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Note to the Reader

​​Reawakening Memory 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 both them, 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 is a youth with special gifts he has inherited from his mysterious father dwelling in another dimension having a portal at the bottom of Big Ice Lake. Tasimu 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 in a southern desert.

During their traumatic journey to this new Tribal 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 and 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. 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. 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 5: Reawakening Memory, begins the story of Tasimu, now a man grown, his magical lessons learned, who wants to go home. 

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

There is a rootlessness to life now that I find very discouraging. No one seems to stay in one place for very long. They go where the work or their fancy takes them with no thought to the cycles of the seasons or the land on which they dwell. I know from bitter experience that this is a lonely life, a life in which black demons of hopelessness prowl and the snares of addiction and madness are waiting for the unwary to take a single misstep. A man or woman alone, rootless and empty inside, is easy prey for these demons and their traps. 

It is only with the Qwakaiva of the ancestors as a guide, and roots sunk deep into the consciousness of the land, can a person survive and live anywhere in this dangerous world our Chamuqwani conquerors have bequeathed us. The past may be gone forever but we must remain a tribal people or we will not survive our present to gain a future for our children. 
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Chapter One
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There are few words in a human tongue that could describe the realm to which my father brought me after we escaped from the burning live-away school. Nor can my language describe how anxious and lonely I felt when I was hidden away there. True, finally getting to know my Qwa’Nayhi Seal father was a blessing, something I had longed for most of my life, but the reality of living with him in the Beyond was very different than my childish imaginings.

Cut off from my human family and friends to live among his unpredictable relatives was difficult, and not without its dangers. Not being human, those I had to count on for love and friendship during that time were often fickle and disappointing when compared to the Qwani’Ya people I had always known. But perhaps it was unfair of me to expect such compassion and affection from them. They weren’t human after all. They didn’t understand me, or I them. 

It became worse as I grew older when my fascination of being in the magical realm wore off and my father abandoned me for long periods to resume his wanderings. Without him by my side to calm my fears and yes, protect me, his alien realm made me long for even the harsh conditions of the preserve and the cruelties of the live-away school from which he had rescued me. 

Though I had the Great Kunai’s favor and patronage I was still only a “Siyatli,” a half-breed, of sorts, and there were those in the Beyond who never let me forget that. I lacked many of the natural magical gifts born to the creatures of that realm. 

Whenever my father was away and I was left without another protector, some of my “cousins” teased and tormented me mercilessly, and if my vigilance faltered, I became a victim of their petty cruelties. 

But in spite of everything I grew to manhood in the shifting currents of that world and just like when I lived among Djoven’s converts I learned how to survive. Though I lacked the powerful Qwakaiva of my tormentors I gained patience, cunning and the strengthening of my natural Gifts that helped to off-set my limitations. 

All their tricks forced and helped me prepare for my future back among the humans of my own world I now believe. But at the time I hated them and resented my father for leaving me alone and vulnerable to their malice. I longed to be among my Qwani’Ya and Kukiya kindred again. I worried about the friends and relatives that I had left so abruptly when my father opened a portal between the worlds so we could escape into the Beyond before the enemy arrived to take their revenge on us. 

Where were Kutima, Matoqwa Kuweya and Collin after I left them that terrible night when the school burned? And, what about my outlaw relatives I’d left running free and raiding the chamuqwani settlements near the Preserve? What had happened to my baby sister Kitahtla, my uncle Tli, and my cousins Samiqwas and Xyilaha? So many questions roiling around in my mind needing to be answered, and I was never going to find those answers as long as I was shielded in the Beyond. 

I knew time had passed; I could see it in my own maturing body. I wanted to go back. I wanted to help if they needed me, but in spite of all I had learned as I grew older I couldn’t open a portal and transport myself back to the world of my birth. My elders who took the time to instruct me, and sympathized with me at my failures blamed it on my human blood. They said there was nothing I could do about that, but I wasn’t sure I believed them. 

As I matured I grew more and more restless. I longed to feel the warm sun of my world on my face, smell the resinous scent of the pines upon the wind and savor the sweet taste of blueberries upon my tongue. So many little things I had taken for granted and now missed terribly.

When Star Swimmer returned at last to the rocky beach we called our home I happened to be nearby. Often left alone by those he asked to guard me I had learned that it was safer for me by the water where I could shift into my seal shape and swim away if danger threatened, 

There was no sun or moon in the beyond only the shifting currents of many colored rivers of power and light. One of my first lessons in my new home had been to learn to read them for signs of danger.All was quiet, no threat lurking in their changing patterns, so I dozed. My belly was full of fish I had caught while in my seal form. 

I’m not sure how long I had been lying there when I saw the phosphorescent bubbles rising from out in the jade-green liquid near the center of the lake. Someone had created a portal and would soon be approaching. I sat up, summoned my Qwakaiva and stared into the lake’s blue depths. If it was Zeiva and Dathna and I caught them unguarded...

But it wasn’t them; it was Star Swimmer, an exhausted Qwa’Nayhi Seal Man who appeared as tired and grim as I was myself. Brindle hair twisted into a long braid, he swam to the shore with powerful strokes of his muscular brown arms, his seal flippers whipping the water to glowing foam in his wake. With a blue-green phosphorescence still clinging to his torso he waded out of the water in his human form. He saw me sitting on the beach and came over to me. He frowned, noticing that Zeiva and Dathna were nowhere in sight.

Crouching he laid aside his spear and handed me a lumpy woven bag, motioning for me to open it. As soon as I did, a sweet fruity odor caressed my nose. I breathed in the rich smell and plunged my free hand into the bag and pulled out a deep purple oval about the size of my palm. I smiled, my frustrations forgotten for the moment.

“Teysaka, where did you get them?” I took a bite of the rich fruit, savoring the sweet taste upon my tongue. Teysaka were one of my favorite treats. I had learned to enjoy them while living in the Beyond. They came from another world similar to my own where the clans often visited. Star Swimmer had taken me there with him once. The teysaka’s flavor reminded me of a honey-pear and blueberry mixture.

Star Swimmer smiled as he watched me devour the sweet treat in a few quick bites, and then reach for another. “I remembered that I have a son who likes them, so I stopped in the Yahties market to buy some for you on my way home.”  

I nodded my thanks and handed him the bag. I would gorge myself to bursting if I didn’t return it to him soon. He took one, bit into it and swallowed. “Where is Zeiva?”

I shrugged. “Gone,” I said and took another bite of teysaka fruit. He scowled, and before he could say more I added, “Zeiva said it was too boring staying here to guard me.”

“Oh did ze now,” he growled. I saw the red spears of anger appear in his spirit fire before he controlled his temper. “They could have taken you with them instead of leaving you alone and unprotected,” he grumbled to himself but loud enough for me to hear.

They could have taken me with them? That idea had never occurred to me—or Zeiva most likely. My mood brightened as a new thought floated into my mind. Could they bring me home? Even if it was just for a little while... But my cousins were capricious beings. What would Zeiva make me do to pay for such a favor? I shuddered as several answers took form in my mind.

Reaching into the bag for another teysaka fruit he studied me carefully while he ate it. At last he spat the pit into the sand and said, “I can sense your disharmony, my son, what is troubling you?”

Taking a deep breath I struggled to sort out my chaotic thoughts. “I-I want to feel like my life has a purpose again. Father, surely it is time for me to begin the tasks among my human relatives for which I have spent much of my life being trained to do.”

I sighed and looked into his eyes, deep violet eyes, so like my own. He was shielding his thoughts from me so I had no indication of his opinion on the matter. I dropped my gaze and began drawing patterns in the sand with my finger, trying to put my longing and my misery into words he could understand. At last I raised my eyes to his and blurted, “I want to go home; I want to go back to the world that gave me life.

“I am a Qwani’Ya Tsa’adi man as well as a siyatli of your lineage, father, I want to live with my mother’s people again—at least for a while. I miss them. The Beyond isn’t my home—and never can be. I am grateful that you brought me to this refuge, but I’m no longer that wounded child.”

Taking another fruit from the bag he ate slowly while he thought about my request. When he finished, he said, “I shouldn’t be surprised by this. I am aware how difficult it has been for the human side of your nature to live and be content in the ever-shifting currents of my home.

“But you are still young, Tas, though a man grown by human standards. There is still so much we have to teach you. I had hoped...”

When he fell silent the rest of his thought unspoken, I took his hand, and pleaded, “Father, please, I know I have still many lessons to learn if I am to fulfil the pledge I made to the Great One, but my Qwakaiva is telling me that it is time for me to go back.” 

I touched my chest to show him where I felt the power twisting and writhing within me. A picture of my baby sister formed in my mind, goading me on, though I dared not speak it out loud. Entangling myself in the affairs of my human kin had always been a weakness to my nonhuman relative’s way of thinking. Though I didn’t agree, I did have to admit that using my gift on their behalf had cost me dearly in the past.

“Please, just for a while.”

“You know that the Crokno have your scent now and they have long memories. It would be dangerous for you if you left this sanctuary—especially if you went unguarded.”

That was a sobering thought. I hadn’t forgotten Grand Intercessor Hoyt, the malicer who had captured me, tortured me and nearly killed me while pretending to do the will of the chamuqwani god Djoven, The Thunderer. And yet, I knew it was time; I was needed in the human world of my birth—or soon would be.

“I fear you are right about the Crokno; I know I will have to be on my guard for their human agents like Hoyt, but I feel I must go back nonetheless.”

He snorted a laugh. “You will probably not find many powerful Crokno half-breeds like Hoyt in your world, but there will be many humans who have listened to their malicious words and are there to create chaos and misery, so you would have to be vigilant always. And even so, you will need an ally and protector to guard you. It would be too dangerous for you to go without a guardian and protector like you had before and Kunai hasn’t thought it was time for you to have a new ally yet.”

“Then will you bring me home and stay a while among my people to guard me and continue my lessons?”

Star Swimmer shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, my son, I am needed elsewhere on another world under the Great Kunai’s protection at the moment. I only came back to check on you and see if Zeiva was caring for you well. There are rumors of a traitor amongst us—and I was worried about you.”

A traitor? I shuddered, recalling the unbearable pain and torture I had endured at the hands of our enemy. I had barely survived my own imprisonment; I could understand how difficult it might be for anyone of us to withstand the pain inflicted by the Crokno if captured.

“Do you know who the enemy among us is?”

“No.”

“Does Kunai?”

“If the Great Dragon knows he isn’t saying.”

Star Swimmer yawned and stood. It was only then that I noticed the long cut on his side oozing a little blood. He saw my worried expression and waved away my concern before I could voice it.

“It’s nothing.” He yawned again then said, “When I return I will speak to Kunai on your behalf. If he agrees I will take you home and remain with you for a time. Then you can decide if you want to stay or return with me. But right now I need to sleep and heal myself.”

“Rest and I will fish for you and make you a meal for when you wake.’

He smiled and put a hand on my shoulder as he passed. “Thank you; that would be good. I will talk to Zeiva before I go. Ze won’t leave you here alone again or ze will answer to me—and Kunai.” 
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Chapter Two
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Though while living in the Beyond I had little conception of how to measure time as my human family might, Star Swimmer did stay with me until his wound had fully healed. Still he left too soon to my way of thinking, leaving me once again under the protection of my unpredictable cousin Zeiva and zer warband. 

The clans in our lineage to which Star Swimmer and I belonged were all shape-shifters as I had learned to call them in a human tongue. This meant that depending upon what gave us the most Qwakaiva we molded ourselves into a form most compatible to the element we favored.

My father and I chose seal forms for ourselves because of our affinity to Water. Star Swimmer could change into other life patterns if needed, but for me, as a siyatli, it wasn’t that easy. I could physically change into a seal, and mask my tattoos and change my human form for a time, but it was only within the Beyond or within the Dream while sleeping that my spirit-body could shift more freely into a variety of different forms.

After he left, as I expected, Zeiva and her closest sibling Dathna were commanded to stay with me. Not only as my protectors but also they had been instructed to continue my lessons—a task they weren’t taking seriously. I could sense they were getting bored and would be plotting to leave me behind while they went adventuring soon enough.

Showing me a new way to hide myself while slipping through unfriendly portions of the Beyond forests they snickered and sent me on a useless errand to gather plants for tea while they waited by the fire for my return. I had already fished for them, and suspecting the lesson was only a trick to get me out of the way while they escaped through a portal to elsewhere I didn’t go far.

In the short time I had been gone the cousins had been joined by Utreal and another relative I didn’t know. Dropping a bundle of herbs by the hearth I knew were good for tea, though not the ones ze had asked for, I said, “I know what you are planning, you know.”

In their green-skinned, mostly human forms, they stared up at me with wide-eyed innocence. “Oh, dear siyatli cousin,” Zeiva cooed. “Whatever are you talking about?”

My lips curled into a mirthless smile. “Why your plans to take off and leave me here alone, of course.”

Zeiva molded zer face into an expression of shock. “Why, cousin, we would never risk Star Swimmer’s wrath by doing that. Whatever gave you such a crazy idea?”

Crouching I removed the pot from the flames and placed the herbs into the steaming water to steep. Setting it back beside the hearth I shrugged. “Oh maybe because I am skilled with the Qwakaiva of foretelling the future, remember? And Utreal and Dathna over there are bored.” I poured zer a cup of tea and handed it to zer. Motioning for Dathna to hand me zer cup I filled everyone’s cup.

When they tasted the bitter herbal brew I had made for them they coughed and scowled. I gave them my toothy smile in answer.

Setting down zer cup Zeiva grumped, “This isn’t the tea I sent you to gather.”

“No? Oh dear, I’m sorry. Being a poor, stupid siyatli I must have misunderstood you.”

Zeiva rumbled a growl deep in zer throat, zer eyes sparking with zer annoyance. Before ze could become too annoyed and leave anyway, I said, “You know I get bored always staying around the lake, too, so instead of leaving me here, why don’t you take me with you?”

The cousins stared at me with mouths agape. As I suspected, they had never considered the notion. I gave them another toothy smile. “Before he left this last time Star Swimmer said you could take me with you.”

The four exchanged meaningful looks, but expertly shielded their thoughts from my probing. At last Dathna said, “That is an interesting proposal, little siyatli cousin. If we agree to take you with us this time where would you want to go?”

They hadn’t wasted any time getting to the heart of the matter, so I suddenly realized they might have another reason behind their willingness to teach me the concealing art. 

I wanted to go home, but if they suspected how much I wanted it, they would probably make me pay dearly for the favor. But if I didn’t give them an answer, they might suggest a world that didn’t have breathable air for one such as me. And then, of course, they would have their excuse to leave me behind.

I sighed; I would have to risk it, and hope their payment wouldn’t be out of reach for me. “I want to go back to the world that gave me life. I want to find my Qwani’Ya and Kukiya relatives so I can guide and protect them. My gift tells me that I am needed, and will be in the future as well.”

They pretended to think about my request. Though their thoughts were shielded I knew they were plotting to get the most out of me for the favor.

“My, my, that is a difficult request to fulfill, but maybe we can combine a lesson on concealment with your payment to us for such a big favor, hmm?” Utreal said zer glowing eyes alive with excitement.

I folded my arms across my chest and glared. “A big favor, eh? What do you want in return? You know Star Swimmer has promised to take me home when he returns, so maybe I should wait.”

“Oh, no, no the favor isn’t too difficult for a clever siyatli like you. Truly it is not,” ze assured me.

I sighed; I didn’t want them to leave me, so what choice did I have. “All right, what do you want in exchange for bringing me home?”

Zeiva smiled showing lots of sharp white teeth. “Well, dear cousin, you see there is a relative of Qwa’osi the Otter warrior living in a cave in the mountain across the lake that likes to collect lots of pretty, little, shiny things. And since we will need some things to trade or sell when we take you back to your world, so—”

“So you want me to steal some of his jewels and maybe a crystal of power for you, too,” I suggested.

“The Otter’s kinsman took some of his horde from us first,” Utreal grumped. “It is only right that we take back some of our own things.”

“If some of the plunder belongs to you Utreal then why haven’t you gone on a raid to retrieve the stolen items yourself, hmm?”

“We tried, but Uti knows our scent and we can’t get near,” Dathna said. “That’s why we need you to go in our place. He doesn’t know you.”

“He doesn’t know me yet,” I clarified.

“You won’t have to do it alone,” Zeiva offered hastily when ze thought I was wavering. “We will come with you and distract Uti while you sneak in and grab as much of his horde as you can.”

“This will be a good test of your new skill,” Utreal argued.

“And you might need such a skill when you return to the human world—to uh, help your relatives,” Zeiva coaxed.

What did they really want, I wondered. The clans often raided and played tricks on one another that wasn’t anything new, but there must be something far more valuable in the Otter’s kinsman’s horde that they weren’t telling me about. Hmm...

“All right, I will do it on one condition.”

“What?”

“I get to keep one thing from the horde—something of my own choosing. Something I might need while living in my home world.”

They talked among themselves for a time then agreed.

“If I agree to go into Uti’s cave and bring you out a bag of his plunder, do you give me your sacred word that you will return me to my human world and leave me near my Qwani’Ya and Kukiya relatives?”

“We swear,” Zeiva said and the others agreed.

They really must have wanted to best Uti and steal back something he had taken, because I was able to coax Zeiva into teaching me the art of transporting myself physically from one place to another without any bargaining. I ended up in the lake a couple of times as I practiced on our way to this Otter warrior’s cave, but eventually I mastered it.

The forest around the otter warrior’s den was dark and dense with thorn and other unfriendly bushes, so I might need my new tricks before I was through. Fortunately for me a clear fast-running stream ran from a spring inside his cave and out into the lake, so I wouldn’t alert the Otter by using my Gift to enter.

Utreal pointed to the stream and murmured, “When I was here before I crept through the water and into the cave. Uti keeps his stolen treasure in a large chest at the very back of the cavern where he lives.”

“Hmm, and what exactly am I looking for in this chest?”

Zeiva shrugged. “Oh, just anything you can find quickly,” and handed me a large woven bag.  

“Anything, hmm. Alright, and while I am doing this what are you planning to do to insure I don’t get caught? I have no wish to be enslaved or eaten if Uti discovers me stealing his plunder.”

The four exchanged meaningful glances, and then Zeiva assumed a horrified expression on zer pretty human-looking face. “What a suspicious nature you have. Of course we won’t let anything happen to you, dear siyatli cousin.”

“How comforting to know.”

“Yes it is. Star Swimmer would never forgive us if we let you be harmed by one of his rivals.”

I snorted a mirthless chuckle. “Nor would our Benefactor Kunai, I suspect,” I reminded them.

Zeiva sobered. I hoped by invoking the Great One’s name ze would forgo any tricks the four of them had in mind to torment me.

“Of course we aren’t going to let Uti hurt or enslave you,” Dathna assured me. “We will transport ourselves to the front of the cave and distract the Otter Warrior while you swim into his den from the stream. We discussed the plan a little more until I was satisfied that they weren’t going to abandon me or let me get captured. 

“Just remember your new lesson and you will be fine,” Dathna promised. Ze motioned to the stream. “When you hear us challenge the Otter Warrior, swim fast and enter.”

When I heard their challenge I entered the water and hastily swam up the stream as we planned, until I reached the cave itself. I might have died right there in the darkness if my seal whiskers hadn’t detected the net trap just before I swam blindly into it. After the cousins’ earlier visit, the clever Otter had taken further precautions to keep safe his horde.

I thought about just transporting myself over the net, but decided against that plan. Uti might detect my use of Qwakaiva and come to investigate, ignoring the distraction my cousins were making at the cave’s entrance. He probably would see through their tricks soon enough so I didn’t have much time. 

As I cautiously explored the barrier I realized the Otter had created for himself a smooth stone and slippery mud slide from his cave into the stream. To prevent taking the net trap down each time he wanted to play with his relatives he had left a thin open space between the net and the lip of the slide, which he could use to enter the lake. 

Back home I had seen several slides like this where a family of the little otters my village honored created for their play. Evidently Uti thought that anyone trying to sneak into his home would fall into his trap before they reached his slide. He hadn’t counted on a clever siyatli getting this far.

The slide was slippery and I had to change my front flippers back into hands with long claws to pull myself undetected under the edge of the trap and into the cave. Once inside I could still hear the roared challenges being thrown back and forth so hopefully I was safe for the moment.

Uti’s cave was dark, only a faint light coming from the entrance. I wondered if Zeiva knew I was now inside because I heard a large rock crash against the stone entrance which seemed to enrage the Otter Warrior even more. I figured I was safe to explore for the time being.

I groped my way through the detritus of the main cavern feeling my way along the walls until I figured I was far back into the cave’s darkness. Dropping to hands and knees I shifted into a half seal half man creature. Elongating my seal whiskers I felt my way forward and eventually brushed them against the sides of a wood-like chest.

Switching back to human form I studied the chest with my Qwakaiva searching for more traps. I found none but the chest was locked. Placing my hand on the lock and just like when I rescued my relatives from the chamuqwani jail I used my Qwakaiva to unlock it. 

Opening Zeiva’s bag I blindly reached inside and stuffed whatever I touched into it. I hoped whatever they really wanted was in the chest and I found it for them. They might go back on their word otherwise.

The bag was half full when I felt something nip my arm. Stifling a cry I jerked my arm from the chest. In the dim light I saw something covered in metallic scales twining itself around my arm. Fearing the being was an enemy guard Uti had placed in the chest to capture a thief my first response was to try and shake it off before it finished molding itself to my wrist. Then I stopped and just stared when it raised its head and looked at me with sparkling jeweled eyes.

<<I am no enemy. Bond with me and take me with you, young siyatli. I have no wish to become Utreal’s slave again.>>

So there was far more to my cousins’ request than gathering up some pretty crystals to sell or trade, as I’d suspected. Forgetting about my task I pondered the little being’s words. Though I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, I could already sense that it was a being of great power. 

Confused, I said, <<I can understand you not wanting to become Utreal’s slave again—ze wouldn’t be my first choice of a master, but aren’t you worried that I might be a crueler master and enslave you, too?>>

<<Your cousin is under the shadow of a great evil; you are not. You are also favored by Kunai, as am I. I can help and protect you from your enemies in the world of your birth if you bond with me and take me with you,>> it explained.

Hearing footsteps suddenly heading my way, I agreed. <<I will bond and take you with me, but we have to do this bonding thing later. I have to go now; Uti is coming, I think.>>

<<So be it; the bonding is done. I am yours now, siyatli savior.>>

Then as I stared the little creature lowered its head, bit its own tail and shape shifted into a flat metallic scaled bracelet encompassing my wrist. I snatched up one last large handful of the contents of the chest and then dropped to the stone, crawling for Uti’s slide and the way out.

Unfortunately for me Uti spotted me as I neared the slide. With a mighty roar that chilled my blood he shape-shifted into a fearsome creature that seemed to be all teeth and claws and charged after me. I wasn’t going to make it; I could feel his hot breath on my neck and his sharp claws grabbing onto my shirt.

<<Transport yourself,>> the little creature on my wrist said. <<I will help you with my power.>>

I did, and then we were out of the cave and back across the lake. I landed in a heap by my father’s hearth, Zeiva’s bag spilling its contents on the ground beside me.
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I sat up, gasping for breath. I hadn’t expected to have traveled that far, or so fast. I doubted the Otter warrior would follow me back into Seal territory, so I was probably safe for the moment. But where were Zeiva and her followers?

I had changed out of my ripped clothes and made tea—sweet tasting tea, and was frying meat and flat breads when they at last showed up.

“There you are, cousin,” Zeiva cried. “We thought Uti had eaten you for sure when we couldn’t find you.”

“Then it is a good thing for you that I learn my lessons quickly and well. I would hate to know that you suffered the Great One’s anger, because of me.”

Ze shuddered. “Yes quite.”

I gave them a toothy smile and pointed to the teapot and the platters of meat and bread by the hearth. “Come sit with me and eat. You must be starving after your long search. And you will need to renew your strength before you keep your part of our bargain and take me home.” I motioned to the teapot. “Shall I pour you some tea, dear cousins?”

Zeiva hesitated. My smile a challenge I took a sip of my own brew and motioned to the pot again. Zeiva scowled then reached for the teapot, poured a cup, snatched some meat and warm bread and then sat by the fire. When ze sipped from zer cup and then ate some of my food with no ill effect, the others decided there was no tricks to the meal and served themselves.

When the meal was finished they focused their attention on the bulging bag lying beside me. Taking a deep breath I held it up to show them. “This was all I was able to gather in the time I had before Uti discovered my meddling and came to investigate.”

“So little,” Dathna complained. ”How much of the bag’s plunder did you hide away before we arrived?”

“I hid nothing; I have been preparing your meal that’s all.” When Utreal snorted his disbelief, I snapped, “Uti had set a trap since your visit that nearly caught and drowned me. Once in his den I found the chest, but it was locked, so I had to spend more time and Qwakaiva opening it before I could gather what was inside. You should have done a better job of distracting him if you wanted more,” I said.

“Cousins, cousins let’s not quarrel,” Dathna cooed. “Let us open the bag and see what our brave siyatli cousin obtained for us.”

“Yes I want to see,” Zeiva said, so I tipped the bag and spilled its contents on the ground as they came around the fire to examine my plunder. I was amazed at the pile of glittering crystals and gold and silver ornaments that I had blindly stuffed into zer sack.

Without waiting for the others Utreal crouched and began frantically searching through the pile. When ze didn’t find what ze was looking for ze snarled a curse and glared murderously up at me.

“What’s wrong, cousin?” Zeiva asked.

“It’s not here.” Turning on me Utreal growled “You lied to us, siyatli worm. You have hidden some of the plunder you escaped with. Give it back or I will—”

“If you wanted me to get something in particular, Utreal you should have said so. I’m not stupid enough to try and steal from you or anyone of my relatives. Your Gifts are far stronger than a mere siyatli. You would have discovered my trick right away if I tried to hide plunder from you.”

“I believe you, cousin. You aren’t stupid; you wouldn’t steal from us,” Zeiva said, “but did you take something from the horde that we had agreed you could keep for your effort? If it belongs to Utreal perhaps you could give it to zer and choose something else—two something elses maybe.”

Ze pointed to a red and a green stone, both radiating a glow of power. “Those two would make a fine payment for a brave siyatli such as you, cousin. Shall we trade?”

“No. And I didn’t take anything from the bag before you came.” No, the creature took me, I thought to myself. “What were you looking for?” 

Understanding my evasion, Utreal snarled an oath and grabbed my arm pulling up the sleeve of my shirt. When he saw my new bracelet he cursed again. “Give it back you liar and thief. It’s mine!”

Before I could jerk my hand away the little being on my wrist raised its head and bit into my cousin’s hand. With a cry Utreal snatched zer hand away blood dripping from zer fingers.

“I am no liar and I would never steal from my relatives,” I argued. “You never told me you wanted something specific from Uti’s horde—and you all promised that I could choose one thing for my trouble.” I held up my wrist. “This one chose me actually, but I will keep it nonetheless.”

“I never promised to let you steal my property. I want it back—now!”

“Oh, Utreal, stop complaining. It’s only a little qwissa dragon lizard. There are plenty more on the toskay world. We can go back there and hunt for another if you value the creatures so highly,” Zeiva said.

But Utreal and I both knew the little one now resettled on my arm was far more than a dragon lizard pet, but I doubted ze would say so. “I didn’t intend to take something belonging to you, cousin. The little one twined itself around my wrist before I even knew what was happening and it wouldn’t let go,” I explained, trying to appease zer anger. “I didn’t even know what it was until Zeiva just told me. I’m sorry.”

Utreal snorted zer disbelief and called me a liar and thief again.

“Oh don’t be such a grump, cousin,” Dathna said. “The creature has obviously chosen and bonded with him. It would kill you if you tried to take it away from him now.”

“Unless I killed him first,” Utreal grumbled just loud enough for me to hear.” Zeiva stared open mouthed; ze also must have heard zer. “Have a care, cousin,” ze warned, all teasing forgotten. “We have been charged with our siyatli cousin’s care. If you hurt or kill him you would face my vengeance as well as Star Swimmer’s. Are you bold enough—or foolish enough to challenge most of the clan for a little pet?” Utreal glared but remained silent, at last dropping zer eyes in submission.

Breaking up the silent battle Dathna stood and stretched. “I’m getting bored with all this jabbering. I want to go and have fun. The siyatli did as we asked and now it’s time we keep our part of the bargain.” Ze bent and scooped up the two power crystals Zeiva had wanted me to take and a couple rings from the pile and without looking back headed for the lake.

Zeiva agreed and picked zer own jewels from the pile as did the other relative I didn’t know by name. Putting an arm over my shoulder Zeiva headed for the lake. “Come on, siyatli cousin. You did well and now we will bring you back to the human world and have some fun, too.”

When Zeiva saw that Utreal was still angrily sitting by the dying fire ze turned back. “You had better come with us, cousin. Uti will suspect that you had a part in the theft of his plunder. He might venture into our territory with so many of us gone.” Still muttering under zer breath ze grabbed up the remaining jewels and trailed after us.

When we emerged from the portal Zeiva and Dathna created we were in dark shadows between two tall buildings. Feeling like I might puke from the rapid transfer I staggered, nearly falling. I leaned against one of the brick walls catching my breath, my senses overwhelmed by the smells of rotting garbage, pungent urine and deafening noise. 

Trying to cover my ears and my nose at the same time I frantically glanced around for help. They had tricked me—I should have known better than to trust them. Damn them this wasn’t my world—it couldn’t be.

While I had been adjusting to these terrible new surroundings the cousins had been molding their shapes into ones that would pass unnoticed among the beings living there. Zeiva had become a pretty pale-skinned woman with yellow hair, blue eyes, creamy breasts and rounded hips. Dathna had become a woman as well, but zer color was dark haired with honey-gold skin. Utreal and the other cousin had chosen male forms, Utreal a tall muscular yellow-haired man and the other had flaming red hair and pale skin.

Dressed in a short black dress that displayed zer figure nicely, ze came over to me and touched my face, clicking zer tongue in disapproval. I felt a tingling on my jaw and reached up to touch my face. My temper sparking, I demanded, “What did you do to me?” 

“Calm yourself, cousin. I merely concealed your dragon glyph for you. We don’t want to alert an enemy to who you really are, do we?”

My emotions in turmoil I stared openmouthed, trying not to reveal my vulnerability by crying. Masking my feelings with anger I waved my hand around the stinking alley. “You have tricked me and broken your promise to take me home. This isn’t my world.”

Zeiva stared at me zer brow wrinkled in confusion. “But we didn’t break our word, cousin. This is your world, truly it is.” Ze pointed to a pair of chamuqwani drunks holding each other up as they staggered past the mouth of the alley. “See, those two are definitely human. Study them with your spirit sight if you don’t believe me.”

I did as ze instructed. Yes, the men were human, as were the other people I could see walking down the street, but wheeled carts not needing horses to make them move? I had never seen anything like that in my world before. Nor had I ever heard the loud music coming from the open doors of the buildings further out of sight down the street.

At first I thought they might have chosen to bring me to a distant part of the Empire so they could amuse themselves by watching me exhaust myself trying to transfer back to the Preserve. But when I saw several brown-skinned people also walking by I knew that wasn’t the real problem. “You tricked me,” I repeated. “You agreed to take me to where my Qwani’Ya and Kukiya relatives are living.”

“And we did,” Dathna said. “You have many relatives—and some friends living here in Seatown.”

Utreal snickered. “Even the one you love above all is here—if you are clever enough to find her—before it’s too late.” 

My blood ran cold at that malicious pronouncement. Was my sister Kitahtla in this terrible place? I demanded ze tell me where to find her, but ze only gave me a mocking smile and walked out of the alley the unnamed cousin following.”

Zeiva and Dathna started to follow but I stopped them. They must have heard the desperation in my voice because they had pity on me and stopped. “Please,” I begged. “This terrible place isn’t where I meant. This isn’t the Preserve where my family could ever live. I sense too much evil here. I want you to take me to the Tribal Preserve, so I can help my people survive, as Kunai wants me to do.”

“But that’s not what you told us when we struck our bargain, cousin,” Zeiva said. “We brought you back to your home world, and you have kin living in this big city. Truly you do; we aren’t lying to you about that—and they do need you.”

As I tried to discover the true meaning behind zer words, ze continued, “You negotiated for the ‘where’ you wanted to go. You never said anything about the ‘when’ you wanted. So if you want to be taken to another place and time we will have to make a new arrangement.”

With a sinking feeling I knew ze was right. I had made a poor bargain with my oh so tricky relatives.

Zeiva put an arm around my shoulder and drew me out of the alley and onto the busy street. “Cheer up, grumpy cousin. Tonight it is time to have some fun. We often come here and there are many amusing things to see and do, so relax and enjoy your time away from Star Swimmer’s boring beach.”

“Will you take me home after you finish having ‘fun’?”

“Which home do you want us to take you back to?” Dathna asked as ze joined us.

That was an interesting question. Did I want to go to the Preserve or did I want to go back to Star Swimmer’s home in the Beyond? 

Before I could decide on my answer Zeiva added, “Of course to take you anywhere would mean we would need to make another deal. Taking you back to your beach in the Beyond was never part of our original bargain, you know.”

No, it wasn’t. I sighed. “When are you going back to the Beyond?”

“When we get bored, of course.”
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With nowhere else to go, or do in this strange world I had no choice but to follow them into the noisy drinking house they entered after a short walk. Utreal and the other cousin were already there and had secured a table in the back of the large smoky room.

Hoping my relatives would tire of this place soon so I could negotiate my way elsewhere I flopped onto a wooden chair by the wall and glared at everyone around me.

The drinking place was crowded with men and women with a variety of skin tones and different colored hair, with some wearing shiny clothes and face paint that accented their lips and eyes.  And, it was noisy—very noisy to my way of thinking. People were talking and laughing, trying to make themselves heard over the music blasting out of a box flashing colored lights on a side wall. 

As we joined our relatives a woman balancing a tray piled high with a tall pitcher of golden liquid and several glasses unloaded the tray’s contents onto our table. The handsome man who was Utreal smiled at her and thanked her. She gave him a flirty wink and returned to a long table to refill her tray with food and drinks for another group of people.

Zeiva reached for the pitcher and poured zerself and me tall glasses of the foaming liquid. “Drink up, cousin, we are here to have fun.”

I glared at zer in disgust which only made zer smile. Muttering something uncomplimentary under my breath I took a sip and then nearly spit it out. I forced myself to swallow then choked out, “What is this stuff?”

Ze and Dathna had been watching me through half closed eyes trying to hide their amusement. “The people in this time call this drink beer. It’s very good, don’t you agree?”

Deciding to play their little game I took another bigger swallow and agreed. The brew was bitter and foul tasting to my way of thinking but I wasn’t going to tell them that, because everyone else seem to like it so I went along and drank more when they refilled my glass for me.

I drank and allowed the talk and laughter to flow about me without paying much attention. It wasn’t long before my cousins were joined by several pretty, young human women and men. I was vaguely aware that they were using their Qwakaiva to attract them but I was too lost in my own misery to care. I just wanted them to finish their games so we could go.

A big muscular Kukiya man caught Zeiva’s eye and came over to our table. Looking down at zer creamy breast nearly falling out of zer black dress he smiled. Zeiva smiled back. Pushing me aside and nearly knocking me over in his eagerness to join zer he snagged a chair from another table and wedged himself between us.

When I
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