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Prologue
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In his underground lair, the Ghostland wizard, Barak, leaned over his worktable and stared into the crystalline surveillance device in front of him. It was an object of great value, passed down through countless generations since before the great wars, needing the technology of the Ancients and his mutated Psy powers to use. It was a marvel from a world lost to them. 

Barak was a creature of great age and power: power gained by sacrifice and exposure to the Poisoned Fires of the Ghostland holy places. The violet glow coming from the instrument illuminated a pale face with wrinkled brow and an elongated jaw. 

As a result of the toxic vigils in his youth, his body had altered, growing gnarled like the skeleton of a deformed tree. The pain was a constant irritant, but the power bought was worth the torment. And, soon the foul Khutani worms in their puddles would taste his vengeance. First, however, there were others deserving his attention. 

Shifting the crystal’s focus, he considered the Khutani held lands further south, and cursed, when he saw a ragged band of the westerners from the shores of the Shallow Sea among the tall brown reeds of the Great Swamp. Barak leaned over the device, muttering, “By The Fires!” There, in the orb, was clear proof of what the Ghostland Cabal had been warned about by their changeling spies among the Hated Enemy.

Creeping across the wind-whipped reeds near Ticca Lake was the remnants of one of the Western Clans. Clans that had sworn Blood Oath, clans his people had once called “allies.” 

“So, Vermin, when things get too bad for you on the other side of the Shallow Sea you run to hide near the Slimeworms’ keep, in hopes that I won’t find you? Well, think again, misbegotten scavengers. Your new Khutani allies won’t save you from my vengeance, Oath Breakers.” 

At other times of the year it wouldn’t be possible to attack them at such a distance, but now, with the raw energies of the Sorin storms to aid his conjuring, Barak could reach out and crush these traitors before they had time to warn the Khutani of his presence. 

The Ghostlander smiled. The ulcerous growths on his jaw dripped a grayish liquid onto the table forming a smelly puddle. He ignored it. All his attention focused on the tiny stick figures depicted in the glowing orb. “You will pay for your betrayal, Traitors,” he said and closed his eyes.

Outside his underground workroom he could sense the gathering power of an approaching Sorin storm. Each year after the rainy season, the air dried out and the wind changed direction. Blowing straight down across the dead lands to the North these violent storms sucked up dried chemical wastes and toxic sands left over from the old wars. As they blasted their way south, they carpeted the land with a poisonous layer of debris. 

During this time most living things went dormant or retreated underground, waiting for the blue snows to return and cleanse the land in preparation for the Renewal Season. The Ghostlanders and the Western Clans, too, spent much of their time underground, but their wizards had learned to harness the power of these mighty gales for use in their battles against the Khutani.

Sinking deeper into his trance, Barak felt his power strain against the limitations of his mortal body. He groaned, and psychically tapped into the storm. White-hot agony cascaded through his veins. Barak forced his hands to stop shaking and fold around the glowing device. It pulsated with the augmented surge of energy. 

They would pay, oh, yes how they would pay. Barak writhed, and drew into himself more power from the Sorin. This was why he had suffered and sacrificed so much. 

They were aware of him now; he could see them in his mind’s eye, clutching their heads, and sensed their mounting terror. He laughed, and rejoiced in it. Filthy Traitors! They were trying to protect themselves by raising a magical shield, but their wizard was dead. They had only the weak and impotent power of an old witch and a young war leader to combat his might. He would crush them – they deserved no better.

Suddenly a hammer blow of psychic force that rivaled the storm’s power slammed into the wizard. He screamed as a backlash of pain ripped him away from the source of his vengeance. Barak clutched at the worktable, willing his eyes to open and break the connection with the device before the pain killed him. 

Trembling, he leaned against the table, gulping in great mouthfuls of air. Someone had turned his own power against him. Who? Surely not the witch or the war leader – no, their Magics were too weak. The Khutani? Perhaps. The worms certainly had enough Magic to do it, but he doubted if they would. The Makers were lost in their conjured hibernation and their descendants rarely challenged him so openly. He didn’t think it was them.

The Cabal had been very careful not to alert the Khutani Makers to their true purpose. Even the Traitorous Westerners didn’t know. As he pondered this latest enigma, Barak glanced once more at the device on the table. The crystal still showed the scene near the lake, the traitors now hurrying away to safety. Ignoring them for the moment he widened the scope of the device’s focus, searching for his unknown adversary. 

Above the gray waters of the lake the astral image of a woman appeared, floating within a glowing sphere. Barak cursed. Here was another of the new mutants that had appeared so recently to plague him. To his surprise, it was a female who stood there so boldly – a bare-breasted figure, with long, flowing dark hair on the top of her head, and the naked face of her kind. Was she this pitiful band’s new guardian? 

Barak cursed again. “Meddling female!”

As the creature turned and focused her mocking, obsidian eyes upon him, Barak shuddered. She smiled, showing even white teeth. Then, raising her hand, she drew a sigil of protection. Violet flames swirled out from her hand to encompass the lake and the surrounding countryside. Within the purple haze, she bowed to the wizard, and disappeared.

Barak ground his teeth in frustration. By the Fires, he knew her now – his opponent – and his enemy. 

“Sweh’an Demon,” he snarled, and shook with fear.

––––––––
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HYCLA, THE OLD WITCH of the Blue Stone Clan, lowered her arm and took in several deep breaths. The pain in her head had suddenly subsided. Why did the Ghostlander stop? Surely she and her grandson, Ogwy, hadn’t managed to defeat him so quickly – the False-Livered Slime! 

He had sent his warbands to attack their homes without warning or provocation. And in spite of all their effort to conceal themselves and escape, he had found them even here so close to a Khutani fortress. Why had the Ghostlander stopped? She trembled, thinking of the many painful reasons for the delay. He must be waiting to toy with them a while before killing them? That was probably it.

Glancing around nervously, dreading the next blow, she spied the glowing sphere, and hissed in surprise. No, this other must have turned back the Ghostlander’s attack. She watched the People run into the reeds, but made no effort to follow or call to them. 

Who was this powerful sorceress? She looked like no being Hycla had ever seen before. She was no kin to them, but no southern slave of the Khutani, either. Why did she help them? The woman turned and gazed at the staring witch with cold eyes. 

When she realized that the old woman saw her, she smiled, but there was no warmth or friendship in that look. Hycla bowed, and the woman’s smile widened. <<At the southwest end of the lake there are caves,>> the woman said into Hycla’s mind. <<This land is under my protection. Neither Ticca’s Warlinga, nor the Ghostlanders will find you there during the storm season.>>

Hycla bowed again. <<Thank you, Honored One,>>

The sorceress laughed. <<Don’t thank me yet, Old Woman. I will be back in the Renewal Season to collect the debt owed me.>>
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Interlude
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Meh’gach Keep, 

Renewal Season, sixth day of the fourth ten-day cycle.

My dearest Sairsa,

It’s getting late, and I should be in bed like Amril, but a runner is heading for Ticca in the morning and I wanted to write you and let you know that I am well. I think Amril has written to Pela, but please give her my love, too. I miss you. I wish I could be there with you and the babies. I think about you both all the time.

There is so much work needing a kashallan’s attention if our people are to survive and prosper on our new home planet. I wish I could devote myself totally to that task rather than rooting out the changelings in the Yeyen Banai Valley. I wish there was another way to insure our safety without leaving you, but we both know there isn’t. The oath I swore, as a kashallan, was to heal and serve all the peoples of Timorna, as I have tried to explain to you. If the Khutani and their reintroduced sentient species are destroyed all will be lost for us as well.

I hope Philip Singey survived his Transformation and turns up at the keep to help the other kashallans with the work I left behind. I’ve thought about him often over the Sorin Confinement. I can’t imagine why it was so important for him to go back to the wild pool in the swamp rather than making the bond at Ticca like the others did. There is some mystery about it that I can’t fathom. 

Timorna is such a harsh world, still so wounded after the ancient wars. Our sufferings will grind away the frailties of our old pampered lives among the stars, tempering us with hardship and pain. What will we become, I wonder. If someday a rescue ship should find us, will they even recognize our descendants as human? 

So many compromises, so many adaptations, but what is left of our galactic technology won’t last forever. The sacrifices are necessary if we are to ensure Khutani backing and win a place for ourselves on this world. Please try to understand why I had to leave you and the baby. Hopefully it won’t be for long. 

I love you.

Bright blessings,

Dunnagh-Tani
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Part One: Abduction




[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Sairsa put down the letter she’d been reading with a sinking feeling in her heart. This letter confirmed her fears that Dunnagh wasn’t coming home any time soon.

Walking to the open window she leaned upon the sill, fighting back tears. Since being stranded on this primitive world Sairsa had tried very hard to accept that a Khutani symbiont coiled in her human lover’s middle. Unlike their old life she and Dunnagh were never truly alone.  And when he returned to her after his capture by some of the natives, she also learned that if she wanted to stay with him she would now have to share him with his native wives. 

Then, just when she thought she’d learned to accept her crazy group marriage, and come to some accord with her feelings, the Poisonous Storm Season ended and he’d gone off to save the world – damn him. 

Blinking her eyes to keep from crying, she gazed out over the lake. The water had turned from indigo to black in the fading light. Long clouds streaked the green sky with rust and amber. In the reedy shore across the lake a gumati boomed out its evening song. 

Riath. She could make out the jagged peaks of the Rim Wall and the Shaden River Portage, a distant band of purple against the eastern sky. Riath, to the shipwrecked humans, it was an unknown place – a dangerous place. When would he be back? On this primitive world, travel was difficult and took so long. 

Sairsa shivered as the tendrils of a breeze blew wisps of ash-blond hair off her forehead, and caressed her bare breasts with chill fingers. She reached out and drew the shutters closed, before the day’s warmth could escape. Oh, Holy Mother, how she missed him. If Dunnagh were killed, what would she do? The rest of her family was lost in the war on Dymar. 

You’re not alone, sister, we will always have each other, Pela had told her when they swore the sister-wife bond to one another. But Pela had her childhood promised, Amril now. He’d been here at Ticca when they arrived, and Dunnagh-Tani had married him for Pela, because Timornan custom wouldn’t allow him to divorce her. 

Since their marriage to the young man, however, the relationship between the two women had changed. Maybe it was living in an Avairei keep, or the babies; she didn’t know. Ah, but nothing was like she’d dreamed; being stranded here had changed everything – forever.

Turning back into the room, Sairsa glanced covertly at her sister-wife. Pela was sitting in a padded wicker chair, her slim furred legs tucked up on the cushion. She was reading a letter from Amril, Dunnagh-Tani’s third wife. Her delicate features had molded themselves into a frown of concentration. Her long braidlets hung in a tangled cascade down her back.

The babies were asleep and they’d been sitting companionably together in their airy Renewal Season apartment in the higher section of Ticca Keep. Pela glanced up as Sairsa poured more spice tea in her bowl. “Is Amril well?” Sairsa asked.

Pela smiled, put down her letter and reached for her bowl. “He says he is, yes. He also says that our husband is being stubborn and tiring himself with too much work.”

Sairsa snorted. “And what else is new?”

Pela laughed. “Ima Sagas is right, he is a stubborn, willful creature, but I am glad he and the others made it to Meh’gach without mishap. Amril says they have formed something they call the ‘kashallan alliance.’ With their help our husband plans to expose the enemy in Riath. Our husband will have many supporters when he goes there, and that is good.”

“Yes, it is good, but still I worry.” 

“You always worry, My Sister. You must have more faith in the Goddess. She will protect our loved ones, truly.”

Sairsa made a noncommittal nod and took another drink of her tea, swirling the dregs around in the bottom of the bowl, thinking. Pela was a marvel. Her priestly disciplines had taught her to trust, and her faith never seemed to waver. 

Sairsa wished she could be so confident – so certain, but her fears always got in the way of faith. The gods of her homeland had played their tricks with her life and her loves. Were Timornan gods any kinder? If she lost Dunnagh what would happen to her?

Had she made a mistake? Commander Tizu had loved her once. She could have had a more conventional union if she’d chosen him. But she’d loved Dunnagh. He was the father of her baby. Tizu was a good man; it wouldn’t have been right to doom them both to a loveless match. And anyway, now he had his own native lover, so there was no point thinking about it. 

Still, it would be nice to have someone that was hers and hers alone. 

Secretly, she’d hoped to have Dunnagh more to herself, now that Pela had Amril. But affairs of the Khutani always kept  Dunnagh and his symbiont so busy. Well at least she had Tameh – until he grew up and left her too – like everyone else was doing these days.

Stop it! she told herself. You’ll drive yourself crazy if you don’t stop feeling so sorry for yourself. You’re acting like a spoiled child. This is Timorna not Dymar or Caldon.  But sometimes like now, she hated this world and the life she’d been forced to accept. 

Their group marriage was unconventional – by human standards, but in some ways it worked rather well, Sairsa had to admit. Pela was pleasant and Timornans didn’t know the meaning of jealousy, so they’d always gotten along fairly well. And, it was nice to have a sister-wife to share the chores of childcare, and equally nice not to spend these long nights alone.

When Sairsa looked up from the contemplation of her tea bowl, Pela had gone back to her letter. She glanced around the comfortable room with its thick braided rug and finely crafted wicker furniture. The babies were asleep; there was nothing here to distract her from her worries. Maybe she should try praying in the chapel more often as Pela suggested.

Suddenly she felt too restless to sit still. The walls of this room seemed to be  confining her like a prison. She wished she had a book – a human book to read, or even some note paper to write some poetry. 

But paper was too precious to waste on her scribbling – or so Ticca’s librarian had told her. Stupid Fur! Her poetry was important, too. She’d been an acclaimed writer on her home planet of Dymar.

Sairsa stood and smoothed down the pleats of her long kilt. Crossing to the bedroom door she opened it quietly and peeked inside. In the middle of their large bed, two blanketed lumps slept side by side; their russet heads poking out from under the covers. She watched them for a time, human child and half-bred Avairei infant. They were a joy and comfort in all their lives. If something were to happen – 

“Are the babies still asleep?” Pela asked.

Easing the door closed she turned back to Pela and nodded. “They both are, the little darlings. They're curled up around each other so peacefully.” She smiled. “They are so close, sometimes I wonder if they even know they are separate beings.”

Pela patted her chair cushion. “Come sit; relax while you can.” Her hand hovered over the pitcher. “Want more spice tea?” 

Sairsa hesitated. “Actually. I’m tired of sitting. I’d like to find Dr B and tell him Dunnagh-Tani is well. Do you mind staying with the babies for a while? I’ll be back before Tameh wakes and wants the tit.”

Pela seemed surprised by her request, and maybe a little hurt. Sairsa inwardly kicked herself, but damn it, she got tired of always sitting around. It wasn’t Pela’s fault; she was still quite weak from the Umwira attack and the birth of Joran, but Sairsa herself needed something more to do than pray and read to keep her mind and body occupied. 

“I was going to read you Amril’s letter and I was hoping you would read me Dunnagh’s.”

“I will – later.”

Pela sighed and waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Go ahead. I’m getting tired anyway; maybe I’ll go lay down with the babies when I finish this letter. Someday soon you will have to teach me this new way of writing. Having one symbol for each sound and combining them to make words seems much easier than our system where each word has a different glyph.”

Sairsa laughed. “I know, and that’s why I haven’t gotten very far with my studies in your written language. But I promise I will read the letter to you when I get back. I won’t be long.”

––––––––
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SAIRSA HURRIED DOWN the dimly lit corridor, heading for the noisy wing of the keep where most of the stranded humans, who now called themselves the Speir’dina, were quartered. Unlike the contemplative atmosphere in the Avairei part of the keep, the Speir’dina apartments were a hive of bustling activity. 

When the keep’s inhabitants moved from their underground Sorin Confinement to the Sun-Time quarters above ground the two women had decided to live within the Avairei community. Sairsa would have liked to live closer to her friends, but the noise was hard on the convalescing Pela and the babies.

Coming around a bend in the corridor Sairsa was surprised to see Timma heading her way carrying a large basket on his arm. Most of the Avairei at Ticca still found it hard to accept that one of their race had gone against tradition and breeding, and chosen to become a warrior medic. For that reason he rarely ventured into this portion of the keep.

“Timma, what a pleasant surprise. Where are you headed with that basket?”

Timma smiled and leaned the rim of the heavy basket against the wall. “Good evening, Speir’van Sairsa, Ata Doyan asked me to bring some medicines up from the pools so we can decide which ones to take when we leave tomorrow.”

“Leave? You are going on a trip? I hadn’t heard. Where are you going?”

Timma looked down at his feet. Sliding one clawed foot over the fur of the other, he said, “I’m not sure. When Tess-weh asked me if I would come she didn’t say where we were going.”

Hearing that the spirit was leaving the keep and had asked Timma to accompany the travelers, sent a cold chill down Sairsa’s spine. “What did the spirit say to you, Timma?”

He shrugged, still not meeting her eye. “Tess-weh only asked me if I was still afraid of the Umwira, and when I said no, she sort of smiled and asked me if I wanted to go hunting.”

Yes, that sounded just like one of the spirit’s enigmatic pronouncements, Sairsa thought. But what did it all mean – and why hadn’t Host Tessa – or the spirit told her? “Who is going?”

“Just the people in Tess-weh’s entourage, me, and San Chang. When I told Hunt Leader Tizu about the trip he said there was no telling where I might end up, and then my sensei, San Chang said I couldn’t go alone and he asked the Hunt Leader to assign him as a guard for the Speir’van Tessa, so we are both going along with Sa Moraga, Ata Doyan and the Wa’chassey’ul.”

“I see.” Well, actually she didn’t see. Sairsa felt confused and maybe hurt by this news. If they were leaving in the morning, had Tessa planned to slip away without telling her? A feeling of dread, and abandonment pooled in the well of her stomach. 

Sairsa had secretly been glad that her friend Tessa had remained in the keep instead of wanting to go with Dunnagh-Tani. Tessa’s spirit bondmate was sworn to help the Kashallan. When she remained behind, Sairsa had taken that to mean that Dunnagh-Tani would be in no danger while away.

And what did it mean that now Tess-weh, was leaving – to hunt Umwira? Sairsa shuddered, feeling suddenly very frightened. She needed to know what was going on. All thoughts of finding Dr. Bennett were set aside; she could tell him tomorrow. This was more important. 

“I think I will come with you, Timma, I want to say good bye to Tessa before she leaves – and if the Sweh’an is with her...” She left the rest of her thought unspoken. Turning back Sairsa headed for Tess-weh’s suite, the bemused young Ata following in her wake. 

As they neared Tess-weh’s apartment Sairsa could see the spirit’s mortal protector, the Wa’chassey’ul standing on guard outside her door. Timma walked up to the door and bowed to the Warlinga. “Ata Doyan is expecting me, Cadrach, may I enter?”

Cadrach nodded and opened the door. As Sairsa started to follow Timma inside, the Wa’chassey’ul laid a scaly hand on her shoulder to prevent her from entering, and closed the door. Mouth agape Sairsa stared at the laminated wood, bewildered. Tessa was her friend – he spirit liked her – she’d always been welcome here. 

Feeling that knot of unease tighten in her gut, Sairsa looked up into the Wa’chassey’ul’s unblinking red eyes. “Cadrach? I don’t understand; why did you stop me?”

“You should go now, Speir’van Sairsa,” he rumbled, evading her question. Cadrach wasn’t hurting her, but his grip was as unbreakable as an iron vice. Sairsa shuddered; her eyes slid to the sigil of power on the big Warlinga’s forehead. The mark bound his will to that of the spirit, and for the first time Sairsa felt the otherworldly power that clung to him, and was afraid.

“Go? But why? Tessa is my friend – your mistress is my friend. I heard you were leaving tomorrow morning. Please, Cadrach, let me in. Ask your mistress – or if she isn’t with you, ask the little mistress, Tessa, to let me come in.” 

“My Mistress is with me.” 

Hating the teary note of panic in her voice, she begged, “Please, Cadrach.” 

The Wa’chassey’ul didn’t close his eyes, but after so long living with Dunnagh and his symbiont, she could tell when communication between linked souls was taking place. Why didn’t Tess-weh want to see her? She waited, her anxiety rising. 

Had something unexpected and terrible happened to Dunnagh-Tani, and was the spirit needed to save him? Sairsa’s mind whirled, chaotic images of disaster flooded into her awareness. Her legs felt weak and she might have fallen if the Warlinga hadn’t been holding on to her. Sairsa gazed up at the Wa’chassey’ul’s expressionless face her eyes pleading. Please, don’t let him die – I couldn’t bear it if he died too! 

Then the Wa’chassey’ul let go of her arm, and in the next moment she was staggering into the room, the door closing behind her. When she entered, Ata Doyan and Timma looked up from the pile of jars and packets they were sorting on the long worktable. By the far wall the blond warrior woman Moraga and her slim dark companion, Chang, were checking over their off-world weaponry. 

“I-I want to see Tess-weh,” Sairsa said, not meeting anyone’s eye.

Ata Doyan put down the packet he was holding and gave her a long unreadable look. When he at last spoke, his voice was gentle and soothing, as if he were speaking to an upset child. “Tess-weh is in the bedroom, Speir’van; shall I get her for you?” 

Before he could step away from the table, the door to the bedroom opened, and Tess-weh stood in the doorway. Her friend’s lovely heart-shaped face was molded into the cold otherworldly mask it assumed when the Sweh’an spirit was occupying her body. “Why are you here, My Treasure?”

Sairsa crossed the room, stopping a few steps in front of her. “T-Timma said you were leaving – why didn’t you tell me?”

Tess-weh shot Timma a murderous look, then turned back to Sairsa, her expression one of puzzlement. “I am leaving, but why would that make you want to see me, My Jewel?”

“Because we are friends. If you are going on a journey; I want to say good bye.” In spite of herself, Sairsa heard her voice crack, and she blinked away sudden tears. Tess-weh reached out and touched Sairsa’s cheek. When she drew her hand away her fingers were wet with Sairsa’s tears, she seemed confused. “Why are you crying?”

“Because I will miss you.”

“You will miss my H’an, Tessa.”

“I will miss both of you,” Sairsa corrected. “I’ve told you before, Spirit, you are my friend. Friends miss each other when they are parted, so I will miss you, too.”

“Ah, mortal friendship is a curious thing.” Tess-weh closed her eyes. Her face contorted with intense emotion for a long moment, but when she opened her eyes again, her face had assumed its unreadable mask. “I think I will miss you, too, My Jewel – yes, I believe I will, but you will see me again – when I am needed.”

Suddenly unable to hold back her true fear, Sairsa blurted, “Oh, Tess-weh, is Dunnagh-Tani in danger? Are you going to help him?”

Tess-weh grimaced at the mention of the Kashallan’s name. “My business takes me elsewhere, My Jewel; Dunnagh-Tani doesn’t need my help. His Khutani Elders will see to him.” 

Relieved, but still confused Sairsa started to ask more questions, but Tess-weh cut her off with a silencing hand gesture. Putting an arm around her shoulder, Tess-weh walked her to the door as the Wa’chassey’ul opened it. “Good bye, My Treasure.” Tess-weh bent and kissed her. 

As she turned away, Sairsa reached out and touched her arm. “Be careful, My Friend, and come back to me safely.” 

“Good bye, my Sairsa.” Once again that terrible play of emotion crossed Tessa’s lovely face, and then the Wa’chassey’ul closed the door.

Still pondering this unexpected news, and Tess-weh’s strange behavior, Sairsa walked back to her own rooms. Her breasts were beginning to leak; Tameh would be awake soon and wanting to feed.

As she opened the door to her apartment, she heard Pela in their bedroom trying to sooth his wails. Pela’s baby, Joran, seemed to be awake too. Sairsa hurried into the bedroom, cursing herself for staying away so long. Pela was still convalescing and Sairsa tried to do as much as she could not to tire her. 

When she opened the door, Pela was sitting on the bed, Joran cradled at a small furry breast. With her free hand she dangled a toy above the complaining Tameh on the bed beside her, hoping to distract him. 

“Here, I’ll take him,” Sairsa said. “I’m sorry; did he wake Joran with his fussing?” Sitting down on the bed, she picked up her squirming son and guided his rosebud mouth towards her dripping breast. “There, there, My Little Seal, don’t be so impatient. Dinner’s coming.” Finding the nipple between his lips Tameh settled down, and silence returned. 

Pela looked over at her and smiled. “I am glad you came back when you did but he didn’t wake his brother. Tameh woke up when he heard Joran.” She smiled down at her son, running a hand over his red-furred leg. “They are so close; what one does the other does too. Earlier when I came in here to check on them, Joran had Tameh’s thumb in his mouth, sucking away as contentedly as if it were his own.”

“I know. They are so cute when they do things like that.”

Later when the babies were once more asleep and they lay tangled together in each other’s arms, Pela said into the darkness “You have been very quiet since you came back, my Sairsa’meh. Even when Briya and Jerina stopped by, you said little. What’s wrong?”

Allowing the silence to drag on, Sairsa listened to the babies’ rhythmic breathing and watched the play of shadows on the wall, made by the tiny votive flame on Pela’s altar. At last she said, “Tess-weh is leaving in the morning.” When she heard Pela gasp, she turned to her, and stroked her sister-wife’s silky brown fur. 

“I know; I was worried too, thinking something was going to happen to our loved ones. Tess-weh told me Dunnagh-Tani didn’t need her help. That is reassuring, but still I am uneasy. She was acting so odd. 

Pela listened, then edged closer when she finished, brushing back Sairsa’s dark blond hair from her pale face. Sairsa smiled under the caress, but the smile didn’t reach her troubled green eyes.

“Sairsa’meh, my people have lived with the Sweh’an-bonded for more twenty-years than I can count, and we don’t always understand why they do what they do. You have defied our customs and made for yourself a relationship with the spirit that is unique in our history. 

“That is a very good thing, and the Imas are learning from that, but you must not forget that Tess-weh is not a mortal being like you and me. I’m sure she loves you – in her way, but her way may not be in accord with how you think she should act.”

Sairsa thought about that for a long moment. “Yes, I can see that, but what about Tessa?”

“Tessa is mortal like us, yes, but when it concerns her oath, the spirit will dominate their shared flesh, and Tessa will not go against its will – you know that. I’m sure Tess-weh has her reasons. Trust her. I don’t think she deliberately meant to hurt you, so let it go, My Dear.”

No, Tess-weh probably hadn’t meant to hurt her – and yet there was something wrong and Sairsa couldn’t let it go. The thought that someone was in danger kept niggling at the back of her mind. She let out a long sigh unable to puzzle it out. 

Pela laughed and brushed her hand over the mound of her sister-wife’s sex. Rising up on one elbow she smiled down at her, then bent and licked one of Sairsa’s ripe breasts. “Sometimes I think that all Speir’dina are as stubborn as Dunnagh-Tani; it must be in your nature. Stop trying to figure it out and kiss me.”

Sairsa chuckled and returned her kiss.

––––––––
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AFTER THEIR LOVEMAKING was over, and Sairsa thought she was asleep, Pela surprised her by saying, “I truly enjoyed the basket of sweet-stem that Dado brought us yesterday. It is good for our milk. Would you like to go with one of the foraging parties the next time they go out and pick me some? I can manage the babies for a few sun-marks on my own. Maybe Briya will go with you. Why don’t you ask her?”

A day out in the sun, it was a tempting idea. If they would let her that is. As the wife of the Kashallan and a new mother, the keep’s inhabitants treated her as if she were a combination fragile art treasure, and valuable brood mare. She hated the constrictions that were being placed upon her.

In many ways she found herself longing for the freedom of her lost home world of Dymar, or even their time of harsh travel through the Swamp. This acquisition of nobility that accompanied her life with “the Kashallan” wasn’t to her liking; but she could do little about it. 

It hadn’t been so bad during the Sorin Confinement when everyone was in the same predicament, but with the Renewal, she found herself chafing at the imposed restrictions, however luxurious her accommodations. It would be wonderful to go. 

​​
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Chapter Two
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On the mossy ledge overlooking the wild pool, a naked human figure basked in the golden sunlight. The blue snows had come and gone, and the Great Swamp was bursting with growth and new life. The kashallan, Philip-Yoey, lay on his side, eyes closed, head pillowed on one dark arm, while his other hand, with tentacles extended, explored the yellow moss at his side. He took in a deep breath, smelling the odors of the awakening marsh. Pungent liru reeds, spicy kavalpa foliage, and the fetid rot of decay in the muddy channel beyond the tiny island that sheltered the wild pool, all were visceral smells that told of the circular nature of things, of life and of death, and life renewed. 

He stretched, settling himself more comfortably on the mossy carpet. Behind him he could hear the Khutani cousins splashing vigorously in the pool. They were making a lot of noise, no doubt trying to entice him back in the water to play with them. He smiled at their antics, but made no move to join them. They would have to swim alone right now. Host Philip was tired, and Yoey, his symbiont bondmate was too engrossed in its explorations of the moss to pay them any attention. 

<<Kasha, I want to open our eyes, and see what I’m tasting,>> Yoey said.

Propping his head up on his bent arm, Phillip obediently opened his eyes and focused downward at the yellow moss. Brushing his hand across the velvety mass, with tentacles slightly extended, he marveled at its color and softness. He reached out, very gently, and removed one of the tiny plants from the moist soil. 

Sitting up with his prize, he placed the sprig of golden life on a dark palm and bent closer, studying its tiny perfection carefully. <<It’s beautiful, isn’t it, Kasha,>> the symbiont said.

<<Yes, it is, Shalla—very delicate, and also very practical.>> He touched a tiny bulb at the base of the miniature stem, savoring its scaly hardness. Into this little shell the plant retreated during the Sorin season. In its tiny home, the plant hibernated, safe from the poisons that fell around it during the Sorins. After the kavay-laden snows neutralized the poisons, and the warm sun returned, the little plant, along with others of its kind, burst out of its shell to grow again.

<<Kasha, what color did you say the plant life on the world you came from was?>>

<<Green, for the most part.>> 

<<What an odd color? However do they grow on that world, when they are such an unhealthy color?>> 

Phillip  chuckled. <<That is all a matter of perspective, my own dear Shalla. On my old home world, a plant that was yellow in color would be considered very ill indeed.>>

<<Hmm, I suppose the life on each planet must adapt to its own surroundings, as you and the Elders have told me,>> Yoey conceded, <<but still, it does seem so odd. Will you show me again what it looks like?>>

Easing the little plant back into the soil, Phillip patted it into place. He closed his eyes and brought up, from memory, a picture of his parents’ garden. <<The garden is pretty, I suppose, but I still don’t understand why the plants are green.>>

As a child, he had felt a special fondness for the cool green isles, bright-colored flowerbeds and melodious fountains of his parents’ estate. The only child of an aging professional couple, he had had few friends. His explorations of that wondrous green world had sparked his interest in biology. Later, the interest had flowered into a career in the sciences – a career that had lead him to an apprenticeship with Dr. Bennett and an eventual shipwreck on this wounded world. 

<<It has to do with the sunlight, and how the plant metabolizes what it receives from the light. On that world, the sun is much brighter than here. The plants of that world take nutrients from the water and soil, then, through a biochemical process that involves the sunlight, they create many substances in their bodies that they need to survive. One of those substances we call chlorophyll, and that’s what gives the plants of my old home that green color,>> he explained. 

<<Hmm...>> Yoey thought about the new information for a long moment, then said, <<In some ways I am like the plants of this, or any other, world. I can take simple nutrients and change them in my part of our shared body to make many useful substances that can help us and others survive. Only I am much smarter than any plant.>> 

The host laughed and patted his middle, where the Shalla coiled. <<True enough, My Dear One, you are much smarter than any plant.>> 

Suddenly an unexpected loud splash of a sentries’ tale caused him to turn in that direction. Where the ledge jutted out into the reedy channel, the Khutani stationed there had just slapped the water in warning. He froze, all senses alert. The sun was high; he had thought it was safe to venture out; then he heard the sound of paddles dipping rhythmically into the muddy water and he relaxed. A moment later, a slim reed boat came into view around the island. 

With a sinking feeling, he recognized the boat’s paddlers—the Begta had come for him. All those long months ago, when he stood frightened and naked before her on this very ledge, Phillip had told the Begta shamanka, Masonja, to come for him when the blue snows were gone.

He’d almost forgotten, but evidently she had not. The Renewal had come, and now the Begta were here to take him away from the beloved kindred. They would return him to that other world – the surface world where he must go to fulfill his oath and take up his duties as a kashallan. Ah, why did it have to be now? Not today! 

But it was today, and the finality of that fact was like a heavy anchor, dragging him down. Brushing a tear from the corner of his eye, he watched them approach. He would have to go with them. If not now, then tomorrow, or the next day – and the Old One would be cross with him if he delayed. As a kashallan-bound pair, they were sworn to serve the land and peoples of Timorna. It was their reason for existence – and yet the parting from the Khutani’s watery world would be hard on both bondmates. 

He stood up, facing them as the boat neared the rocky ledge. Coming alongside, the hunter Ulo made the boat fast, then steadied it, while his sister climbed out upon the ledge. Philip-Yoey watched her disembark, but made no move to go to her. The Begta were a short, muscular people with woolly pelts, powerful jaws and heavy brow ridges.

An intense woman with yellow eyes and a determined jaw, Masonja eyed him critically. The host, Philip, was a tall man, like his human kinsman, Dunnagh, the first kashallan Masonja had ever seen. Under the covering of his dark skin, however, the Khutani’s coils stood out clearly, unlike pale Dunnagh where the symbiont could barely be seen beneath the thick muscles of his big-boned frame. 

Over the months spent deep within the underground channels, his hair had matted into long ropy clumps. Still damp from the water of his last swim, it twisted in dark tendrils, threatening to fall in his eyes at any time. His only ornamentation was the bone beads of the “death strand” he wore to honor his dead. 

At last she smiled, showing long, discolored fangs. “Frightened Chosen Masonja leave at Wild Pool is kashallan now. Masonja glad.”

He didn’t return her smile, or offer a greeting. His dark eyes gazed at her sadly, moist with unshed tears. Her smile faded, replaced by a look of puzzlement. “What wrong?”

Phillip wiped his eyes with his forearm, and, taking a deep breath, tried to talk. After so many months of not speaking out loud, all that came out, however,  was a hoarse croak. He swallowed, cleared his throat, and tried again. 

“Nothing is wrong. Thank you for coming, Masonja.” Turning away from her to hide his emotions, he murmured, “Please wait for me just a while longer. I have to tell them that I am going." Then, without another word, he dove into the pool and was gone.

<<I don’t want to leave now. Do we have to go, Kasha?>> Yoey wailed.

<<Yes, Shalla, we have to. Amla Tinguss will be cross with us if we don’t go with them – and it won’t be any easier for us tomorrow or the next day.>>

Yoey thought about it, and then admitted, <<I’m frightened.>>

<<Hush now,>>Phillip  soothed, <<there will be many new things to explore. It won’t be so bad.>> 

Phillip tried to convince himself, but his own unease tangled with the young symbiont’s anxiety and he knew he wasn’t being very reassuring.

Once more in the pool, the kashallan swam aimlessly, trying to bring his emotions under control. Several of his young playmates swam over to join him. Nudging and nipping they swarmed him, rubbing their sinewy bodies along his flank and between his legs. He caressed them with tentacle-extended hands, comforted by their solid familiarity.

<<What’s wrong,? You’re sad, Amsi. Shall we play?>> a playmate asked.

<<No, our Amsi can’t play. He is sad because there are strangers on the ledge,>> another said. 

<<Strangers! Come, let us eat them,>> someone else suggested.

<<No, Amsi, we can’t eat them,>> Phillip explained, <<They are friends. It is the Begta shamanka and her brother who have come for me. You can’t eat them.>>

<<Ha! If they have come to take you away from us, Amsi, then we should definitely eat them,>> one of the older Khutani in the pod gleefully insisted.  Ever hungry, that announcement received a chorus of interested agreement. 

<<No, no, you can’t eat them,>> Kashallan-Phillip  said laughing. Then, hoping to distract them before that plan was considered too seriously, he suggested a game of tag. 

Once he had gotten over his adult misgivings about appearing foolish, Phillip had truly enjoyed reliving through his bondmate’s early growth, the happy childhood he never had. In the Khutani pool there were countless cousins to play with, and ever-watchful adults always at hand to offer food or comfort. The host had reveled in the warmth of this new extended family that was so unlike his own. 

To him the Khutani, and especially his own dear Shalla, were a unique blend of childish innocence and ancient wisdom. They opened up a new world for him, and when he looked back on his old life, he saw it for the lonely, empty shell that it had truly been. 

The time spent deep underground, as his transformed body grew and adapted over the Sorin Confinement, had been the most wonderful and happy time in his life. It had been like a dream come true, but like all dreams, it was now coming to an end.

He played with the young ones awhile, but his heart wasn’t in it. He soon gave up and drifted off to find some of the adults, to break the news of his leaving. He didn’t need to look far. Most of the pool’s inhabitants were aware of the waiting Begta above, and had guessed their purpose. In pairs, or singly, they came to him, wrapping themselves around him and saying their farewells. At last he could wait no longer and finally asked, <<Where is my Amla?>>

<<Tinguss sleeps in the depths near the mouth of the spring. Go now, young one. The Maker will be expecting you,>> Ro said.

Gill-slits opened wide, Philip-Yoey plunged down into the blue depths. Phosphorescent bubbles in a long wake trailed out behind him. And yes, there, on a wide ledge, coils wound into a tight knot, lay his beloved Amla, Tinguss. At the sound of his approach, the great head lifted, feathery mouth tentacles extending to taste the water. Sinking down beside the massive Khutani, the young kashallan threw his arms around the gray neck and laid his face against Tinguss’s smooth skin.

<<What is this, young one? You are trembling. What’s wrong?>> Tinguss said.

Overcome with grief, the kashallan made no answer, only clung to the Ancient One all the harder.<<Ah,>> Tinguss said gently, <<so they have come for you, have they, and now it is time to say our good byes.>>

Silence.

Tinguss nuzzled him. <<Come now, My Dear One, this will never do. If it is time, then you must be about the work you were made for and have sworn to do – stop this.>>

Lifting his head from Tinguss’s neck, Philip-Yoey reached up a tentacled hand and caressed the sleek gray head bent over him as if wanting to memorize every nuance of his well-loved parent. 

Suddenly he shimmied himself higher on the long eel-like body. With a desperate determination, he began nuzzling and nipping at the Maker's rubbery lips, a low whine deep in his throat. Surprised by the infantile behavior, Tinguss tried to pull away at first, but the kashallan held on, frantically increasing his efforts to be fed. 

Annoyed, the Khutani rumbled a warning deep in its throat. Why was he acting like this? This young one had been weaned in preparation for this day – Tinguss had seen to that. He could eat what the adults ate, and even hunt and forage a little for himself, if the need arose; Tinguss had seen to that as well. 

Then, recognizing that this craving was a hunger not of the body, but of the soul, Tinguss relented. If food would ease the pain of parting, then it would willingly offer such comfort and allow this return to infancy one last time. Extending the rubbery feeding tube from between its lips, Tinguss placed it within the host’s searching mouth, and regurgitated a meal.

Gurgling contentedly when he’d gorged himself to nearly bursting, the kashallan slid down the smooth neck and sprawled atop the Khutani’s massive coils. Rumbling in amusement, Tinguss nudged him. <<Oh, no, you don’t, My Little Glutton. I have fed you, but there is no time for sleeping off your greedy meal. The day above grows shorter, and you must go. It would not do for you and your Begta escort to be caught out in the channels after dark, and you know that as well as I. Come now, get up.>> 

For answer, the kashallan only pressed himself into the Elder’s mass even harder. Feeling its annoyance, sharpen Tinguss considered disciplining him; then it hesitated. Such an act should not be its parting gift to its youngest child.

Instead it asked, <<Yoey, are you frightened? Your Kasha is very wise. He knows about the world above. He will guide you and take care of you, if need be. Don’t you know that? There is no reason to fear.>>

<<I know, Amla,>> came the response, but still the creature remained clinging atop the Old One’s coils and made no effort to move. 

Surprised, Tinguss laughed, then nudged the shuddering figure again. <<What is this? Chosen-Philip, you too are afraid to leave us? Once you were terrified to come to me, and now you are unwilling to go – how can this be?>> 

Philip raised his head and gurgled a laughed, too. He sat up. <<Truly it is so, Amla Tinguss. I have been happy. And, I am as reluctant to leave as my bondmate – and, as frightened perhaps – though for different reasons.>>

<<But you must go, Child,>> Tinguss said. <<You are needed.>>

<<Once again you shame me, Elder, by pointing out to me my selfishness. I know we must go, and I will remember the trust you placed in me.>>

<<Amla, I am sorry for acting like such a baby,>> Yoey said. <<I will try very hard to make you proud of me – truly I will.>> 

Tinguss nuzzled the kashallan, its mouth tentacles playing over his face in a gentle caress. <<I already am proud of you, my children. But the Begta are waiting; you must go. If the Great Mother blesses us, we will spend other happy times together before we pass into the void.>>

The kashallan started to swim away, then returned, hugging Tinguss’s sinewy neck one last time. <<I love you,>> he said, his face against its cool skin. Then he swam into the pale blue water above without looking back.
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THE NEW KASHALLAN HAD been gone a long time, Masonja thought. Was there something wrong? Why did he delay? Masonja shifted uneasily and glanced at her brother. They should be getting back soon or they would risk –  

At the sound of a splash, Ulo glanced at the pool and pointed with his chin. She turned and breathed a sigh of relief. He was climbing onto the mossy ledge, opalescent foam clinging to his dark skin like a translucent mantle. Without meeting her eyes, he said, “I’m ready now.” 

Masonja nodded, then put a hand on his arm to stop him as he started for the boat. “Majuma say before she die that Kashallan-Phillip belong to Begta. We make gifts. Begta take good care of kashallan.” She patted his arm, and offered him a bulky mat-wrapped package.

Surprised, he took the bundle she held out to him. “What is this?” Masonja motioned for him to open it. Squatting on the moss, he laid the bundle down in front of him and untied the cord that bound it. Inside the matting, he found a length of coarsely woven russet cloth. “What is this?”

Masonja laughed at his bewildered look and made wrapping and pleating motions around her waist. “Like other kashallan and Avairei,” she explained.

Stupid question, Phillip thought. When he held it up, he could see that it was intended to be worn kilt fashion. 

“Masonja make for you,” she said proudly, and smiled at his astonishment.

Phillip had never seen the Begta wear any article of clothing. The Avairei priests wore kilts and cloaks, but with them, clothing was more a sign of status than protection from the elements. Their sleek, furred pelts took care of their need for warmth well enough, on most occasions. 

The Begta, being the outcasts of their society, probably feared retaliation from them if they dared wear such apparel, but evidently they knew how to weave. “Thank you, Masonja, this was a very thoughtful gift.”

Masonja beamed, and motioned for him to stand still while she knotted a woven belt around his waist. Phillip had never paid much attention to how Dunnagh-Tani and the Avairei had dressed themselves. Now, staring down at the long fabric, he regretted that inattention. He sighed and looked at her helplessly. Laughing, she took back the cloth, and together they experimented until they figured out the tucking and pleating needed to set it in place. 

Next she took up a necklace made of seeds and several carved bone beads and handed it to him. The designs were intricate and well done. A lot of time was spent making this gift. “Did you make this, too?” 

Masonja shook her head. “No, hunters make.” 

Ulo pointed to a particularly fine representation of an obeylem. “Ulo make that one.” 

“It’s very beautiful. Thank you. I feel very honored.”

“Hunters make special hut for kashallan, too,” Ulo said. He held a muscular arm high above his head. “Big hut. Kashallan no bump head.”

Phillip laughed. “Thank you that was very thoughtful. A solitary man by nature he knew he would appreciate his own place in the time to come.

In the package was also the Avairei-fur cloak that he’d forgotten in the village that last morning before he went to the wild pool. After its confinement with the Begta it was a bit ragged and bare of fur in a few spots, but he would be glad of its warmth tonight, no doubt. 

Masonja also handed him back his belt knife. Bone, laminated vegetable fiber or stone were most commonly used for tools. His off-planet knife was a valuable gift – which he’d been aware of at the time he’d given it to her. “But I gave that to you," he protested 

“Masonja know, and now Masonja give back. Kashallan need knife.”

“But I wanted you to have it.” 

She shook her head stubbornly. “No, kashallan keep,” she insisted, thrusting it back at him. When he made no move to take the belt, she muttered something under her breath and tied the belt loosely around his middle, being careful of the symbiont’s comfort. Glancing down at his waist, he sighed and accepted the gift’s return.

Lastly, she brought out a brightly woven headband. Motioning for him to bend down, she brushed back the tangled ropy strands of his hair, placed it around his forehead, and tied it at the nape of his neck. Standing back, she surveyed him critically for a moment, then nodded her approval. With a gleam of amusement in his eye, he bowed to her, took her hand, and kissed it. His unexpected gesture made her laugh and cover her eyes shyly. “If my benefactress approves,” he said, “shall we go?”

Unwilling to meet his eyes, Masonja turned away and stepped into the slender craft. The kashallan grinned and winked at Ulo, then climbed into the boat after her. The bewildered Ulo untied the craft, flung himself in, and pushed them out into the channel. 

Philip-Yoey looked back once, his eyes blurring as the pool and its tiny island disappeared in the growing salmon-colored mists behind them. The unexpected gifts were a sign of the Swamp folk’s affection for their new guardian and healer. They had been a welcome diversion that had made the leaving easier.
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Chapter Three
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Across the lake the salmon mists were lifting as the red-gold sun peeped out from under its usual blanket of cloud. Spring had come, or at least what this planet called spring, Sairsa thought. Timorna had no lush green forests, or flower-bordered walkways to enjoy, like she was used to on Dymar. Yet there was a warm sweetness to the air, and the indigo waters of the lake looked almost inviting enough for a swim. 

A swim, Sairsa smiled at the thought. How shocked the Avairei would be if they saw her splashing around in the waters off the causeway. Yes, the Imas would certainly not approve.

“Sairsa?”

From the walkway around the outer rampart Sairsa turned and looked down into the courtyard. Briya smiled and waved up at her. A tall lanky woman with brown skin and dark auburn hair, they had been friends since their childhood back on Dymar. Briya’s grandfather had been Caldoni – which accounted for her Caldoni name and the reddish cast to her hair. After her family’s immigration to Dymar, Sairsa and Briya had been drawn to one another, because Dymarians tended to look down on the Caldoni as not much better than savages. 

Sairsa hurried down the stone stairway. Briya met her at the bottom with a worried frown. “Goronwy told me that the men went out early this morning. The Begta spotted an obeylem up the lake so they went hunting. Only a few Begta slaves were let out to go food gathering because there aren’t enough extra guards to spare for another foraging party.”

Sairsa put out a hand to brace herself against the stone wall. She felt like someone had just kicked her in the stomach. “Damn. I was looking forward to this. It isn’t every day I have the chance to escape.” 

She blinked her eyes rapidly, trying to hold back the tears. What was a matter with her these days? Damn, she couldn’t be pregnant again! Could she? It would be just like a man to go off and leave her pregnant. No, she wouldn’t worry about that now. It was too soon to know anyway. Breastfeeding was making her cycles too erratic.

Sweet-stem. It looked like blue celery and tasted like harvest apples. Her mouth watered just thinking about the succulent plant. She just had to have some. 

Briya took her arm, steering her towards the kitchen. “It may be all right. I went out with the foragers yesterday. I know where there’s a patch not far up the lakeshore. If you can talk Goronwy round; I can show you.” 

Her mood once more lifting, Sairsa smiled slyly and batted her eyelashes at her friend. Briya laughed and they headed across the courtyard. Collecting a couple of carrying baskets from the kitchen, the two women headed for the Swamp causeway gate. Feeling like mischievous children escaping on a lark, they giggled together over nothing but their high spirits, grateful to be out in the fresh air. 

At the gate, however, Goronwy refused to let them pass. “And, just where do you two ladies think you’re going?”

Sairsa held up her basket hopefully. “Pela needs some sweet-stem to improve her milk. We were just going to – ”

His expression stern, he shook his head, cutting her off. Lounging in the shade of the open gate, the three Warlinga also on duty were listening, but pretending to be occupied with polishing their claws.

“I’m sorry, Speir’van Sairsa. As I told Briya a few minutes ago, there are too many people gone up the lake as it is. No more foraging today.” 

Sairsa sighed. “We weren’t planning to go very far. Briya says the patch of sweet-stem is nearby. Surely nothing can happen to us so close to the keep. Has there been a report of trouble?” 

Goronwy shook his head. “No,” he admitted, “but I’m not taking any chances. You two know as well as I do that the Swamp can be treacherous. And so soon after the Awakening, the Gods alone know what’s moving about out there.” He shook his head again. “No, Speir’van.”

Briya glanced over at the listening Warlinga. “Do you need so many warriors to guard this gate? Can’t you assign one of them to go with us as a guard. We won’t stay long, and we aren’t going that far.”

“Please, Goronwy, I really do need to get out for a while. You know how the Imas are – and with Dunnagh-Tani gone – I’m about to go crazy being always cooped up.”

A slim dark-haired man with a drooping mustache, Goronwy considered her thoughtfully for a long moment. At last he sighed and nodded. “All right, I guess they do keep you on a pretty short leash. If you go with a guard; I’ll let you go.”

She was so relieved she almost hugged him, then she remembered the watching Warlinga, and only gave him a brilliant smile. “Thank you, but only one, Goronwy, please,” she begged. “Surely nothing too dangerous will come this close to a well-armed keep like Ticca.”

Goronwy scowled at her conditions, then through up his hands in mock surrender. “All right only one.” He motioned to a sturdy lizardman. “Byan here can go with you.” The Warlinga stepped forward and saluted him, then bowed to Sairsa. 

Before Goronwy could change his mind, the women stepped through the gate, the trio heading along the causeway and the well-used trail into the Swamp.

At first their high spirits were dampened by the presence of the dour Warlinga who chose to walk ahead of them. The women followed along silently in his wake, but the day was so fine that they were soon talking and giggling together, even attempting to jolly their silent guard.

A short walk up the beach, Briya pointed to a faint side trail that led off westward into a denser part of the reeds. Byan hesitated, then he reluctantly agreed to take the trail if they allowed him to scout ahead first. 

When he disappeared into the reeds, Sairsa followed Briya’s example and crouched down on her heels to wait. A cool breeze touched her cheek, then died as it disappeared among the reeds. Suddenly nervous Sairsa shivered. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. There was something – out there – was it calling to her? That was crazy; but the feeling nagged at her consciousness, her unease growing the longer their guard remained absent. 

“Maybe we should go back. I can probably talk Pela and Jerina into watching Tameh for a while tomorrow.”

Startled Briya smiled reassuringly. “Don’t give up now; the patch isn’t far. Byan will be back soon.” Then, changing the subject to distract her friend, Briya asked, “How is Pela anyway?”

Thank you Bri; let’s talk about something else. I’m probably just spooked because I never get to go out. “She’s feeling better – or so she tells me. But she tires easily, so I usually have to stay close, to help care for Jorran. Jerrina’s coming back from Ha’limra last night was an unexpected break for me. She agreed to stay with her today so I could get out for a while.”

“Why did she come back, nobody’s sick or hurt over there are they?”

“No, she had a report from the new council to give Hunt Leader Tizu. Evidently the reconstruction of the abandoned keep is coming along nicely. They might even have it done before the next Storm-Season.”

“I hope so,” Briya said. “I don’t relish another Confinement at Ticca. It would be nice to have our own fortress. A place that we can call our own – a home again.”

Home. Yes, that would be nice. A place to relax and be oneself – a human place. Sairsa let out a long wistful sigh. Would Dunnagh-Tani be allowed to live there, or would the Khutani have other plans for their Kashallan? There were so many unanswered questions, so many uncertainties.

When Byan stepped out of the reeds a short time later, the women jumped to their feet, stifling cries of surprise. Head crest raised, Byan gave them a quizzical look. Taking a deep breath, Sairsa said, “You startled us. We didn’t hear you coming.”

He grinned, showing his long yellow fangs. “You weren’t supposed to hear me. I’m a hunter. I have found the sweet-stem you seek, Speir’van. It isn’t far, but let us go quietly and return soon to the main trail and home.”

Choking on girlish giggles, they obediently followed the big Warlinga up the reedy trail and soon were among the fragrant blue plants. Expressing a delighted cry, Sairsa bent over, cut a succulent stem, wiped it free of muck, and took a large bite. 

“Mm, it tastes as good as I remember.” Eating almost as much as they were gathering, the two women talked companionably as they filled their baskets.

Byan’s natural caution and his important responsibility as their guard, prompted him to badger them into hurrying. At first they tried to ignore him, but he paced the trail and hovered over them anxiously, spoiling their day. Finally having enough, Briya stuck a large, juicy stem into his face. “Here, O noble Warlinga. The sun is warm, the air is clear, and it’s a beautiful day. Eat this. It will loosen your bowels, and maybe improve your mood,” she teased. “Relax and enjoy. Are you really so anxious to get back to that boring guard post?”

Head crest flattening, he glowered at her for a long moment, then laughed and, relented. He took the offered treat and bit off a big piece. Munching on the stem, he helped the women for a while, then settled back against an old stump, eyes half closed, and allowed them to carry on by themselves.

After a time Briya stood, drew her hands over her head, and arched her back. “Ah, better. If I had stubby legs like one of the Begta I could do this easier.” 

Sairsa laughed. “You’d look very funny though.”

Briya chuckled and held her face up to the amber sun. “Owyn told me that a runner came in last night; any news?”

Sairsa paused, her hand frozen in midair. She glanced at Briya but her friend had gone back to pulling sweet-stem. Sairsa dropped
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