-Kana for someone who was determined to get there. Someone like a former leader of the cult who needed to regroup. This changed things considerably.
“So what happened to that village?”
Asarane’s face got a little queasy.
“The cave you found was some kind of weak spot. But the villagers objected when they realized what the cult was doing, using their crystals to manipulate things. Eventually, the cult rounded them all up and brought them back to Yama-Kana. They were all killed and turned into basayangs.”
I blinked.
“Whoa. All of them?”
“Yes. It seems like they made a lot of the basayangs, a lot more than the ones we killed. But it also seems like they only started doing it on a large scale recently. For a long time, it was just Silas. Something changed, I don’t know what. There’s a lot of discussion about the bodies they needed for it, where they were coming from, and so on. Going back four or five talons.”
“They were collecting the dead kids from the street, the ones who died in the bar district.”
“Right, they were, but there was more to it than that. The way they talk about the bodies in the street, it’s almost like they expected it to be happening, and keep happening, because of something they were doing. What that might have been, I haven’t been able to figure out. But Sheedlyn was part of it. There are a lot notes about asking her whether they could get more bodies, like it was some production process they needed to ramp up.”
“Yikes.”
“There can be little doubt from what we read that this group had no concern for anything besides the makalang and their work,” Kisarat said. “With anything else, they were absolutely ruthless. That was not even the worst thing we read. They kidnapped females and forced them to mate with Silas as part of their experiments into solving this problem. This went on long after he was turned into a basayang. The descriptions of these experiments are absolutely blood-curdling. And they were continuing them, almost to the very day you attacked the house.”
I had to stop and take a deep breath.
“I’m sorry you guys had to read through all that.”
Kisarat nodded slowly.
“Whatever doubts you might harbor about what we did to the cult, let go of them. Neeroy was a monster, and those that came after her continued her legacy. Taitala is well rid of them.”
“How far did they get in working at these other locations?”
“Far enough that they were convinced it was the path to a solution,” Asarane said. “But they didn’t find a place where the energies were weak enough.”
“But you know where those other circles lead?”
“Yes.”
“Do you see what that means, though? They could lead to places where the cult  is still active. If Sheedlyn got to one of them, she could be there now.”
Asarane nodded.
“I think that’s a definite possibility,” she said. “From the sound of it, they set up at least one laboratory somewhere else.”
This meant, of course, that I was very lucky to have landed in a deserted spot with that village.
“And I’m willing to bet that’s where Sheedlyn would have gone,” I said.
“Except we killed Silas, which was basically their only reason for existence,” Asarane said. “All their experiments were centered around him. Without him, I have no clue what they would do.”
“Where is this other laboratory?” I asked.
“From their descriptions of how it was established, it appears to be far up into the mountains,” Kisarat said.
“I guess we have to go check it out. Did you get any sense of what it is?”
“Not really,” Asarane said. “But I doubt it could be that big. Setting it up sounded like a lot of work.”
I looked down at my hands. This was something, but less than I’d hoped for.
“We will keep reading, Will,” Kisarat said. “There are still quite a few reports to examine.”
I nodded.
“Okay. Good work, folks. This is why I’ve got you in my life.”
◆◆◆
 
The new gear started to arrive, and the first time I saw a group of my wives working out in their new uniforms, I had to take a moment to compose myself. Watching a bunch of smoking-hot cat-girls and fox-girls drilling and sparring in identical green tights and tops like a squad of, I don’t know, anime space marines, was a bit more than I could take at first. They looked really damned good.
We were not in Kansas anymore.
The armorers had outdone themselves on my new suit. It was a vast improvement over my hand-made LARP armor – clean lines, evenly proportioned, and a perfect fit. I could tell just handling it that it was well-nigh indestructible, at least with any weapons I was going to face on this world. It had the same impressive feel to it as the carbon-ceramic shock plates in my old Marine body armor, except for weighing a lot less. The whole suit – which covered me from my shoulders down to my shins – weighed less than ten pounds.
I asked Meridrian to pull together a group of eight to come with me to the laboratory. Merindra and Narilora were coming as well. With the paired crystals, taking ten others with me wasn’t a challenge.
I figured at this point that any element of surprise was probably lost. Whatever elements of the Gates of the Golden Staff still existed had to know their operation had been completely compromised, and someone was likely to be coming after them. So I was fully prepared to pull right back to Phan-garad in the event we walked into another massive nest of basayangs.
◆◆◆
 
The circle in the mountains was the one that felt like a dwenda had created it, and recently. It brought us to an empty room lit up by crystal plates in the ceiling. Unlike the circle in the village, this was a recently built structure with finished walls and floors. The room opened into a hallway with windows looking out at a bright, cloudless sky.
It was cold, maybe down to forty degrees, and our breath fogged the air. I looked at Merindra and the other sorai, whose ears were all twitching as they listened intently for any threats.
By this point, I had trained them in some basic military hand signals. Merindra pointed to her ear and gave me the signal for “contact left.” She heard something down there.
I motioned for them to move forward.
Using the tactics we’d developed, Narilora and the linyang with their crossbows went first, spreading out into the hallway, each with a sorai behind ready to move forward to shield her if necessary. I came up in the middle with a crossbow.
The hallway went in both directions. To the left, it opened to a larger room; to the right, it ended in a door. Through the windows, I saw bare ground covered with loose rocks, gravel, and patches of snow, and mountain peaks beyond that. The sky was crisp and clear in the way you only saw at high altitude. As we began to move, I realized the air was quite thin. We were above 10,000 feet, maybe even 15,000.
I pointed toward the open room. Narilora and another linyang went down the hallway on both sides, with the rest in a line behind them. When they reached the corner, they spread out again.
Almost instantly, Narilora and the linyang that came behind her opened fire. I heard cries of pain, bodies falling. We rushed forward.
It was a long room that apparently served as the living area. One end looked out on the mountains below; at the other end was a small kitchen and several sleeping alcoves. Three of the cultists had been in here eating, but they now lay on the floor with crossbow bolts through their heads or chests.
When it was clear there was no one else in here, we turned back toward the hallway. There was a single door at the end. When Narilora reached it, she looked back at me.
I looked at Merindra. She pointed to her ear again, and gave the same contact signal pointing at the door.
I motioned Narilora forward. She unlatched the door slowly and carefully, then turned the handle.
They pushed forward, flowing into the room. Narilora and another linyang fired. There were two groans, followed by thumping and clattering sounds as their targets fell. Narilora gave the clear signal, then signaled frantically for me to come up. I went.
We’d found the lab. And it was occupied. The room was as long as the one at the other end. There were two low platforms in the center, and the manacles at the corners made it clear what they were being used for, now that I knew what the cult had been up to.
There were two high tables with books and notes scattered across them. Two dead cultists lay on the floor around them, crossbow bolts through their heads.
At the far end were a pair of barred cells. Inside the one on the left was a cunelo; in the right cell was a linyang. They lay on pads on the floor, weak and listless.
The two of them looked up as we came in, not moving. It took us a minute or two to find the keys. As soon as we got them open, I went to the cunelo and knelt beside her. She wasn’t injured, but she was so weak she likely wouldn’t have survived another day or two. It didn’t seem like she’d eaten in days, maybe a sampar or longer. Working with the two crystals, I restored her energy until she was able to sit up. Then I took care of the linyang.
There was still food in the refrigerators. We let them eat before I tried to talk to them. In about half an hour, they’d recovered enough to speak. Their names were Ilariat and Junil.
“How did you end up here?” I asked. “You’re from Yama-Kana?”
Ilariat, the cunelo, nodded weakly.
“Yeah. I was just out one night with some friends. This cute talalong bought me a drink. I started feeling really weak and dizzy, and she took me out of the club. Then I woke up here.”
“It was the same for me,” Junil said. “It might have been the same girl.”
“We were both here when we woke up.”
“Did they do anything to you? You don’t have to tell me if you can’t talk about it.”
They both shook their heads.
“No, not really,” Ilariat said.
I sighed. Seeing the manacles on those platforms, I’d been deeply afraid of what might have happened to them.
“We’ve just been in those cages,” Junil said. “I think we’ve been here about three sampars. But it seemed like they were planning to do something.”
“They’ve been waiting for something,” Ilariat said, “I think someone named Silas.”
I looked at Merindra and Narilora.
“Silas was supposed to come here?”
Ilariat nodded.
“I don’t know who that is. But the way they talked, she was going to do something with us.”
“It didn’t sound good,” Junil said.
“But I think something happened, about a sampar after we got here,” Ilariat said. “There’s been a lot of yelling and arguing. From what we heard, it sounded like people were supposed to come here but didn’t. They’ve been acting like they were stuck here.”
“Which doesn’t make a lot of sense, I know,” Junil said. “But that was about the time they stopped feeding us.”
“Believe me,” I said, “it makes perfect sense.”
“They had no one here who could use the circles,” Narilora said. “So they were trapped.”
“The circles?” Junil asked.
“I’ll explain later. So nothing has happened at all?” I asked.
“Actually, a few days ago, something did happen,” Ilariat said. “Someone finally arrived. This old talalong. She was screaming at everyone, or just screaming.”
I pursed my lips. Sheedlyn.
“An old talalong in a purple robe?”
“Yeah.”
“She made it here, like you thought,” Merindra said.
“She was really upset,” Junil said. “And she got the rest of them really upset too.”
“She kept saying things like, ‘that abomination has ruined everything,’ and ‘they killed everyone,’” Ilaria said. “I don’t know what she meant.”
I nodded.
“I do. But, trust me, it’s something you don’t want to get mixed up in. Did she say anything else? She’s not here now. Do you know where she went?”
They shook their heads.
“We heard them taking about leaving, but I don’t know where,” Ilariat said. “The last few days I’ve been so weak I could hardly sit up.”
“I think they were going to leave us here, or kill us,” Junil said. “That talalong came in here and said, ‘forget them, they’re no use to us anymore, just finish your reports and pack up.’”
◆◆◆
 
I took the two girls back to Yama-Kana, explaining how it was best if they didn’t talk about what had happened to them, since the Gates of the Golden Staff were still out there. Ilariat told me not to worry, that no one would believe them anyway, that they’d been kidnapped by some mysterious group only to be rescued by the makalang.
Asarane had by now learned how to use the circles, and she came back to the lab with me. We spent a few minutes experimenting with our crystals before concluding that, while the energies were definitely weaker on top of the mountain, this still wasn’t the place we were looking for. That was even assuming the cult’s theory was correct, which Asarane was increasingly doubtful about.
So we went back to work.
◆◆◆
 
In addition to finding the solution to our core problem, I was determined to find Sheedlyn before she came after us. I had no idea what she might be up to, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. The more I learned about what she and the cult had done and continued to do, the more I wanted to end their threat to Taitala once and for all.
Kisarat and Asarane were able to compile a basic description of what they’d found about the other circles in the cult archives. One by one, I took the strike team to check them out.
The second circle Neeroy created was in another ruined settlement, this one deep in the forest between Phan-garad and Yama-Kana. There was no sign it had been inhabited or even entered in twenty talons or more. It was another weak spot in the energies like the fishing village, but not weak enough to make a difference.
That left the two circles that had been created by the same linyang. It appeared from the records that both were in use, but exactly for what was unclear. Both were also weak spots, but research there had apparently moved to the mountain lab.
The first circle led us to a lab laid out much like the one in the mountains. But it was completely abandoned, and recently so. Everything of substance had been cleared out in a rush, to the extent that chairs were knocked over and random papers were spread on the floor. Based on some food that was left behind in the kitchen, I guessed that they had left no more than a sampar ago.
◆◆◆
 
When we got back from the abandoned lab, Kisarat and Asarane were waiting for me at the house, and I could immediately tell from the looks on their faces that it was something important. So we went up to the office.
“We finally looked through the records that Sheedlyn had in her room,” Kisarat said. “We had not reviewed them yet because they got mixed up with some other reports from the archives.”
“I came across them again today,” Asarane said. “After I read through them, we came straight back here. This is something you need to know before you go after this last lab or whatever it is.”
“Good or bad?”
“That is difficult to say,” Kisarat said. “But it appears that Sheedlyn believed they had figured out a way to restore Silas to health and vitality. Not just fix the mating issues. They thought they could turn him from the withered thing he had become back into a young male who could mate with far more vigor.”
“How?”
“They found something that changed their minds about the weak spots. Something they called ‘the crimson star.’ The report does not say what it was, exactly. But whatever it is, it is at this last site.”
“Which would explain why they retreated there. Except, Silas is dead. No one is going to be restoring him to anything.”
“Right,” Asarane said, “but if what we read is any indication, they’re not going to give that place up willingly. Sheedlyn seemed to think it’s what they’ve been working toward all this time.”
I nodded.
“Okay. Good to know. We’ll be ready.”
◆◆◆
 
I pulled the team together for what I really hoped was the last time. Out of an excess of caution, I had twenty wives this time instead of ten. I put Meridrian in charge of one squad and Merindra in charge of the other. I also had Asarane work up some more breaching charges and come with us, in case we needed her. And since she could work the circles now, she would bring over the second squad after me.
The next day, we assembled around the circle in Phan-garad.
“One way or another, this is likely to be it,” I said. “They appear to know we’re coming. Which means the reception may be unpleasant. I may have to pull us back right away.”
“Do you think there could be more of those things?” Merindra asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure we destroyed their main stockpile, and everything Kisarat and Asarane have learned suggests they were making them only in Yama-Kana. We’ve seen no sign of them in the other places we’ve been. But it’s possible, so be ready.”
“A great many of them have died under our bows and blades,” Meridrian said. “If there are more to kill, so be it. We serve only the makalang, who is our tsulygoi.”
The rest of them murmured assent.
I stepped forward into the circle, and Merindra’s team closed in around me. Then I reached out with my crystals.
But I realized immediately that something was wrong.
It was gone.
The last circle, the one Sheedlyn had presumably retreated to. It wasn’t there anymore. I knew where it was in relation to the others. I’d seen it before. Now it was no longer there.
“Oh, boy.”




Chapter 18

The explanation was both simple and inexorable. They’d destroyed the circle to keep us from coming after them.
“It suggests that what they found was significant,” Kisarat said. “Or at the very least, they want to continue their work unmolested.”
We were back at the house in Phan-garad. She and Asarane had completed their review of the archives without finding much of anything more.
“Do we know where this place is?”
“I do think we have the general location,” she said. “From what we read, it is in a cave system completely on the other side of the mountain range where the panikang live. They followed the river from Yama-Kana to its end at the lake, then continued around the mountains for a long way into the wilderness there. There is a rough description of how they found it. I think, using that, you may be able to find them. But it will not be a short or easy trip. According to their records, the entire expedition took six sampars.”
I groaned.
“Do you think we could go over the mountains from here?”
The two of them looked at each other.
“That sounds like it would be a lot harder,” Asarane said. “Even if it’s a straighter trip.”
“I’m just thinking. From the time we spent up there in that lab, looking around from that peak, I’m pretty sure I know where it’s located. I think I could see the valley of the panikang from it. So we’d be halfway there. It wouldn’t be easy, but we’d be going downhill.”
In fact, I was almost certain that lab was on top of one of the mountains I’d seen from the panikang valley, the one I’d assumed was the source of the river.
“It is your decision, my tsulygoi,” Kisarat said.
◆◆◆
 
I went up to see Phareewee.
“I need you to show me how to make a crystal circle.”
She stared at me for a while across the fire pit.
“Why?”
“Because I need to get my people to this last stronghold of the Gates of the Golden Staff, and I’m not marching twenty of them over this mountain. If a few of us go, and I make a circle at the bottom, I can bring the rest over.”
“It is not a simple matter. The crystals must be chosen with care. They must be chosen to align with the energies in the place the circle is constructed. You will need to take the necessary materials there, and then find several crystals in that area to include in the set. Crafting the circle in Phan-garad took us six or eight sampars.”
“I need to get this done much faster than that.”
“I can only show you how. It will be for you to make it happen. However long that takes is not up to me.”
◆◆◆
 
The process itself wasn’t that complicated. The devil was just in the details. It involved collecting twenty to twenty-five crystals that together would form a link to the energies of Taitala in a specific location. The catch was that they had to be tuned in – essentially like a radio – to the local energy flows, or it wouldn’t work. And without even knowing where I would be constructing this circle, it was impossible to know how to tune it until we got there.
I asked Kisarat and Asarane to go back into the archives to see if the cult had learned anything more about the circles than the panikang, since they had made so many of them. And they indeed found some detailed guidance in how to select and tune the crystals that seemed very useful. But I was still stuck with having to find a location to assess first.
I went back and forth for several hours before concluding that there was just no other way to do this except for me to go over the mountain and pick a spot for the circle once we found the last stronghold. And it would take as long as it took.
◆◆◆
 
That night, I assembled my inner circle of wives along with about ten others in the third floor sitting room and explained what I was about to do.
As I fully expected, Narilora was the first to stand up, which she did as soon as I was done speaking.
“I have done this before, and you are doing this for our son. I will go.”
I nodded.
“I figured I would need to tie you down to stop you from coming, pussy-cat.”
And Merindra, of course, stood up as well.
“I will go. You need me.”
“I do, foxy girl.”
Then Meridrian stood.
“Lead me, my tsulygoi.”
I took a deep breath and exhaled.
“You have earned a place in this trek. And you are more than qualified for it. But for that very reason, I need you here. You are the only one I trust to guard my home and my family. We have enemies here as well, and I need our defenses maintained. And I think you know that.”
She nodded. I saw only a trace of disappointment in her eyes.
“I do. I will stay.”
She sat.
Mereceeree stood up.
“I’m coming.”
“I expected nothing less, bat-girl. And we need you too.”
I looked around. Eladra spoke up.
“I want to go with you. But I know I shouldn’t push my luck any further.”
I stepped over and kissed her head.
“You’ve done more than your share, bunny-girl. I need you here.”
“I don’t imagine you’re expecting me to come either,” Lorelat said.
I laughed.
“No, baby bunny. Your work is here too.”
Asarane didn’t stand.
“Do you need me?”
“I do. But later. Not on this trek.”
She nodded.
I looked around again. I had the three I expected to get and wanted to have. More than that might get challenging.
No one else said anything.
◆◆◆
 
After exploring the area around the mountain lab and assessing the route down, I knew there was a lot of gear we needed to do this. It was going to be cold and windy, especially at night, with plenty of snow and ice to traverse. There would be climbing. Even if it was mostly down, we would need ropes, harnesses, and everything else. Fifteen years ago, I’d gone through the Marine Assault Climbers Course at 29 Palms, so I wasn’t a neophyte climber. I’d been into it for a while after getting out, until Jacqueline made me stop. So I was out of practice, and I had no idea what kind of climbing gear was used on Taitala.
Talking with Narilora and Meridrian, I found that it wasn’t terribly different from climbing gear on Earth. Sport climbing was not a thing here, but there was a certain amount of climbing involved in prospecting for crystals, the most valuable of which were often found in remote, mountainous areas. Lacking the metal for hammers and pitons, they’d instead developed a variety of things similar to the cams and nuts I was used to. They had analogs to carabiners and belay devices made from reinforced crystal. With their more advanced fiber technology, they also had ropes and harnesses that were extremely strong and very light.
So we would be able to carry enough gear for the trip without overloading ourselves, especially since we were going downhill. I intended to avoid anything technical if we could manage to do it, but my hope was that at worst we would only need to rappel. Better still, I had an advantage over anything I’d tried back on Earth: Mereceeree. She could fly around scouting routes for us, and place and remove the protection equipment once I showed her how to do it. So I was confident we could do this safely.
We needed a bigger tent for the four of us, but that presented less of a problem. Narilora found something that would work. Then we tracked down some dark goggles that would allow Mereceeree to operate effectively during the day. All that was left was alpine clothing, backpacks, sleeping bags, and good boots for everyone. We spent a few days breaking everything in, during which I made sure they had a good understanding of basic climbing and safety.
Water wasn’t going to be a problem, and Narilora and Mereceeree could hunt for some of the food we needed, but we still had to pack enough for a couple of sampars. Beyond that, we would need to forage, but Mereceeree assured me that doing so was feasible, even if it would slow us down. She insisted the forests up there were untouched and filled with edible game animals and other sources of food.
This was virgin wilderness, and we had no trail to follow. I didn’t plan to take any unnecessary chances, so I figured it could take us a sampar to get all the way down the mountain. After that, I planned on another sampar to find the area around the last cult stronghold. How long it would take to create the circle was another story, but I would deal with that when the time came.
Merindra and I packed our armor, Narilora and I packed our crossbows, and all of us brought our blades. I took one of the crystal tablets so we could stay in touch with the wives in Phan-garad. I took a bag of random crystals on the off-chance I might be able to use some of them for the circle. Finally, just because I had a nagging feeling we might need something like it, I brought two of Asarane’s breaching charges. She showed me how to arm and disarm them, and we separated the charges from the detonators between packs just to be safe.
In the end, even with the light weight of most of the Taitalan gear, we were packing quite a lot. I naturally took the most, but even tiny Mereceeree was carrying about twenty pounds of stuff. We were going to have to take it slowly and carefully until we got to lower altitude.
◆◆◆
 
I finally called a meeting of the clan leaders that evening. I asked Merindra to serve as my second.
One by one, they filed into the first-floor meeting room. Loreloo gave me an uneven glance but said nothing. When everyone was inside the room, I closed the door.
I began by explaining why I had gone to Yama-Kana with Merindra and Kisarat, and what I’d been trying to learn about my connection to Taitala. They listened intently as I told them about the Gates of the Golden Staff and what had happened with Feylani. But when I began trying to explain about the basayangs, the room erupted in confusion and disbelief. Varycibe looked over my shoulder at Merindra.
“Child, you saw this? Fought these things?”
“Yes, Grandmother. Many of them. And my tsulygoi speaks the truth about where they came from. We found one amongst them that I saw dead in the street on our first visit. They took her body and made her into something else.”
Missok scoffed.
“That is not possible. She must not have been dead when you saw her.”
“She was cold and lying in a pool of the vomit she choked on, clan leader.”
“There have been a series of unexplained deaths and disappearances among the linyang in Yama-Kana recently,” Ceriniat said. “Too many to be explained by the city’s usual revelry. My representatives there have been looking into it.”
“And you are certain this group was making them?” Uhagian said. “From these bodies?”
“I am,” I said. “We found the lab where they were doing it and all their records on how it worked. There’s no doubt on that point. None.”
“Knowing you, Makalang,” Varycibe said, “I think I know where this is going. You would not let an attack like that go unanswered.”
I took a deep breath.
“No. I did not. The cult has been stopped. We found a great deal of information about what they were up to, and it went far beyond the basayangs.”
I explained about the raid and what we’d done. Again, the room erupted in confusion. When they let me speak again, I continued.
“What we found made it clear things were even worse than I expected.”
I called Kisarat into the room to summarize what she and Asarane found in the archives. As I had asked, she brought the lab notebooks detailing all the experiments in forcing females to mate with the Silas basayang. When the cries of outrage and gasps of horror finally subsided, they had questions. A lot of them. Kisarat did her best to answer with what we knew, which was not everything.
When they ran out of questions after about ten minutes, Ceriniat turned back to me.
“You are certain this is over?” she asked.
“No. Sheedlyn escaped. We are trying to find her.”
“What do you plan to do?”
“I’m going after her. And I may be gone a while.”
◆◆◆
 
Loreloo lingered after the others left.
“That night you went to attack the cult, that was the same night Moshera attacked your house, wasn’t it?”
“It was.”
She nodded.
“And you’re going to let them believe the wives Moshera killed actually died during your attack on the cult in Yama-Kana? Aren’t you?”
I had intentionally not gone into detail on our casualties, for that exact reason.
“I will. And I will continue doing so for exactly as long as you can keep your people under control.”
Loreloo nodded. I saw the tension in her eyes. For maybe the first time, I truly appreciated the difficulties the clan leaders had to deal with. Loreloo was the youngest of the six, maybe forty by Earth reckoning. Unlike most cunelo, she hadn’t put on much weight as she got older. She wasn’t Eladra, but she was still attractive, and minus the ears, I could envision dating her back on Earth.
“Then I will do so,” she said. “I appreciate your trust in me, Makalang.”
“Let’s hope it’s warranted,” I replied.
◆◆◆
 
With a lot of hugs and some tears, we said goodbye to Ayarala, Eladra, Kisarat, Lorelat, and the rest of them, knowing it might be a long time before we saw them again. Then we walked quietly to the panikang circle.
When we stepped in, I looked again for the circle that had disappeared, but it was still gone. I pulled us to the lab in the mountains. We appeared in the same room, looking out onto the summit through the windows across the hall.
The bodies of the cultists were where we had left them outside, frozen and ringed with frost. I walked out onto the loose rock of the mountainside. Far below, to my left, I could see the valley of the panikang. Several streams emerged from small glaciers below us, snaking down and coming together to form the river, which flowed away from us. Beyond the valley, I could just make out the notch in the plateau where the river fell over the waterfall.
In the other direction, the mountain descended in a long series of canyons and ridges down to an area of foothills. The tree line was about four thousand feet below us, which I figured meant we were around 15,000 feet. Far below, lower than the panikang valley, a broad forested plain stretched out before us. At least fifty miles off, I could just make out the near shore of the lake at the end of the river that flowed through Yama-Kana. It stretched well out of sight, and wherever the other shore of it was, we couldn’t see it.
The air was cold, probably about thirty degrees, but not terribly windy. I hoped it would warm up a bit as the sun rose. The direction we were going, the mountainside would not get sun until mid-day.
Mereceeree dropped her pack and spread her wings. For once she was wearing clothes – it was simply too cold up here to go naked. She had on her green uniform tights and top, which would keep her warm enough without interfering with her flying.
She took off into the wind and looped around a few times over the summit, riding the currents in the air. The other three of us roped ourselves together while we waited for her. After she’d circled for a couple of minutes, she returned and landed in front of me.
“The ridge over there looks like it goes down quite a ways. It is not too steep, though I think we will have to double back eventually.”
I looked around at the three of them, then off down the ridge.
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get moving.”
◆◆◆
 
The story continues in The Crimson Star: The Makalang Book 4




A Glossary of Taitalan Terms

aJia’jara – (AH-gia-jara) A Taitalan male in Phan-garad.
Alag – (AH-lag) a beverage distilled from fruit; similar to wine.
Awasa-late – (ah-wa-suh-LAH-tay) sister-wife; used as a form of address and sometimes term of endearment between wives.
Awasa-lina – (ah-wa-suh-LEE-nah) mother-wife; the senior female among a tsulygoi’s wives and typically the one responsible for overall management of his household. May or may not be the first wife claimed.
Busang – (BOO-sang) a predator similar to a black, six-legged mountain lion.
Ceriniat – (sair-EEN-e-aht) the clan leader of the linyang.
Cunelo – (coo-NAY-lo) one of the Taitalan races. They have rabbit-like ears and tails.
Dubigar – (DO-big-are) a fruit; its juice can be used in healing.
Dwenda – (DWEN-duh) one of the Taitalan races. They have pale skin and pointed ears.
iXa’aliq – (ih-SHE-a-leek) a Taitalan male; Kisarat and Narilora’s first tsulygoi.
Jalank – (JAH-langk) a fish resembling a large trout.
Kabayang – (KA-buh-yang) a domestic animal resembling a six-legged orange llama.
Kerasak — (care-AH-sack) a liqueur made from a fruit found in the Taitalan forests
Kiralabar – (cur-AH-la-bar) a flower. It can be distilled into a narcotic-like drug.
Kumala – (COO-mala) the second star in the Taitalan system.


Kumala-talon – (COO-mala-ta-lun) a unit of time equal to one circuit of Kumala across the Taitalan sky, which takes about 40 talons.
Langoy – (LAN-goy) meteorite iron.
Linyang – (LIN-yang) one of the Taitalan races. They have cat-like ears and tails.
Loreloo – (lore-e-LOO) the clan leader of the cunelo.
Makalang – (MAH-kuh-lang) a legendary creature roughly analogous to Bigfoot.
Malvina – (mal-VEE-nuh) a spirit distilled from alag.
Massit – (MAH-sit) a beverage brewed from ground nuts and seeds. Similar to coffee.
Matsak – (MAT-sack) a small animal resembling a six-legged black koala.
Missok – (MEE-sock) the clan leader of the dwenda.
Nalasin – (nuh-LA-sin) the state of a wife who has mated and whose tsulygoi has died, or a wife who left her tsulygoi after mating. She is expected to live alone and not mate again.
Panikang – (PA-nih-kang) one of the Taitalan races. They have black skin and bat-like wings.
Phareewee – (far-EE-we) the clan leader of the panikgang.
Pikala – (pi-KA-lah) a unit of money.
Sampar – (SAM-par) a period of time equal to ten days.
Sepabo – (SEH-pah-bow) a Taitalan sport combining elements of soccer and rugby.
Sorai – (SO-rye) one of the Taitalan races. They have fox-like ears and tails.
Talalong – (TA-luh-long) one of the Taitalan races. They have snake-like tails, scales, and venomous fangs.
Talon – (TA-lun) the Taitalan year, equal to 72 sampars.
Tatanga – (tuh-TANG-ga) the third star in the Taitalan system.
Tsulygoi – (SOO-li-goy) a Taitalan male who has claimed at least one wife. The term is generally used as an honorific form of address by his wives.
Uhagian – (ooo-HOG-e-uhn) the clan leader of the talalong.
uQe’kiral – (ooo-KEE-cur-all) a Taitalan male living in Yama-Kana.
Varycibe – (vary-SEE-bee) the clan leader of the sorai.




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