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Note to the Reader

​​Memory Reclaimed is a work of fiction. I hope you’ll read and enjoy it as such. Though I’ve drawn material in the abstract from places I’ve lived and from my own mixed race background, any resemblance to people, places, cultures Indigenous or other, and languages in our world is purely coincidental. 
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One Further Note to the Reader

about Pronoun Usage

THE CHARACTERS FROM another dimension who can shift to be either male or female when assuming a physical form in Tas’s world, I have chosen to adopt the pronouns ze and zer instead of the, they/them usage more commonly used to determine a person’s non-binary gender. The ze/zer as well as the word “per” have been adopted by other SF writers in the past, and I personally have chosen to use these terms because I find, they them, confusing and I suspect others might as well.
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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to all the refugees and displaced indigenous peoples around the world. It is also dedicated to my children and grandchildren. Not being a woman of material wealth, my writing is my legacy to boththem, and all the children who are our cherished future. Also in dedication, I offer my eternal gratitude for the traditional teachings of my grandparents, aunties, and the other Elders I’ve met over the years who have taken the time to teach me. The wisdom and strength of my Elders has always been, and will continue to be, an inspiration in my life.
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A Brief Summary of the Earlier Books

In book one, Taste of Memory, Tasimu, a youth with special gifts he has inherited from his mysterious father dwelling in another dimension, is forced with his family to move away from their ancestral home when the invaders discover gold in their northern mountains. Tribal members who converted to the invaders’ religion signed a treaty in which all the northern peoples were forced to relocate to a newly created Tribal Preserve.

During their traumatic journey south to the desert Preserve, Tasimu finds a man who knows of his unique heritage, and can teach him how to use his magical gifts, if Tasimu will agree to help with his own quest for revenge against the converts whom he blames for giving away tribal lands. 

Book one ends with Tasimu morning the loss of family members and fearing what will await them in this new southern land.
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IN BOOK TWO, When Memory Dies, Tasimu and his people finally arrive on the barren, water-starved land they have been allotted only to discover that the treaty goods they were promised are slow to arrive or never show up at all. Conflicts between different factions grow and fester, ending in violence. In retaliation for their agent’s thievery, a faction of warriors leaves the Preserve to raid enemy settlements nearby to feed their starving relatives. 

Caught in the middle between two warring factions, Tasimu endures beatings and scorn by both sides. When he is contacted by the outlaws who need a person with power to help them, he agrees. The desert war leader, who starts to see Tasimu like a son, is badly wounded. He and Tasimu barely escape with their lives during a raid on the agency to rescue his mother and grandfather. 
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IN BOOK THREE, Abandoning Memory, The war leader is told to seek out the Prophet. In the Prophet’s camp the war leader does receive healing and he and Tasimu’s mother marry and Tas will have a baby sister before spring. While living with his new family the Kukiya war chief Golannah is summoned to a peace negotiation. Tas is included in the delegation. Once at the fort they discover the soldiers and government men plan to jail the delegates and force them to sign a new treaty, giving up more land.

By invoking his Gift Tas and the Kukiya delegation are able to escape the soldiers trap, and another ambush in the desert, but by his use of power another man, a malicer and old enemy of the war chief is alerted and seeks revenge that will set into motion events that will end in a massacre of innocent women and children and the hanging of Tasimu’s beloved adopted father and Tasimu’s capture.

Book four, Bitter Echoes of Memory, is the story of what happens to Tasimu and the other youths captured and sentenced to the live-away school, where the students endure hunger and beatings and Tasimu is forced to use his Gift many times to save his warband of friends and relatives from cruel, sadistic priests and bullying boys. 

When a high official comes to investigate accusations of witchcraft, Tasimu is jailed in an underground cell at the school where he is beaten and tortured. But this priest is far more than a temple official. He, like Tasimu, is not completely human. He is a creature in alliance with the enemies of Tasimu’s Benefactor. He wants Tasimu to turn traitor and join him. Fortunately the otherworldly being, who is Tasimu’s true father, arrives and together father and son escape into another dimension, leaving the burning school behind.
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BOOK FIVE: Reawakening Memory, begins the story of Tasimu, now a man grown, his magical lessons learned, who wants to go home. He bargains with relatives to return him to the world of his birth, but his tricky cousins bring him back to a place and time of their choosing, in a confusing future, and then they abandon him. They promised him that he has friends and family living in the strange city, so he searches for them and tries to adjust to his new life. He marries a granddaughter of an old friend from his youth and seeks others, but the few who remain, like his sister have become old in his absence. 

Knowing that he is hunted by the ancient enemy who is seeking his death for his part in the killing of their favored agent, Tasimu must survive several attempts to murder him and try to make a new life for himself in the unfamiliar world of his future. 

A Tribal History of Long Ago, Rushton Archives: Sixth interview with Indigenous Zacatik subject 297 

Until being forced to change by the Empire and its soldiers and priests my Qwani’Ya people always traced their descent through their mother’s lineage. There were no bastard children among us. All our little ones were loved and cared for by uncles and aunties as well as their parents.

That is not to say that our fathers or men in general didn’t play a significant role both in a child’s life and the life of the tribe. Our men were the fierce face we presented to outsiders, both in peace and in war, but our chiefs and warriors showed a gentler face to their wives and children. They always took their guidance from the council of clan mothers. A woman is one who holds the life giving force within her body. She has her roots sunk deep into the Earth Mother herself, and can know what is the best path for the people, so the old ones reasoned.

I think the chamuqwani have become so aggressive and crazy, in their endless wars, their harsh religion and their constant striving for personal wealth and new technology, because they don’t listen to the voices of their wise women anymore. Allowing only men to rule they are unrooted and ignorant of the true blessings of this world.

As tribal people the most important thing we can do is to keep alive and teach our traditions, not only to our own people, but to all people of good heart. There are forces massing in the Beyond, powerful beings dwelling within the worlds of the Starry River who won’t let us survive to infect others with our disharmony. We are doomed unless we set aside our destructive ways and learn once more to walk in balance with all creation.
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Chapter One
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My emotions were still raw. It had been hard to lose my sister so soon after I discovered her in the modern world in which my tricky otherworldly cousins had abandoned me. Kitahtla was no longer the tiny baby I left behind, when I was captured by the imperial soldiers; she was an old woman with an incurable illness when I found her again.  

I escaped my live-away school prison, trying to return to her earlier in my life, but I was recaptured by a priest with otherworldly Gifts, similar to my own; and my true father the Qwa’Nayhi Seal man, had to rescue me from his torture and took me with him into the Beyond, where I had remained till a man grown. For that reason, our time together was much too short for my liking.

My new family and I arrived home from my sister’s funeral with heavy hearts only to find more trouble waiting for us. Because a spring snow storm in the pass had delayed our return, we had missed the start of the children’s school classes and those at the lectorium were already in progress, too. 

Meeting us at the door, my brother-in-law Stakaya informed us that a goldy and a new social worker had been around looking for Gahji. Someone has filed a complaint about the children not being in school.

“What?” Leaving Mathrom and Saskina to finish unpacking the vehicle I followed Gahji and her brother back into the house. “What does anyone have to complain about? We went to a funeral; we are caring for our children just fine,” I said as I sat down to release the fussing O’siyan from his cradleboard.

“The woman didn’t say, but she was angry when I told her you guys had gone back to the Preserve.”

“And did you tell her why we took the children out of school and went back to the Preserve?”

He shrugged. “She didn’t want to listen.”

Barging past us into the kitchen to make a fresh pot of kaf-tea Gahji snarled, “It’s Win’s damned parents again—I would put money on it.”

She was angry, by the sounds of thumping and banging she was doing as she made the kaf-tea and put away the leftover food from our trip. Her Bear was snarling, but I could also see the snaking lines of fear writhing through her spirit fire.

When the baby now freed crawled to an open cupboard and began pulling out his favorite pans to stack and bang she yelled at him to stop when she stepped back and nearly tripped over a pot lid. That, of course got him crying to add to the din.

I could see the tears glistening in the corners of her eyes, so I picked up our crying son and left the kitchen, saying I was going to change his nappy. Stakaya too had prudently left for his room, and Mathrom and the other children had decided it was not a good time to beg for a snack and had plunked down on our sagging couch and turned on the picta-view.

I took the fussing little one into our room and did what I said, changed his nappy. By the time we came back into the living room he had calmed down, so I asked Angika and Saskina to watch him while I went to talk to Gahji. For her to be this upset I knew there was more behind the visit, than she had told me about.

Daring to confront the bear woman in her den I entered the kitchen and closed the door behind me. Coming up behind her where she was washing the cub’s dirty dishes and muttering curses under her breath I put my arms around her and rested my chin atop her soft black hair. “Tell me what you have been so successfully trying to keep from me.”

Turning in my arms she buried her face against my chest. I could feel her whole body trembling as she clung to me. I reached over her shoulder and turned off the tap over the sink, then I guided her to a chair at the kitchen table and sat her in it. Pulling over another chair I sat down beside her and took her hand.

“What’s going on, Gahji?”

She dried her eyes on a shirt sleeve, sniffed and began, “You know Tuunac’s grandparents have always been after me to give them Win’s children. Even after the divorce was finalized and I got custody they kept after me. They’ve already had me investigated by the Imperial Ministry for Child Protection a couple times, claiming that I was an unfit mother. The worst was when Stakaya got arrested. Thank all the ancestors for our tribal attorneys. They were able to block their attempts in the past but now...”

She broke off reaching for a napkin to blow her nose. “Until now,” I prompted, “what has changed?”

“You and our baby have changed things.”

I jerked back as if hit by an unseen fist. “What do you mean, me and the baby? Please explain, my heart.”

“When I was here with the children and just going to school and work, those awful people couldn’t find fault with me. The kids and the house were clean—or reasonably so, every time they checked on me. The Imperial Ministry had nothing to base a case on and our attorneys made sure they knew if they tried they would lose in court. But then—”

“But then I came along and we fell in love and now we have O’siyan.”

She nodded. “When school started again an old classmate who transferred into social work warned me that there were rumors that I was a loose woman who was seeing lots of men and had had another baby by one of them.”

“You and other men? Were they as handsome as me?” I joked, trying to make her laugh. 

Instead she punched me in the arm—hard. “This isn’t funny, Tas. Don’t be a stupid mud worm.”

“I’m sorry, my heart. I know it isn’t funny—not really,” I said and rubbed my arm. Did your friend say anything else about us?”

“Win’s family is very religious. My not attending their Djoven temple was always an issue with them, even when Win and I were a couple. Win didn’t care; he hated the temple anyway, so it wasn’t a problem for him, but after the divorce they wanted the children raised in a proper ‘civilized’ manner. When I refused to let them take Tuunac and later Bijah to the temple with them is when all the trouble with them really started. 

“My friend told me a while ago that I should get married to you in the temple and that would stop their claims that I was a whore and unfit.”

“Gahji, why didn’t you tell me this?”

“Because I know how you feel about Djoven’s temple after what they did to you. And we are married already in our Qwani’Ya traditional way.”

“What happened to me when I lived among those damned priests doesn’t matter now. No, I don’t like the idea of giving any priest that kind of power over our lives, but as you and others keep telling me it isn’t the same as a hundred years ago. I will marry you in the temple if that will stop all this nonsense of trying to take away our children.

“In fact I can go see the old reverend at the Mother of Mercy temple tomorrow. He would be happy to do it, and we can even go to his meetings every once in a while to keep the appearance that we have changed our evil heathen ways. Why, we can even invite those mean-spirited dog humpers to the wedding to prove it.”

She did laugh at that, and I breathed an inward sigh of relief, knowing I had eased her worry somewhat.

I’d like to meet them anyway. Just so I will know whose throat I’m going to rip open if they try to take Tuunac and Bijah, I thought to myself.

Reverend Cal was delighted when I stopped by to ask him. We set a date of a ten-day later when I explained about the Imperial Ministry visit. Though it was short notice and we wanted only a small quiet ceremony I was amazed at the crowd of well-wishers that turned up for the ceremony and the feast afterward that Auntie Megara took charge of. My Gahji looked beautiful in her wachidai regalia and we had a good time visiting with our many friends and relatives.

The grandparents didn’t show up but I learned later that some cheeky relative had sent them an invitation. At the advice of Chief Rickson and the tribal attorney Gahji did return the social worker’s call and set up a meeting to which Rickson the attorney and I also attended.

When she learned that the reason we had taken the children out of school wasn’t to go to the Preserve and get drunk, as she’d been told, but we had gone to attend a beloved elder relative’s funeral and that a late season blizzard in the high pass had closed the roads, she had to back down. The chief and the attorney also produced documents and signed reference letters stating that we were both employed and, “of good character.”

The whole situation angered me almost to the point of madness. I hated that we had to prove our worthiness to keep our children, because I also knew a chamuqwani couple without a temple-blessed marriage wouldn’t have had to suffer through such a humiliation, or live with the fear that their children could be snatched away at the slightest whim of the imperial government and their zaunk-hating minions.

I hoped our compliance to their rules would put an end to this, so my sweet Gahji could sleep peacefully and not wake up crying when the nightmares came to torment her. And it seemed to be—for a while, anyway. 

But then...

About a moon after we had our meeting at the Imperial ministry for Child Protection a strange man and woman dressed in business clothes showed up at our door, looking for Gahji and the children. Stakaya and I were the only ones home at the time. Gahji and auntie were planning a surprise birthday for Uncle Samul. She had taken the children with her to Auntie Megara’s for the afternoon, growling for Stakaya and me to do a thorough clean of the house, because our house was going to be where the party would be held. 

We had just finished and were having a well-deserved cup of kaf-tea when a hard knock sounded at the front door. At the same moment Aqwissa hissed a warning into my mind. Walking into the living room I peeked out the window and saw two unknown chamuqwani on the porch. 

One was a tall thin man in an old fashioned black jacket and trousers with a broad-brimmed hat, similar to what the old-time priests used to wear when I was a child. He had a neatly trimmed white beard and hard gray eyes. He reminded me of Director Harriscot and I shivered in spite of myself.

The woman with him was younger, but equally grim in her appearance. She was dressed in a long dark skirt and jacket, her mousy brown hair pulled back into a severe bun. 

I opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch, closing the door firmly behind me. “How can I help you?” 

The true reason for Aqwissa’s warning became clear when I saw that each of our visitors had little red-eyed demons, perching on their shoulders. They grinned at me when they realized I could see them.

<<Have a care, little pests, what you whisper into the ears of your hosts if you want to live. My companion is always hungry.>> I warned.

“I am intercessor Fredderton and this is Celibress Joan. We are from the Temple agency dedicated to the welfare of children. May we come in? We would like to talk to you and, uh, your wife.”

“No, you may not.” My voice and my stare were as cold as a winter ice storm as I looked them in the eye and I spoke.

They were surprised that I refused them, the woman stepping back a pace when I caught her gaze and held her in my power.

The intercessor was made of sterner stuff; he scowled but held his ground and stared right back. “It would be in your family’s best interest to talk to us, young man. We only want to assure ourselves and our patron that the children are being raised in accordance with the teachings of Mighty Djoven.”

“And according to Imperial law that isn’t up to you or Win’s parents to decide. The Imperial Ministry for Child Protection has already done their investigation and made their report. They found nothing to show that my wife and I are unfit parents. 

“As a ‘private’ agency, neither you nor the Temple has any say in the matter, and I don’t care how big a donation to your agency the grandparents have promised you to bring them our children. They can’t have them.”

<<We see you, walking dead man, our power is greater than yours,>> their demons taunted. <<You have powerful enemies and your enemies are our friends. When they kill you, we will take what belongs to Djoven’s stupid priests.>>

I allowed my lips to curl into a snarl. <<Come closer and say that to me again, little pests. I can’t hear you.>> When Aqwissa hissed at them they screeched and disappeared.

The intercessor studied me closely for a long moment before speaking. “I don’t understand why you are resisting the inevitable, young man. Most men would be happy to get rid of children that aren’t his, especially now that the woman has given you a son of your own. Why deny the old people the children born to their lineage?” 

“You don’t understand me, because your people never have taken the time to understand my people and our ways. Among my Qwani’Ya people children always belong to the mother and her family. In keeping with our traditions Tuunac and Bijahgwi are my children and I will love and care for them as well as the child I sired, but even he belongs to his mother’s family, not to me.

“And as to Win’s parents visiting with their grandchildren, if we could trust them not to send people like you to kidnap them, arrangements could be made through the tribal attorneys and the Imperial Ministry for them to visit. But the children stay with their mother—with us, until they are old enough to decide otherwise.” I opened the door and stepped inside. “And you can tell them that, too.”

Listening through the door Stakaya had heard enough to know who our visitors were and what they wanted. “When Gahji and the children get home don’t blurt out to her about our visitors,” I warned. “No need to get her upset after she has had a nice relaxing day at auntie’s. I’ll tell her later after the children are in bed.”

He agreed with me and soon after that he decided to go to his girlfriend Jula’s place, and that was probably for the best. When he was gone I went into the now clean kitchen to see what was in the ice box I could cook for our dinner.

As I worked peeling and chopping up potatoes and then frying bacon and deer meat my mind kept mulling over the problem these convert grandparents posed for us. I wasn’t going to let them take our children, but what had the demons meant when they taunted me by saying my enemies were their friends?  Had the Crokno found another way to carry out their revenge? I shuddered and hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

When the family arrived home to the good smells of my cooking all excited to tell me about their day Gahji sensed my joking mood was a diversion. She knew right away that something was wrong, but waited till the children and the baby were asleep before questioning me about what was troubling me.

I knew what I had to say was going to worry her so I waited till we had made love and I could hold her close in my arms before telling her about our visitors. When I finished I could feel her trembling and held her tighter. “I’m not going to let them take our children, my heart. I will sacrifice my own life before I let that happen.”

She made a rude noise in her throat and looked into my eyes her mouth hardening into a grim line. “And what good will that do if you go and get yourself killed, eh? Then I will only have four fatherless children to raise and the Imperial Ministry will probably take all of them away unless I find some other idiot zaunk to marry—and I don’t want that. Damn it, in spite of your stupid and heroic words, you can’t use your Qwakaiva to solve all of our problems. So don’t talk to me about your Gift and dying for the family, you stupid mud worm!”

I thought about it for a while just holding her close and stroking her hair. “You are right about me using my Qwakaiva. I will draw too much of the wrong attention if I try to fix everybody’s problems that way. What do you suggest we do then?”

“I don’t know, and that’s the problem.”

“Tomorrow I think I will go after work to talk to Chief Rickson—and maybe I wil go see the reverend as well. Rickson can alert the tribe’s attorneys and Reverend Cal might know about this agency and how to deal with them.”

And then again, he might not, I thought privately, I also suspected that if the modern hierarchy of the temple was similar to what it had been when I was a youth, the Mother of Mercy priests would have little authority to stop the more ruthless dealings that Djoven’s devotees were famous for a hundred years ago.

“That sounds like a good idea but...” she hesitated, not wanting to voice her worried thoughts.

“What is it? My beautiful bear woman, please tell me.”

She hesitated a while longer then said, “I’m almost ashamed to ask, because I know your Crokno enemies are always looking for you, but it would ease my mind if Aqwissa could go with the children when they are away from us at school.”

I posed the question to Aqwissa, before I answered her. <<It is very possible that these treacherous people might try to steal away the children from their school. If you want me to protect them for you then I will form myself into a choker for Bijah to wear.>>

<<Yes, I think that would be best. We will do that in the morning.>>

<<If I go with the children then you will have to be especially vigilant. And don’t forget what those little demons said to you.>>

<<I will remember.>>

When I told Gahji she was relieved and soon after fell asleep.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Two afternoons later I was coming home by way of the shortcut across the homeless encampment and the railroad tracks when a slight noise behind me was the only warning I got before a green arm snaked across my neck and began choking me.

“Traitorous Crokno scum, what have you done to your kin? After we took you in, has your weak human nature finally won out and you have betrayed the ones who sheltered and taught you,” Dathna snarled next to my ear. 

“Let me go! I don’t know what you are talking about!”

“I don’t believe you. Where is Zeiva, and your father, for that matter? Have you secretly become the Crokno’s new agent among us? Tell me where they are and I will make your death easy when I kill you.”

“I-haven’t-betrayed-anyone.” My hands over zer’s I tried to pry zer clawed fingers loose. But with all my Qwakaiva I couldn’t. Zer grip was like a vice of iron. “If you want me to speak, Dathna, stop choking me,” I finally gasped out.

Giving me an extra hard squeeze ze at last let me go. I doubled over choking and coughing. Barely concealed behind the semblance of a human form, the irate otherworldly being’s aura facing me pulsed with murderous fury. I cringed, aware of how close I was to death right then. When I at last could catch my breath, I wheezed, “After what Sabisa’s warped child Hoyt did to me I could never betray my father—never! Didn’t Zeiva tell you about my sending?”

Ze scowled. “What sending?”

“When you came to the wachidai last summer looking for my father and Utreal I had a sending. Zeiva took it from my mind, because ze wasn’t sure I had interpreted it correctly. Ze couldn’t believe that Utreal had succumbed to the Crokno’s power and imprisoned my father. I begged zer to tell you and the elders. Star Swimmer is in trouble!” 

Zer scowl deepened as ze thought. “Ze did mention something about a sending you had, but after ze thought about it more ze also decided that it meant nothing, and when next ze saw Utreal ze would ask zer about it.”

My heart churned with the maelstrom of emotions I dared not express lest I anger zer beyond reason. Arrogant and stupid beings from the Beyond! My paternal relatives had always mistrusted my half-breed human Gift, not because I was wrong, but just because I wasn’t truly one of them. They thought because of their power they were invincible and humans were an inferior life form.

“The sending was true, and Zeiva thought so at the time when I showed it to zer. Ze promised me ze would tell you and the elders. Star Swimmer has been imprisoned by the Crokno and Utreal is his jailer. And now you tell me Zeiva is missing, too? I wish someone would believe me.”

“Hmm...” Then without asking Dathna took my arm firming up zer grip, so I couldn’t pull away. “Show me what you showed zer.”

I shuddered, bracing myself for what was coming. “It’s been nearly a year; I don’t know if I can, or how clear the memory will be,” I warned.

“Then I will just have to ‘take’ it, Siyatli worm.”

Knowing ze wouldn’t care if I was damaged in the process I relaxed as best I could, surrendering to zer probe. Ze took all the information about my sending last summer that ze wanted, but then absorbed far more. Ze plundered the memories of my fights with the Sabiyan hunters and then dug through my childhood making me remember the happy and painful portions of my earlier life including my resistance to my imprisonment and torture by Hoyt, which interested zer the most. At last ze released me and I sagged to the earth, drained and exhausted.

Standing over me ze studied me with a cold penetrating intensity that left me naked and vulnerable. There was no pity or apology in zer gaze. Finally ze spoke, “Unless you are far cleverer than any half-breed I have ever encountered or heard of, you appear to be telling me the truth. I will believe you—for now—or until I learn otherwise. That still leaves me with several unanswered questions, however.”

“I know, and I have no answers to offer you. I don’t know what has happened, but I will do anything within my power to help them, I swear it, cousin. Please consult with Kunai, Co’yeh, and the other elders of our clan. Tell them what you have learned from me. I beg you. Star Swimmer—and maybe Zeiva, too are in trouble!”

“Yes, I will do that, little siyatli cousin.” Dathna turned and without another word ze disappeared.

Unable to regain my feet and continue home I crawled to the side of the trail and threw up in the bushes after ze left me. Even though my house was nearby I lacked the strength left to make it the rest of the way home. I let out an ironic chuckle and dropped my cheek into the grass. If my Crokno enemies found me now... Well, they would have no trouble putting an end to me—that was for certain. Taking deep breaths I lay, hoping the world would stop spinning, before that happened.  

I just needed to rest a moment more, and then...

It was growing dark when a worried Mathrom and Stakaya found me and carried me home. I was regaining my strength by then but I was grateful for their help.

“What happened?” a grim-faced Mathrom wanted to know when he threw my limp arm over his shoulder. “Did the Crokno find—”

“N-no Crokno enemy, it was Dathna who came for me. Zeiva didn’t take my warning seriously and now ze is missing, too. Dathna thought... Never mind, it’s not important.”

Mathrom swore, but I ignored him and slipped out of their hold. We were home and I was determined to walk up the back stairs and into the kitchen on my own, so my Gahji wouldn’t worry.

My lame effort didn’t fool her. She took one look at me and burst into tears and rushed to hug me, nearly knocking me over. “This is all my fault,” she sobbed. “If I hadn’t begged you to send Aqwissa to guard the children—” she burst into tears again as she clung to me. 

“It’s alright, my dear one. Aqwissa couldn’t have helped me this time. I was being shielded. I probably look worse than I am. I’m not hurt much—mostly just tired,” I said as I pushed her gently away. The dizziness was returning and I needed to sit down. 

Stepping away she folded her arms across her chest, looking me over for blood and other signs of a struggle. There was no blood, but she must have noticed the bruises around my neck, because she growled, “Just tired, eh? I was worried and your neck is all purple with bruises. What happened to you?”

I sighed and waved a hand in dismissal. I really did need to sit down, but she was blocking my path to the chairs at the table. “Nothing much, it was just a misunderstanding on the part of one of my cousins, and no real harm done.” 

Seeing my bruises for the first time in the brighter kitchen light, Stakaya’s eyes popped wide and with a note of awe coming into his voice, he said, “Wow! With relatives who can do that, who needs enemies?”

“Shut up, Ky, and go clean your room. It’s a pig mess,” Gahji snapped still glaring at me and not bothering to look at him. 

“But Tas and I already gave it a good clean yesterday,” he protested.

“Shut up and go do it again,” she growled.

The cub murmured something and hastily retreated. I plastered what I hoped was a convincing smile on my face. “I will be alright after I eat and have a good rest—truly.” 

She made a disgusted noise in her throat that was almost a growl. “Was this ‘misunderstanding’ with that bitch Zeiva?”

“No, the other one, Dathna, Zeiva is now missing, too—”

“And that stupid bitch thought you were to blame, eh?”

“Something like that—but it’s all straightened out now—please, my love can I sit down?”

Gahji snorted, motioned me to a chair and returned to the cooker to pour me a cup of kaf-tea. Still muttering angry curses under her breath, she plunked the cup in front of me and returned to the cooker to retrieve my warming plate of food from the oven.

My throat hurt and the hot drink felt soothing. The meat was too rough, but I was able to smash up the potatoes with my fork and swallow them down. Pushing my plate away, I said, “The meal is very tasty my love, but I’ll have to finish the rest later. Right now I need—”

“Need to go lie down,” she finished for me, muttering some insulting comments about me and my paternal relatives under her breath as she opened a cupboard door containing our herbs and spices. “I’ll make you some lemon and honey tea for your throat and a warm herbal compress to put over those bruises.” She made a shoeing gesture. “Go lay down then.”

As the spirits in the ceremonial house had warned me this was turning out to be a year of many changes. As the winter storms were waning and sap was beginning to flow up into the tree limbs again Director Rabbitson called Kutima and I into his office to give us some bad news. 

“The Imperials have denied our proposal for another year of funding for the Qwani’Yan portion of our language programming,” he announced as soon as we were seated. “When we finish for the summer holidays that will be the end of the classes, unless I can find another funding source, before the fall.”

The chief had warned me, but it still came as a shock, nonetheless. “Did they say why they were cutting the program?”

Rabbitson shrugged, toying with the paperweight on his desk and not looking at me. “They said that there aren’t enough Qwani’Ya people in Seatown and the number of people enrolled was too low for the expense. They want to focus on the coastal languages and maybe introduce Kukiyatan instead.”

That made some sense, but it wasn’t good news for me personally.  I might have to take up fishing—or smuggling with the chief’s shady cousin after all.

“You know, director, Tas speaks Kukiyatan, too. Would you be thinking of hiring him for that program if it is approved? He has learned a lot from me and Preceptor Rushton about how to layout lessons for Qwani’Yan that could easily be applied to Kukiyatan,” Kutima said.

Still not looking at me, Rabbitson said, “We shall have to see about that. I’m told the tribe has in mind a couple fluent speakers from the Preserve they would like to see teach that program to their members living here in the city.”

And that, too made perfect sense, I had to admit. And I also knew the director wasn’t going to push very hard for me to be hired for that program. I wasn’t sure why, but Rabbitson and I had never gotten along.

“I am sorry to hear about the lack of funding, but I was thinking on turning over the teaching to Tas by summer anyway. I’m getting too old to continue and with Tas here to take over I had planned on retiring. 

“But surely if the language program has been canceled you can find something for him here at ZFH,” Kutima argued. “He is a good reliable worker with a young family to support.”

Looking up at last the director said, “Elder, I can make no promises, but I will see what I can do.” And with that vague assurance floating in the air between us, we were dismissed.

Back in our classroom I slumped into a chair and rested my chin on my hands atop the table. ”I hate to admit it, but I can see the imperials’ point in a way.”

“What do you mean? Please explain.”

I sighed. “If we are honest here, you would have to admit that most of our students aren’t learning much at all.”

“I would have to agree, though, like you, I don’t like to admit it. There are too many other things like programs on the picta-views that we have to compete with.”

“Yes, even with my own children it is hard and I speak to them all the time in our language. They usually understand me, but getting them to actually speak to me in Qwani’Yan is a totally different matter. I wish I knew the answer, because it is so important that now in this time we pass our traditional knowledge on to the next generation, and we can’t truly do that if they can’t speak our language.”

“Then we will just have to learn to teach in a different manner, brother, eh?”

“Hmm, I agree, Kutima, but how?”

“Think about how we learned the two languages we know, Tas. We learned our Qwani’Ya language by listening to our relatives and by doing things where the words we were learning made sense, because they were associated with actions that were important to us and our survival.”

He thought about it for a while then chuckled. “And in a more brutal fashion that is how you and most of our people had to learn the chamuqwani language we use today.”

I made a disgusted sound deep in my throat, and I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my voice when I said, “Yes, it was a matter of survival, true enough. You learned or you were beaten—or even killed if you didn’t speak the enemy’s tongue.”

“So maybe in a more modified fashion that is the way to teach our young people our beautiful language,” Kutima mused.

I stared, I could tell he had been giving this idea some thought, and I was curious. “Tell me what you are thinking, war brother.”

“I haven’t thought it through completely, but you got me thinking when you took those young people out on the land to teach them the bush skills we all had to learn as children. What if we combined those teachings with the language? Instead of studying a dry book lesson in the class room the students could apply what they learned to their daily activities. I’m sure the words they learned would have more meaning that way and they would absorb our language faster.”

I gave him an evil grin. “Especially if they got no food or I smacked their hands with a willow rod if I heard them speaking the imperial tongue, like those damned priests did to us when we spoke Qwani’Yan.”

I laughed when I saw his horrified look, then he laughed, too, thinking I was joking. I wasn’t joking—not completely, anyway.

Still chuckling, he said, “Well, I don’t know if the imperials would let you go to that extreme, but there certainly could be consequences for using the imperial tongue, and rewards for speaking our language.”

We discussed the idea further over the next few days and when we had a rough draft of a grant proposal laid out we decided to take it to Rabbitson for his approval.

When we finally had it polished enough to show to the director and a few interested members of the board and we sat around an empty table in the quiet dining room at the appointed time, to my surprise, our proposal, received only a lukewarm reception from them.

“It is an interesting idea,” one of the older board members finally said. “But I think it is well beyond the mandate given to our Friendship Houses in our charter from the imperial government.”

Pleading on my behalf Kutima said, “But, how can that be so? Doesn’t the mandate state that we are to promote and revitalize our traditional languages and cultures? I don’t see how this proposal would be a problem for that.”

When he finished and looked around the table no one met his eye. “We don’t have either the funds or the staff available for such a time consuming project,” Rabbitson finally said, still not looking at us.

“Then add those needs into the grant,” I said, impatient with their evasions. Like murky pond water I sensed something else was going on here I didn’t understand.

Rabbitson’s head jerked up as if I had hit him. Taking a deep breath, he said, “It’s not that simple, Tas. What you want would take far more funding than the imperials are likely to grant us. And I’ve already submitted a big proposal to build some badly needed renovations in our kitchen and ramps needed to improve the accessibility for our Elders. I can’t ask them for anything else right now.” 

“Director, surely you and the other board members here can see that a program like Tas and I propose would be of great value to all our Zacatik peoples. Not just those who want to learn Qwani’Yan. 

“The program could be broadened to include Kukiyatan and the coastal languages, too. Combining language lessons with traditional bush skills is a natural way for our youth to learn our languages and learn their people’s traditional teachings as well.”

“And of course, Elder, you would like us to hire your assistant to head up this project, eh?” one of the board members said.

“He would be a logical choice for one of the instructors, so yes. Why not hire him?” Kutima said.

“And this circles back around to our original point about not having the staff or the money to implement such a program at this time, no matter how much we would like to help out a Zacatik brother with a young family.”

Leaning forward I rested my arms on the table and looked each of the men rudely in the eye in the chamuqwani fashion. “That isn’t the true reason why we are proposing this language and bush skills program for our young people. 

“And what we do to preserve our cultures and languages is far more important to the survival of our people—of our entire world than a new cooker for the kitchen or a ramp to the front door,” I said, my voice quivering with my emotions.

I was finding it hard to keep the anger and bitterness out of my voice when I tried to explain our reasons to these short-sighted, ignorant people. “This program is important; believe me when I say this. Our very survival may depend on what we do in the next few years.”

Rabbitson could see I was growing upset but he misunderstood the cause. Maybe he had heard some of the stories about me, because he let out a nervous laugh and tried to sooth me. “Surely things aren’t all that bad in another couple years we can revisit this again—and in the meantime we can probably find at least part time work for you here—”

“Damn it! This isn’t just about me and my personal need for a job and money to support my family. I am trying to prevent the destruction of not only our way of life but our world.” 

When they stared at me as if I had just grown a set of moose antlers on my head I sighed and tried to calm down and explain. “There are beings in the Beyond who are watching our destructive power grow. If we don’t return to our old ways and relationships with Earth Mother and the natural world, along with the new technology the Empire’s people are developing, they won’t let us survive to spread our destructive imperialistic ways to other worlds among the stars. 

“If you have heard the stories about me as a Puhani, a man with special power and knowledge. It is me, the Puhani, who tells you these things. For our survival we must teach the old languages and the old skills if we want to survive. We have no choice and we must work to convince imperials the truth of that. This is the true reason why Kutima/Keveneth and I are fighting so hard for this program.”

The meeting lasted for a while after that, but I could tell by their glazed expressions that they thought me crazy and they couldn’t be persuaded to change their minds.

“Maybe Chief Rickson or one of the other Zacatik organizations will be interested in our proposal, Tas, so don’t give up hope,” Kutima said as Martin settled him in the front seat of his mecho-cart. 

I smiled and told him I wouldn’t, but I was in a frustrated mood when I hopped on the mecho-transit and headed home.
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I didn’t tell Gahji right away about the program’s termination. I knew she would worry; we were barely getting by since our landlord raised our rent. She would want to extend her work time at the infirmarium, and our son still needed her too much for that. I did ask Rickson about other jobs, hoping that something else would turn up before the classes at ZFH ended.

Somehow Mathrom found out, too, and one afternoon when we were alone and I was cooking some fish over a small fire in the yard he came out and sat down on a log round near me.

He watched me in silence for a while, but I knew he had something on his mind, so I just focused on my cooking and let him tell me when he was ready. At last he blurted it out, “Neko called yesterday when everybody was at school or work. He says he has a job on the rancha till fall, but then he wants to come to Seatown to live with me, because his mom let Rafton come back home and he doesn’t want to be there if he starts drinking again—which he probably will.”

“I’m sorry to hear about my niece. It’s sad, but beat-down women often can’t find the courage to be on their own. I guess we can hope that Rafton’s fear of my vengeance will keep him sober for some time yet.

“Do you two think you can manage on your own? If the landlord here raises the rent again we will probably have to move as well. We could look for something bigger with a lower level where you and Neko—and maybe Ky could have your own space,” I offered. 

Truth be told, though not so much the modern custom, I liked having the young people living with us. It was a comforting reminder of my childhood when several related families lived together in the same earthen lodge. I would be sorry to see him go—and Stakaya, too if he ever married the girl he had been seeing for the last year or so.

“We would get allotment stipends from the tribe and the imperial mining companies left on the Preserve, so if we took in at least one other guy we could manage.” Then thinking about what I’d said, and didn’t say, he offered after a moment’s hesitation, ”When I wanted to register for your language class next fall I was told it was canceled due to lack of funding. If you need me—and Neko to stay, we could do that, for sure.”

I sat down on another round and gave him my full attention. “I am enjoying having you stay here, nephew, and I hope to always be here if you need me. But I also want you to do what is right for you at this time in your life. So, don’t make your decision based on my looming unemployment. Like last summer I will have some work at the wachidai dances and the bush school Chief Rickson plans, and I’m sure something will turn up for me by the fall.”

He nodded, accepting my answer, but I could tell there was still something on his mind. When he remained silent for a long time, I grew impatient, because the fish was nearly done, and I would have to take it into the kitchen, so I said, “You better tell me the rest of it, nephew.”

He sighed. “I heard from a friend in the Kukiya Action League that they were the ones who got older relatives on the tribal council to pressure Rabbitson and the ZFH board to cancel the Qwani’Yan portion of the program. And, probably to get back at you—and maybe me, too, Rody was the one singing the loudest for the change.”

He seemed surprised when I only nodded my agreement with the board’s decision. Expecting me to fly into a rage if he told me, and afraid of what I might do with my Qwakaiva, that was probably why he was so reluctant to tell me, so I offered him a further explanation. 

“Yes, it will be hard for me personally, and Rody may have done his part hoping to cause me ill, but if so, it’s not going to work, because I happen to agree that Kukiyatan should be taught here.”

When his mouth dropped open I laughed. “Wasn’t it you who told me when we first met that your student group was going to ‘make’ the imperials listen to your demands. Well, they have, and I’m glad of it. Though Qwani’ya by blood on your grandmother’s side and chamuqwani on the other, mam Sagila was smart enough to enroll her adopted daughter, my sister, on the Kukiya tribal roles, which is why you are still able to get those nice stipends to help with school.”

“But tribal politics being what it is they won’t hire you if Rody’s family has anything to say about it, which they will,” he angrily complained. 

“Yes, I know that, but it’s still fine with me,” I said patiently. “My Qwani’Ya people were settled in the north and east of the Preserve, so when people left they would have gone to the imperial cities like Prairietown or others further to the east. The Zacatik Friendship Houses back there should be offering that language, not out here. It’s alright, nephew, truly, I’ll find something else.”

Worried about me as well Kutima must have talked to Rushton about my upcoming unemployment, because Rushton called me a few days later to tell me he could offer me some money as a paid informant for his history projects if I wanted to take him up on his earlier offer. I told him I would think about it, and that I
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