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Prologue
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Her blood and that of the man who lay close to death had been mixed. When no longer needed, the rough clay bowl would be broken, its pieces burned in the fire waiting to be stoked in the yard.

The breeze from the fjord lifted the hair of the woman on her knees in the grass. The tall trees close to the house seemed to form an honor guard for the man’s release from this world and pain. Clad in a long black robe, the witch used a bundle of twigs to mix the liquid.

The flames rose in response to the lofting wind. The woman didn’t move. She had the fire made far enough away to keep the farmstead safe. Soon, the witch would use the rough brush to draw the dark blood over the stone. 

Work-worn hands tightened on her knees as the last of the light faded. She needed answers, assurances. Could she expect her son to return when his father’s time on Haakonlan ended? Managing the farm wasn’t the issue. When her husband of nearly twenty-seven of this world’s turns left this reality, she would carry on as she had. 

She wanted more for the son she’d raised with so little help from his father. His father insisted he be a warrior; Drk was. Though he hid it well, he appreciated art, music. She made sure of it. One other thing she craved for her child—a love that came before all else.

That took over her thoughts. Across the mountain, nestled in the headlands of a finger of the fjord, another man waited. He’d waited for ten long revolutions of Haakonlan’s orbit around their star. 

Her son’s return would dictate how she proceeded. Erkia would have Lur regardless. The man she’d married with such high hopes all those years ago ruled his bondegård with a steel fist when in residence. She thanked the forest folk he hadn’t been around much. 

Frmin Ardsen had fathered one child on her, a son, and continued as he’d begun, taking any mercenary job which came his way. A warrior without parallel, Frmin had been in great demand. He’d also seemed miraculously protected... until he wasn’t. 

The first major wound of his career had taken place far from the medical wing, and there was more to the story. He would have required total replacement of all organs. A poison or... parasite... none could say for sure, ate away at him. Frmin, as most of the Fjellskoglanders, wanted nothing to impair his entry into the hall of heroes. He’d spurned treatment. A happy situation for her and Lur. 

They would all get what they most wished for. Frmin would go to the hall in glory; the battle had been epic. He sent a dozen of the enemy to their reward before succumbing. She and Lur would have each other in their old age. If her son found love as she had, he would understand her better.

Stilling herself, she waited on the witch. Erkia’s course of action would depend on what she learned of her son’s future from the heksa. Her heart pounded as the chant began. High-pitched, only a woman could reach the notes coming from the witch’s mouth. 

On the highest of the notes, the witch lifted her hand. She dipped the brush deep. A dark line from east to west cut the top of the huge rock in half. Another went from north to south as the woman keened. The hair lifted on Erkia’s head. 

The moment the bloody lines crossed, Frmin departed. She didn’t need the servant dashing from the house to confirm it. She knew. 

“This one, the son created from the blood and flesh of you both, will return. But he is not meant to stay.” The witch’s words hovered in the air.

With a sigh, she flattened her fingers on her thighs. Better news than she’d ever had. She loved Drk. He was a good son, but she didn’t need his interference at this stage in her life. 

“You must chip a piece of this stone before he comes. Tell him it is a talisman. Do not allow him to leave without it. He will go places and see things which require the blessing this conveys. Your son will cleave to an alien. The female will challenge him, and he will know passion as you do. When you journey to the otherworld, one of your lineage will return here. That will be a long time coming. He who waits at the head of the narrow fjord does not wait in vain.”

Before she could take a breath of relief, the bowl smashed on the top of the stone. “Gather the pieces. Do as I have said.”

The witch strode to the edge of the clearing and vanished into the shadows before Erkia could rise. 

She hurried to the stone and saw... nothing. The bloody lines had vanished. She ran a hand over the rough surface. A piece of the clay bowl, a sliver caught in her finger. Gathering the pieces, she grabbed them all. Erkia ran to the coals and dropped them there. 

Small twigs and larger branches went on the glowing coals in the pit. She blew the flames into light and built up the fire into a towering inferno. The woman stepped back with a smile on her face. 
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He woke in a cold sweat. Drk could almost swear he’d heard his father’s battle cry. Near daylight on Nizad, he kicked to the floor the bedding he must have to sleep. No matter the temperature, he must have the weight. Too many years of heavy blankets had left their mark. 

At the window, he watched the day star rise. Warm enough in the bedroom, he still felt a chill. Drk understood he would receive a message from his mother soon. Frmin Ardsen no longer lived in this reality. He had gone on. 

Several times he’d tried to talk the man into changing his view on death and dying. It had been no use. The old man waved away his concerns. He would die as he lived, a warrior of Fjellskogland. Nothing less would do. 

He must go home at some point. As soon as notification came, he would go to Silver. Of Haakonlan, a Fjellskoglander, she would understand. Perhaps he should go to her before the message. 

It would be best to speak to his superior before she contracted a job off-planet. The wife of the shaman king had expressed a desire to take her ship off on a contract. He must get to her before that happened. 

Head of security for Nizad, he had duties which could not be assumed by any of his underlings. The spy needed to be monitored. Only Silver Eirson could take over for him. Drk hurried from the window to the cleaning station. He would dress and be waiting at her door before the day star climbed into the small valley she and Tsela called home. He must go to Fjellskog for a short time. 
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Chapter One
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Iliria held the misery in. As each long, golden strand of hair hit the stone floor, her spirit suffered another blow. The plain, dirt-colored robe of an initiate in the service of Treshia scratched her skin. 

She tried to summon the anger she’d first felt at her uncle and sponsor—Servolt. A thief, liar, and cheat, rumor said he had died at the hand of one he almost killed. That form’s revenge against the male who should have been here to arrange her entre into maturity brought her no comfort. 

Seated on the stool, she allowed the Treshans to turn her as needed to remove the hair she had taken the utmost care of. Since she became old enough to listen, Iliria understood her long hair was an asset and would help her make a good mating. 

Servolt put an end to her dreams of a strong, rich mate who would care for her like the treasure she was. He had stolen from his business partner, from others in the clan, and left her without a protector. 

His partner, Drevelln of Induld, demanded she be turned over to him as recompense for his losses, a just outcome in the eyes of the code. Another female who found herself a victim of Servolt’s greed had come to her aid. Dalleta of Slent, although suffering, heard her out and devised a plan. 

The hard seat bit into her body. She uttered no sound. Drevelln’s servant stood on the sidelines... watching. She must act the part of a devotee. At least she would be leaving Iskonia. The Elder Sister of Treshia had indicated a desire to have a young one at her side. 

As the oldest living devotee, she had earned certain things, most of which she eschewed. The fine dwelling went unoccupied. The lush robes lay folded on a shelf gathering dust. But she had expressed an interest in a retreat far from Iskonia. 

All rushed to give it to the elder. There were those who feared she might be nearing the end of life and thought to give her anything she desired. 

Atunda had already left for Nizad. After approving Iliria as her companion, the Elder Sister had expressed a desire to speak with an old friend in the Life Foundation. They would visit for a few days and meet with Iliria on Nizad. 

Dalleta assured Iliria she could resign her post later and be free of Drevelln after a few SUN years. Iliria suspected he thought this a ploy to get her away from him. He would watch her closely. She and Dalleta feared he meant to sell her to the highest bidder. The male’s cold eyes, nearly as sharp as the ice on the high peaks, terrified her. 

It would be years before she could think about leaving Treshia’s service. By then, she would be too old to please a wealthy male. They only wanted fresh, new females. Those likely to produce the best young. Those they could present to others at gatherings with broad smiles on their faces.

All knew in two SUN years she would be too old to be considered as fit for any male. Drevelln had gone into a rage on learning she meant to take the gown of Treshia. He’d called it a hoax, a means of avoiding him. It was. 

He might spit and sputter his anger and displeasure; arguing with Dalleta wasn’t a viable option. For all her mate had died and left her, the older female held a position none felt capable of disputing. As the senior female of the Slent clan, her siding with Iliria went unchallenged. 

Drevelln of the Induld clan had insisted on a debt being paid in full by Dalleta. It had nearly taken all her resources to pay what Drevelln claimed her dead mate owed. Still, being of another clan, he didn’t possess standing to accuse Dalleta of misconduct. So, he must hold his words of anger on Dalleta siding with Iliria’s taking the gown. That concluded the matter. What she must not do would be to attempt a joining with a male. The gown was her only means of escaping what Drevelln had planned for her. 

A shiver caused her skin to ripple. The fates only knew who he might have sold her to. No, better to wear the rough gown which marked her as a follower of Treshia. With a bare toe, she pushed one long strand of gold hair aside. 

She had made her choice. There only remained resigning herself to the deed. What she would never release was her anger with Servolt. He betrayed her, his clan, and all Iskonia. 

Lips pursed, she fidgeted on the stool. His death had been swift, they’d all heard. It should have been long and horrific. Servolt’s debt would never be paid. Never. 

“Done, young one.” The old female in charge of her initiation sighed. “Pick up the mess and follow me. 

With a bow, she scooped the now dead strands of hair up and closed her fist around the remnants of her life. “Yes, sister.”

She followed the elder Treshan. Once the two stone doors slammed shut on those who had witnessed the shearing for Iliria, she no longer would go about in society. The Treshans had control of her now. With one very small exception. 

Dalleta had insisted she not be alone while still on Iskonia. Fearing a kidnap effort, Dalleta had pressed for an old family retainer to be allowed to accompany Iliria off-world. 

Once inside the compound, the older female halted in the corridor which led to the small devotee’s cells deep inside. 

The female’s hand gently patted her shoulder. “Take heart, young one. Many a female has taken the gown to escape an unwanted situation.”

Keeping her head down so the other female wouldn’t see her misery, Iliria nodded. 

“You remember what you are to do with the strands?”

“Yes. I am to separate and braid them together in a belt. When it is done, I am to wear it to remind me of the day I left the world behind.”

“Correct. Now go to your cell. The evening will soon arrive. You and the other female must be present tonight for the evening observance. When it is over, ready yourselves to leave Iskonia. You leave before the day is fully realized. Do not be lazy and let a need for sleep make you late. If the ship leaves without you, grave danger may shadow your steps until we can find safe passage.”

“I will be diligent.” She shook with fear beneath the rough cloth. “He could well try to take me. Even from here.”

“Truth, young one. The man who watched for him, he is a disreputable form. Neither Atunda nor Dalleta trust him or his master. Now, be quick. You have much to do before the observance. Go along.”

With Meekea’s help, Iliria finished the belt made from her hair. As the bells called all Treshans to the observance, she and Meekea hurried down the silent corridor. No sound came from the females. 

Discipline strictly adhered to kept them silent. The shuffle of bare feet filled the hall as the Treshans made their way to the low tables. The roll of grecha to be shared with each devotee at the small table was something she would never had touched... before. 

Hot bettick sat in the cups. She had never tried the beverage made from the stalks of the motatta plant. Only the poorest of the poor drank the watered-down bettick. Growing up, she’d learned to love the more expensive motant, made from the leaves of the same plant. 

No more. Servolt had cost her every aspect of her life. She didn’t dare complain. Even a sigh would be too much now. Biting her lip, Iliria waited until the senior female at the table took the grecha and divided it. 

The first bite of the substance made from fungi grown in the bowels of the building nearly stuck in her throat. Iliria forced it down. This was her life now. She feared it would be so until the end of her days. She concealed her damp eyes in the steam rising from the cup of weak tea. If Servolt were still alive, she would hunt him down and kill him herself. 
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Chapter Two
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“I could have taken a flyer.” 

“Yes. But your little seilbåt hasn’t been on the water for a while. I take her out when the weather is nice, and I can get the time.”

Drk stood in the harbor gazing down at his little sailboat. He’d never expected his mother to meet him at the port. Finding she’d sailed the Fancy Jente all the way down the fjord surprised Drk. “It’s more than a day’s sail.”

She grinned at him. It transformed her face from the mask she’d always worn around his father to the pleasant mother he had when Frmin was off-planet. Which was often, thank Nerthus. 

“The weather is to hold for a few more days. What’s a night out on the water to a Fjellskoglander?” 

He’d often asked Nerthus, the goddess of peace, to keep his father calm until another contract came in. Because of Frmin’s reputation, the wait was never long. Then he and his mother could resume their lives without the uproar and chaos Frmin brought with him. 

There was no need to ask if his mother would manage without the head of the family. He already knew the answer. Without Frmin around to disrupt everything each time he returned the conquering hero, peace would reign on the bondegård. 

Nor would Drk disrupt her life any longer than necessary. He had a position to return to and would take a flyer to the port in seven days’ time. He would be here long enough to acknowledge his overlordship, turn it all over to her, and get out of her hair. 

Drk loved his mother and knew she loved him. Proof, if he needed any, lay floating on the water at his feet. She’d sailed the little boat all the way to Stavanger for him to take home. And she’d kept it up. 

One glance over the water and the sky above the steep mountains hemming in the port city and he concurred. “Then shall we go?” Drk tossed his bag to the deck. 

He hopped down into the Fancy Jente and held out his hand. “Come, Mother. Shall we see how far up the fjord we can get before anchoring for the night?”

She took his hand and hopped down to the deck. “Ah, my son. Can you still get her away without use of the motor? Do you get a chance to sail on Nizad?”

His little seilbåt had been built with a child in mind, one meant to learn to sail with minimal use of things like motors. He hauled the sail up the mast and let it flutter. “A friend gave me loan of one. Like you, I sail when I get time. I’ll get the stern line; you get the bow.”

“Aye, Captain.” 

With a chuckle, he reached for the boat hook. “Then cast off, sailor.” They freed the boat from the dock and, using the pole, Drk pushed them far into the stream. He jumped for the tiller and took it under his right arm as he pulled the lines taut. 

The little sailboat caught the breeze. Her sails filled and his mother laughed. “Well done, Drk. But I fear we’ll be tacking all the way to the dogleg.”

“Ah, but what’s a little tacking to a sailor?” With the lines cleated, he patted the seat beside him. “Come, sit and tell me all the news.”

He understood neither of them would bring up his father’s death. It would be disrespectful to acknowledge neither of them would miss the man. Others would. Not his family. Living with a larger-than-life warrior-hero hadn’t been easy for his wife or son. 
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It took no more than three long tacks for him to remember how to make his little boat skip over the dark water. Erkia leaned against his shoulder as he had against her as a child. He found it pleasant, comforting. Drk gave his mother a hug. 

As the day died, they found a cove to anchor in and ate the food she’d stored in the small cabin. Bright stars filled the dark sky when the last of the light fell below the towering peaks. 

Her hand on his arm had Drk bracing. She had set the stage for something; he’d suspected as much. He hoped for no more than a discussion of what to do with the farm. Returning to take up management couldn’t happen. He still had much to learn from Silver Eirson.

“Are you happy with your post on Nizad?”

His gut twisted at her question. “I am. Nor do I want to come back here and manage the farm.”

“I would never ask that of you. You’ve earned time away from here. Perhaps, some day when I’m unable to cope. Then, you may need to return.”

The turmoil within subsided. “May that be a long time in the far future.”

“I agree. I have something for you.” She reached behind her neck and undid the clasp of the necklace she’d been wearing. “Take this. Wear it in good health. It’s a shard from the house stone.”

Drk weighed it in his palm. “I’m not...”

“I called in a witch. She said you are to have it as a talisman. Don’t ask me why. You know they always talk in riddles.”

One hand rested on his forearm, the other closed his fingers over the bit of stone. “That is not all. I wished to tell you before someone with self-righteous zeal got to you first. I’ve taken a lover. We intend to be together now.”

Doubt rose. What would that mean for him? “I thought you said I didn’t need to come home?”

“You don’t. Lur, you remember him?”

“Yes.”

“He will turn over his land to his oldest son and come to live with me. It’s all arranged. You’ll be free of the place still and I’ll have peace with a good man.” Her voice broke. 

Fist clamped around the necklace, Drk reached for his mother. “I’ve asked the goddess Nerthus for that often enough. If he is good to you, I’ve no quarrel with how you live now that Father is gone. It’s your business.”

A broken sigh left her. Drk tightened his hug then let go. 

“You don’t want me back right now. I’m afraid I paid too much attention to Father’s attitude toward women as a youth. Silver Eirson... yes, before you ask, of the Eirson family, took that right out of me. The female allows no disrespect.”

Her laugh brightened his night. “I had heard gossip about her owning her own ship. That’s quite a jump from where they were. I’m glad she’s taken over your education when it comes to women.”

“She has. I’m still learning. You’d like Nizad. You can come for a visit. When the farm is caught in winter, it will be spring there. Bring Lur. Spend some time in one of their retreats.”

“A fine idea. Lur would like that. He hasn’t been off-world for years and I’ve never left Haakonlan. We will talk of this later. It’s time for bed. We’ve a long sail to home tomorrow.”

He let her go first to get settled in the small cabin. Drk shook his head as he tucked the necklace in a pocket. A lover. Good for her. His mother had spine.
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Chapter Three
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She and Meekea enjoyed themselves while they could. Relief had flooded Iliria the instant they boarded the ship taking her from Iskonia. Short of hijacking the liner, Drevelln could do nothing to her for the length of their stay. 

Nizad, she wasn’t sure of. Intent on gathering what information they could, the two females discreetly asked questions of the staff of the passenger vessel. Other than the planet had a shaman king as its ruler, all said it was a lush place during the summer months. Tales of winter storms so severe the homes had to be protected under mounds of earth had made the rounds, but no one had personally witnessed a Nizad winter. 

Iliria wondered what the season would be when they arrived. Not that hiding from the weather bothered her. Iskonia was a cold world. Her distant ancestors had spent long, cold winters tucked away in the safety of burrows. 

In those days, the females of her species made things. Their artistry lived on in the clans. Beautifully incised bone implements passed on from mother to daughter told of their skill.

Then there were the stories. Tales of males and females working together to secure food for the winter. In those days, they were valued for more than their appearance. Skill and brave hearts counted for more than the length of a female’s hair, the span of her waist, or height. 

The male who trained her, a skilled teacher, told her a little about the bond between the genders in the early days. She’d often wondered why Servolt arranged the weapons training. Talzln said he didn’t know, nor did he care. The lessons had been paid for and he planned to make sure she learned all he knew. She would miss him. 

When not wandering the halls of the spacecraft, she and Meekea listened to reading cubes given her by the Treshans. It seemed females used Treshia as a means of escape from certain males. 

Keeping a female from service to Treshia was an offense punishable by a very large fine. Treshans worked for the good of the community. They interceded with the gods for all Iskonia. A calling was to be honored above all else, which included the bond between mates. 

Lying in her narrow bunk, she and Meekea exchanged a glance when the story of a female of high rank leaving clan and family to serve Treshia finished. 

On her side, hand supporting her head, Meekea sniffed. “How could he...? That disgusts me.”

Iliria shrugged. “It’s no worse than what Drevelln planned for me. I’m glad she got free.” She sat up on the edge of the bed. “Are there any males out there who aren’t slaves to their physical passions? Any left who understand what it means to appreciate females as our ancestors did?”

She rubbed her hands over her scalp. A soft crop of tiny hairs tickled her fingers. “I suspect such men are hard to find. Much like those Luster Orbs we’ve heard so much about.”

“Luster Orbs? I’ve not heard of them.”

“Steward.” Iliria used a voice command to get attention. “Might I have a holo of a Luster Orb? You do have one?”

“We do, valued customer.” The voice of the ship’s steward assigned to their block filled the small stateroom. “Give us but a moment and we will find it. Do you want it directly or would you rather wait and see it later?”

“As soon as you find it, please. And we could use more of the wine. Another half serving will do, if you would.”

Meekea sat up and waved her hand in the air. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“I do. It’s doubtful we’ll be having any on Nizad. Atunda isn’t one to sample things like Caleta wine. I fear wine will be a thing of the past the moment we enter her service.”

With a sigh, Meekea hung her head. “That is if we are allowed to stay together. She has no need of me with you to attend to her.”

Iliria bounced to her feet and rushed over to sit beside Meekea. “Where would she send you? Don’t think the worst.” Her arm around the older female, Iliria sighed. She hadn’t taken the other female’s worries into account, having been occupied with her troubles too much to see Meekea’s. “She may let us stay together. I’ll beg her to.”

Feeling angry at herself for being oblivious to Meekea’s situation, Iliria rubbed her back and tried to comfort Meekea. Her long hair had also been cut off. Meekea wore the same rough robes. Iliria had worried only about herself. 

“Valued customer,” the voice of the steward broke into her thoughts.

“Yes.”

“If you are comfortable, we will begin the holo now. You may pause or shut it off at any time using voice commands if prefaced with ‘holo’. Shall we begin?”

“Meekea? Are you up to watching?”

With a nod, the older female used both hands to wipe her face. “Yes. Let’s change the subject. We can’t say what Atunda will do.”

On her feet, Iliria laid her cheek on the top of Meekea’s head before moving back to her bed. “Please begin the holo. Is the wine on the way?”

“It is and should be at your door... now.”

The chime sounded and Iliria walked to the entrance. She took the small cart, removed the seal on the bottle, and poured two glasses. Meekea gave her a faint smile when she reached for the glass. “You’re right about this. Let’s enjoy ourselves while it’s possible.”

The first part of the holo told the story of the first of the Luster Orbs, how they had never been seen in the universe before a few hundred years prior. There weren’t that many and each one had been numbered and documented. When those sold, no more appeared until recently. A year or two ago, another group came on the market and, as before, once gone, no more were offered. 

They were truly beautiful. Each one different and filled with amazing colors. Resembling tiny worlds, they fascinated Iliria. Astoundingly enough, the sale was handled by a little known entity on Estevan. He said he was an attorney acting on behalf of a client. No other information could be found. 

The rest of the holo gave a history of other gems. Oltas made her skin crawl.

“Haque!” The curse burst from Meekea’s lips, taking Iliria by surprise. “I’ve seen one of those before.”

“Where?”

“I shouldn’t say. But it can’t hurt anyone now. It’s at the bottom of the great crevasse.”

“Meekea?”

“No. I can’t divulge more. Who is to say word won’t get around? Nothing I say can change a thing now. The deed is accomplished. The thing is gone. Sad but true.” She rose and went to fill her glass. “To Treshia, the haven. Long may she provide comfort and security to those in need.”

Questions as to what Meekea knew flew around in Iliria’s mind, but she wouldn’t press the other female. Whatever had happened, it had drained all the color from her face and left her shaking. 

Throughout the balance of the voyage, the matter of the horrid olta gems wasn’t mentioned. Addictive, the unfortunate owner couldn’t do without the stone. Highly toxic, oltas eventually killed the wearer. Iliria wondered who the thing killed on Iskonia. Was it someone she knew? She wanted to ask and didn’t dare. 

Then they reached their destination. She stared out at the planet as they gently landed at the port. Numerous passengers of the liner left it for Nizad. There were aliens of several different worlds crowding around a young female who wore a broad smile. 

In the middle of the swirl of colorful and expensive fabrics, she and Meekea stood out like thorns on lovely flowers. Her small bundle in hand, she took Meekea’s arm and held them back. Better to allow the others to get their directions first. They would wait. 

Towering over the young female, a male stood behind her. Pale hair the color of ice in full daylight, braids of varying sizes hung down past both shoulders. His face seemed to be carved from some hard substance. The male took note of the flurry of life forms presently crowding around the greeter... until they came to her. 

Pale eyes took in every detail of her clothing, of her. Iliria wanted to dissolve into a puddle on the floor. What did he see? If it was the same thing she saw in the mirror, he took note of a female in a loose robe that did nothing for her. 

Taller than some of the other forms being steered in the direction of others waiting to take charge of them, she and Meekea couldn’t go unnoticed. Her skin flushed and tingled with embarrassment. A fine looking male, he could surely have his pick of any female here. 

Two more chattering tourists left and Iliria spotted the badge on his left shoulder. Captain D. Ardsen was head of security for Nizad. Face on fire, she turned her eyes down and they shuffled toward the greeter. It was time to find out where they were bound. 
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Chapter Four
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The female standing off to the side caught his eye. A fine fuzz of pale gold hair crowned a head which seemed to have been carved of some blue stone. If a statue, she could easily sit in a museum. He knew of such things. His mother made sure his education included more than how to kill. Tall, the robe she wore, some rough cloth of an indeterminate dusky color, didn’t detract from her beauty. 

As tall as he was, the female matched his height. Skin of a pale blue framed large eyes of soft gold. Her companion, a little older, had the same chiseled bone structure. 

As the herd thinned, she and the older female shuffled closer. He wondered why they had stayed back, out of the group. He looked at his datacard. As Kintre checked in each guest, they came to the last two. Iskonians, they were to meet with one who had come earlier. 

Was the younger one a youth? She stood a head shorter than the female with her. Closer to his size, from what he knew of Iskonians, if she were full grown, the female should be a head taller than him or more. He shrugged. He didn’t know everything. She travelled with two older females; he wouldn’t worry about her being here against her will.

The shard of the blood stone from home grew warm as the females came forward. That took him by surprise. What is this?

Witches and their doings never meant much to him before. Repressing a need to wrench the thing from his neck, Drk glared at the datacard. He must question his mother about the stone. He may have been too accepting. 

“You are to join Atunda of Treshia?” He glanced up to find the female had taken a step back. 

“Sir?” The slight wobble in her soft voice told him she had seen the irritation and drawn the expected conclusion. She thought him aggravated with her. Silver would remove his balls with that damn dagger of hers. 

He had worked hard to change his manners. He and Silver had come to a working arrangement. Tsela might be his nominal boss, but when it came to the space port, Silver ran things. His father’s attitude toward females had made his life a great deal harder than it should have been.

Working with Silver had changed his perception of females in general. He took a deep breath and pasted on his tourist smile. “Yes, is it... how shall I address you?”

“Iliria, please. Is there something wrong?”

He gave his slightly amused chuckle. The female’s eyes narrowed. Had he made matters worse? Smoothing things over so as not to have a complaint filed against him became imperative. Drk gave a slight bow. “Nothing is wrong. But rather than have you wait for the next flyer, I’ll take you in my personal machine.” 

The female took another step backward. When the older female grabbed her arm, the blue beauty stilled. “Thank you. We appreciate your help.” The other female tipped her head to the side. “I am called Meekea.” Her eyes landed on his badge. “Head of security Ardsen. Thank you for the assistance.”

“My pleasure. We are here to care for your needs and insure you have a pleasant visit. I see you have no real luggage to move.” He held out a hand. “Come this way, honored guests.” He led them outside to the area where the flyers picked up and delivered passengers. “Have a seat. I will be as quick as I can, but my machine is in the hangar.”

“Thank you, sir.” The soft voice of the younger one floated around him as Drk strode away. The pulse of the stone against his skin caused another frown. Did the witch have an agenda his mother wasn’t privy to? Had it anything to do with Lur?

He didn’t care that his mother had taken a lover. Why should he? In no way did it affect him. With his father for a mate, any female alive would have done the same. He had investigated Lur. To his father’s mind the other male had been dishonored when wounded in battle and brought back to life, if not perfect health. 

Lur suffered some disconnect in his brain. So, the man came home and tended to his farm and crops. Feeling the strain of embarrassment, his wife put him aside. The daughter went with her, and the two sons stayed with Lur. The oldest hired out as most adult males did. The youngest chose to stay home. 

There were rumors of dealings with witches that got whispered about the younger son. Drk wondered if the witch his mother saw knew the younger Lurson. He grimaced then wiped his face of emotion. Until he deposited the females safely at their destination, he must be careful to not give a wrong impression. 

Drk reached the flyer. Before he went anywhere, the necklace must come off. Tonight, he would send a message to his mother. When he reached for the clasp, his fingers felt a distinct shock. 

With no time to waste, he turned to power up the flyer. The sliver of stone and he would have a reckoning later. He had tourists to placate. He piloted the flyer to a landing in front of the females. 

“Your world is warm.” Her eyes opened and the younger one blinked.

“Come, please. Let me get you settled inside. It’s not my world. I’m from Haakonlan. Most adult males of Fjellskog hire out.”

“Mercenaries?” The one who said her name was Meekea asked. 

The flyer in the air, he responded. “Yes. Although some of us own ships and are part of the Mercenary’s Union.” He waved a hand at the ocean below them. “This is an exceptionally nice world. They have sea creatures to catch and eat. The summers last for a long time. Then comes winter. The very upper and lower ends of this world and the higher elevations get snow. High winds are the curse of Nizad come winter. I can safely say I’ve never experienced worse.”

Tall cliffs rose above the breaking sea. “The river before us is called Atlin. Your retreat is the last in line. It sits between the river and the cliffs. Either is an easy walk. This is the smaller part of the island known as Bowah Gowah. There is a large lake and a smaller one close to the retreats.” 

“It is very green,” Iliria said.

“And note, the villages are in natural meadows. No trees were cut. The Distani believe the trees all communicate and have a relationship with the planet as well. They never cut any of these”—he waved a hand at the tall, broad trees in front of them—“unless one is dead or dying. They have another species of tree they will cut, but are careful. Again, only trees dead or dying are removed. Another is always planted to take its place.”

“It is beautiful,” Iliria commented as he landed the flyer close to a dirt mound in the center of the clearing. “Where is the building?”

“Come, I’ll show you. The earth mounded around the stone structure keeps it from being damaged when the winds blow. Nothing you need to worry about now. You’ll be gone before the weather changes.”

Drk helped the females out of the ship and saw them settled with their older companion. Done, he got back in the flyer. The pendant no longer felt hot against his skin. Still, he would take it off the moment he entered his quarters. Then he would compose the message to his mother.

Exactly what did the witch intend? He must know. 
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Chapter Five
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Small, lit inside by the stone-lined openings through the dirt piled on top of the hut, it was cozy. They could cook or have meals brought out to them. Situated on an island in the Nizad ocean, the space port had every amenity, along with any style of cooking in the known universe. 

Iliria discovered Atunda meant this to be a retreat from almost everything, including food. There would be two meals daily. The one luxury she would allow was fine wine. The Elder Sister claimed it promoted good digestion and proper sleep. 

If one drinks enough. Iliria didn’t dare speak her thought. With a slight bow of respect and nod of agreement, Iliria placed her bag beside the pad on the floor designated as her sleeping area. 

After exchanging a glance with Meekea, she looked around the small space. Atunda had made another pad on the floor beside what looked to be a comfortable bed. Meekea had the same. Old bones or not, Atunda wasn’t sparing herself discomfort. 

She held in the sigh. It would be best to get used to the austerity. With many more turns to serve in the order, allowing herself to become bitter and angry would make it all worse. Far better to serve her term here and eventually find freedom than to be tied to some male for life. Or until the male who purchased her became tired of his plaything. 

That would have led to a pleasure house somewhere. A dead
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