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Foreword

by Dr Allan Weiss

associate professor of English and Humanities, York University
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One of the hallmarks of twenty-first-century fantastic fiction in Canada and elsewhere is the growing diversity of voices working in the field. Writers from the Black, Indigenous, LGBTQ+, disabled, and other marginalized communities have come forth in increasing numbers, using the tropes of science fiction, fantasy, utopian/dystopian literature, and other fantastic genres to explore such themes as racism, sexism, colonialism, and exploitation. Many authors from these backgrounds have said that what is considered to be purely fantastic for dominant groups – alien invasion, alien abduction, and even the apocalypse – is historical reality for them.

Celu Amberstone has emerged as one of the key figures in this development in Canada. As an author of Scots-Irish and Cherokee heritage, she writes science fiction and fantasy tales that are deeply informed by elements of her European and Indigenous cultural roots. This collection of her shorter works, including one novella, deals with not only her own favourite themes but also those of other Indigenous authors. In her powerful stories, characters struggle with the problems of trying to reconcile various personal, family, and cultural identities. 

Many of her protagonists find themselves torn between the demands of families and communities as they seek their own individual selves and how they fit into broader groups. For example, in “An Act of Power,” Candace must find her grandmother’s medicine bundle and where she fits into the Singing Wind Reservation’s fight to protect the land against encroaching loggers. She is caught between family, represented by her grandmother, and political leaders and activists like the band council and her boyfriend Jonas. The bundle contains the power of her family’s animal spirit, the cougar, and so she has to identify spiritually and quite literally with that animal. Fantasy – if we can fit the story into that genre, something that is not very clear-cut in this cultural context – gives Amberstone the opportunity to present in concrete ways what is most often a psychological and philosophical process. Fantastic fiction externalizes the internal, and so metamorphosis becomes the visible illustration of what is happening inside Candace. Much the same happens to Mara in “Guardians of the Bright Isles”; here, we see the other side of Amberstone’s identity as Mara returns to Ireland to save the home of members of her own extended as well as immediate family: the water spirits living near and on Bright Island. The self in these stories is only one embodiment of a long line of a racial and family identity that dates back many centuries, if not millennia.

As one might expect of an Indigenous author, a major theme in Amberstone’s work is colonialism. The title story is a fine example; as humanity has destroyed the environment of Earth, aliens come and “rescue” people from our dying planet. The story begins by portraying humanity’s new home, Tallav’Wahir, as utopian, and the narrator, Qwalshina, is an Indigenous woman who does all she can to become one with the land on which she now lives. Newcomers from Earth like Sleek and Jim Talbot (“Jimtalbot”) have a more difficult time adjusting, and indeed are obliged to surrender their pasts in order to live in what is now supposed to be their homes. As the story progresses, however, the “Benefactors” rules take on a more sinister air. Amberstone subtly draws a parallel between that destruction of the Earthlings’ emotional, cultural, and other roots and what was done to Indigenous children in residential schools, where they were also required to give up their family and other backgrounds. In fact, the Benefactors, as the aliens want to be called, prove to be every bit as patronizing and condescending as the Canadian government and the various churches have been toward Indigenous peoples throughout the country’s history. 

The protagonist of “A Dragon’s Price” is the native-born sex-slave of a conquered land. She has to make compromises to survive, but that comes at the cost of her dignity and her acceptance by her compatriots. Like the Europeans in North America, the story’s invaders brought liquor – waskyja, an obvious parallel with whisky – to weaken and control the natives. Even her name, Red Bird Singing, calls up Indigenous echoes. She speaks to the invaders in a pidgin form of their language, and says not what she really thinks or feels but what they want to hear from her. Scholars have long remarked upon the sort of linguistic and physical masquerading that subordinate peoples have to engage in to function in a colonized society. The same pattern of paralleling and echoing appears in “Magic of Crimson.” Shashil is an Indigenous adolescent woman living during the early days of European colonization. While on her spirit quest, she encounters a being from a parallel “mirroring” world that is experiencing its own alien invasion because of what is happening on Earth (or at least we assume Shashil’s world is our own). She must make her own choices about how to do deal with her land’s crisis and that of the Ani’Ya’Ron or “Seal People. Like so many of the other stories in the collection, “Magic of Crimson” confronts a young woman with the need to discover her own identity, and to choose her own path and way of fighting those who would deprive her and her people of their legacy.

Like these common themes, certain images and symbols recur throughout Amberstone’s stories. For instance, her female characters possess and exert power through the feminine: their sexuality in “Guardians of the Bright Isles,” “A Dragon’s Price,” the comical “Mother’s New Sweetie,” and “Magic of Crimson,” and menstrual blood in the latter story. Water spirits appear in the novella and “Magic of Crimson,” in one form or another, while animals play a significant role in nearly all the stories, whether they are cougars or reptilian aliens or dragons. Power thus frequently comes from connection to the land and/or the animal world; indeed, the realms of the human and animal intersect frequently, and it is the non-human beings who make the survival of the humans possible. Losing that connection to the animal and spirit worlds inevitably leads to trouble.

Celu Amberstone’s fiction demonstrates clearly how authors from marginalized groups have found a rich vein of useful conventions and tropes in fantastic fiction as they seek to portray what it means to be in a subordinate social position. Her protagonists struggle with the forces that try to define them, emerging with a stronger sense of who and what they are. In a sense, they are all, like Shashil, on a spirit quest as they seek their true selves with courage and determination. Although about other worlds and other times, Amberstone’s tales reflect real-world challenges and what it takes to overcome them.
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Refugees
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Awakening Moon, sun-turning 1

This morning I arose early and climbed to the Mother Stone on the knoll above the village. The sun was just rising above the blue mists on the lake. The path smelled of tree resin and flowering moss. I took in a deep breath, and sang to the life around me. I was shivering by the time I reached the Mother Stone and made the first of my seasonal offerings to Tallav’Wahir, our foster planet. 

I cut open my arm with the ceremonial obsidian knife I carried with me, and watched my blood drip into the channel carved into the stone for that purpose. Blood. The old people say it is the carrier of ancestral memories, and our future’s promise. I am a child from the stars – a refugee, driven from my true home. My blood is red, an alien color on this world. But I am lucky because this planet knows my name. 

––––––––
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AWAKENING MOON, SUN-turning 2

I should rejoice in the renewal of life, but this Awakening Moon my heart is sad. Always before one of my daughters has been with me to share this special time. They are all gone now. My youngest daughter married last harvest and moved to a village across the lake. I miss her. My dear old man, Tree, says I should be glad to be done with that cycle of my life. But if I still crave the company of children, he is sure that my co-wife Sun Fire would be happy to share. He says this with a smile when he sees my long face, and truly the children left in the compound are more than a handful for us. But though I love them all – including my widowed sisters, it isn’t quite the same. I pray that Tukta’s marriage will be a happy one, and blessed with healthy children. Oh Mother, how we need healthy children.

––––––––
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AWAKENING MOON, SUN-turning 7

Today our Benefactors confirmed our worst fears. Earth is now a fiery cloud of poisons, a blackened cinder. When it happened, our ancient soul-link with Earth Mother enabled us to sense the disaster even from this far world across the void. Tallav’Wahir felt it too. But we told our foster planet mother that our life patterns were sound. Our Benefactors would help us. Such a tragedy would never happen here. There was a great outpouring of blood and grief at the Mother Stones all over the world. The land ceased to tremble by the time the ceremonies ended.  
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LEAF-BUDDING MOON, sun-turning 3

The star shuttle arrives with our new wards tomorrow – twenty-one of them for our village. What an honor to be given so many. Dra’hada says that the crew won’t awaken them from cold-sleep until just prior to their arrival. When they are led out, they will be disorientated, and we will have to be patient with them. Dra’hada has assured me that our implants and theirs have been attuned to the same frequency so that we can communicate easily, and that is a relief. I wonder what these new people will be like. I am excited, and maybe a little afraid too. All the wars and urban violence we’ve heard about, I hope they can adjust to our simple ways. It’s been a long time since our Benefactors have brought settlers to Tallav’Wahir to join us. We desperately need these newcomers. Tallav’Wahir is kind, but there is something in this adoptive environment that is hard on us too. We aren't a perfect match for our new home, but our Benefactors have great hopes for us. 
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LEAF-BUDDING MOON, sun-turning 4 

It is moonrise, and it’s been an exhausting day for all of us. I was near the front of the crowd when the shuttle set down on the landing pad. I thought I was prepared for anything. How wrong I was. They are so alien. It is hard to believe we are the same species. The situation on Earth deteriorated so fast that the ship was forced to gather what survivors were available without delay. There was no time to select the suitable. The sorting will have to be done here I suppose, and that is unfortunate. Culling is very stressful for everyone. Most of the people assigned to our village were dazed and confused, but some were angry too. Maybe they were afraid of our Benefactors, and that might account for their rude behavior. Filthy lizards indeed. They are an unsettling addition to our village, and the land feels it too. 

––––––––
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LEAF-BUDDING MOON, sun-turning 5

Dra’hada says, even though they look and act so differently, they all come from a large city called Vancouver. We have three staying in our family’s compound. When I first saw the young woman given to us, my heart pounded like a drum. I’d caught only a glimpse of her in profile, and I thought my daughter Tukta had returned to me. Then she turned to face me and the resemblance vanished. It was an unsettling experience nonetheless. Her features at times still remind me of Tukta’s, but in no other way are they the same! 

This girl is of medium height, golden-skinned, and very, very thin. She was wearing tight black pants, and black boots with high heels that make her walk funny. She also had on a black shirt, very sheer – I could see her tiny nipples pressed against the fabric. Over that she wore a black leather jacket with lots of silver chains. Her hair is short, spiky and blue. She has a ring in her nose and several in her ears, and a pudgy baby that cries a lot. She told us her name was Sleek. Jimtalbot, one of our other charges, says that isn’t her real name, just a “street name.” I’m not sure what he meant by that, but I’ll wait and ask him later. 

Jimtalbot is one of the few older adults left in our care. Unlike Sleek, he has pale skin, and gray streaks in his short brown hair. His face is a bit puffy, and his belly soft. Dra’hada says we will have to watch him because his heart is weak. Jimtalbot told me that he was a professor at the University of British Columbia. He has lively blue eyes and is very curious about everything. I like him the best of the lot.

Our third fosterling, given into Tree’s care mostly, is a sullen, brown-skinned youth whose “street name” is Twace. He wares a bright-colored cloth tied around his head, and baggy striped pants. I don’t like his angry eyes, and the color of his aura. It is filled with red and murky gray patches. When he looked around our compound, and saw the neat round dwellings with their sturdy mud walls and mossy roofs, the thatched stable for our woolly beasts, and the shady arbor where my loom sits, his mouth curled in contempt. 

They are abed now – finally. Tomorrow we will have to get them suitable clothing and bring them to the Mother Stone on the knoll. I hope they won’t be too frightened by the adoption ceremony. 

––––––––
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LEAF-BUDDING MOON, sun-turning 6

We tried to prepare our fosterlings for the proceedings, but no amount of assurance on our part seemed to ease their minds. All were anxious, and some had to be dragged screaming and cursing to the Mother Stone while an elder made the cut for the required blood offering. Sleek was one of the worst. She kicked and clawed at the men who brought her forward, and no amount of assurance on my part could calm her.

When we returned home, Sleek was a mess. Her arms and face were bloody, and her alien clothes were ruined. I saw my neighbors’ pitying glances as we took her away. My widowed sister and my co-wife, Sun Fire, helped me strip off her clothing and get her cleaned up. I was so ashamed for our family. 

“Ignorant savages, cannibals, leave me alone, god damn you!” she shouted at us as we washed her.

“It’s all right daughter, calm down. Come now, it was only a little blood; it didn’t really hurt to make the gift. No one is going to eat you. The blood was given to the Stone so that our foster planet mother could taste you. Now She will know you as one of her own. We all make such offerings; it is one of the ways our Benefactors have taught us to commune with the soul of the land. Such traditions were practiced on Earth once – didn’t you know that?”

“Screw traditions – and the lizards,” she snarled and threw the new dress I was trying to hand her on the floor. “I want my own clothes – what have you done with my things, bitch?”

“Don’t talk to your foster mother like that,” my sister said. “Show her more respect.”

Sleek opened her mouth to reply, but I hurried on to forestall another outburst. “I’m sorry, Sleek, but it was necessary to get rid of those alien things. They aren’t in harmony with life here. You must wear and use the natural things provided by this planet now. Their power will help you commune with Tallav’Wahir. These ways may seem harsh to you at first, but they are important. Our elders and our Benefactors know what is best for us – truly they do.”

Sleek gave me a withering look, but took the simple dress I handed her. While the fabric was over her head I heard her mumble something about ignorant savages talking to dirt. “Our Benefactors know best,” she mimicked as her head cleared the opening. “Well, they’re not my benefactors. You people are pathetic. Damned lizards have you humans living like primitive savages while they fly around in their spaceships.”

Her words were meant to cut, but I thought I saw tears in the corners of her eyes so I bit back my angry response. “We know about the high technologies,” I told her quietly. “We use what you would call computers, air cars and other technical things too. But to help you make the re-patterning, we decided that a simple lifestyle would be best for all of us for a time. There is no shame in living close to the land in a simple way, daughter.

“Our Benefactors teach us that technology must never interfere with our Communion with the Mother, lest we forget the Covenant, grow too greedy and destroy our new home.”

Sleek’s face flushed a deep crimson, and she probably would have said more rude things to me, but at that point her baby began crying in the yard outside, and she took that as an excuse to leave us. When she was gone my sister, Sun Fire and I looked at one another in exasperation. Her behavior could try the patience of a stone.
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FLOWERING MOON, SUN-turning 7

The planting is over. It was a nice change to play with the children on the beach today. The water in the lake is already warm enough for a swim. Sleek and I played with them for hours in the shallows by the shore. Her face relaxed; she looked younger and seemed so happy, and that made me happy too. Maybe she and the others can adjust to our ways after all. 
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FLOWERING MOON, SUN-turning 9

Jimtalbot rubs his fourth finger when he thinks no one is looking. Like the others he was forced to give up everything from his past, including the thin gold ring that used to be on that finger. Just now when I went out to relieve myself, I heard someone sobbing quietly in the shadows under the te’an tree. When I went to investigate I saw Jimtalbot. I sat down beside him and took his hand. “What’s so wrong?” I asked him. He sniffed and tried to pull his hand out of mine, but I held on and repeated my question.

“Nothing really – I’ll be all right... I was just thinking about home – and my dead wife. She was visiting her mother in Toronto when it happened. The whole eastern part of the country was annihilated from what Dra’hada told me.”

“Such thoughts are more than nothing, Jimtalbot. I can’t imagine losing so much; it must be terrible. I think you and the others are very brave.”

He shook his head; I could see the gleam of unshed tears in his eyes by the lantern light. “Not brave at all. Your Benefactors gave us no choice.”

There was such harshness to his voice when he said those words that I shivered and wrapped my shawl tighter around my shoulders. “They are your Benefactors too,” I pointed out to him. “Would you rather have had them leave you to die?”

He was silent for a long time; finally he said, “I don’t know, Qwalshina. It is all so different here – I don’t know if I have the courage to live in this place.”

Surprised by his confession, I raised his hand to my lips and kissed it. “Surely you can; we are all here to love and help you. You aren’t alone here – And if you wish a new wife –”

At that point he disentangled his hand from mine and stood up. “Thank you for your concern, Qwalshina. You are very kind. I think I shall go back to my bed now. Good night.” 

I went back to my own bed with a troubled heart. The little ring was such a small memento. Did we do right to make them give up everything? Our Benefactors advised it, but...
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FLOWERING MOON, SUN-turning 25

Last night there was an argument down by the beach that ended with Sand Walker and one of the new men being injured. Everyone is so upset today, and Dra’hada was furious when he heard about it. He told me that such violence wouldn’t be tolerated. Why can’t the new ones see how lucky they are? These people were saved from death; why are they so angry? I don’t understand them. I wish they’d never been brought here. 

No, that isn’t true; we need them...

––––––––
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KORN GROWING MOON, sun-turning 11

I had to make a difficult decision yesterday about Sleek. Her baby was suffering. She would shout and curse the babe more often than she would feed or care for the boy. Today the women’s council came to take the baby away. She cursed us in the vilest terms. Judging by her behavior later, however, I think she is secretly relieved to be rid of the child. The council gave the little one to Aunty Shell to foster. Granny Night Wind says the boy is doing better already. 

I look at Sleek’s hard eyes and I wonder what is wrong with her. Can’t she feel any emotion but anger? How could she be so indifferent to her own child’s welfare? I remember how it was when we lost my oldest daughter’s first born. Poor unfortunate mite – we were all distraught when he had to be culled.
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KORN GROWING MOON, sun-turning 16

Our medicine woman, Granny Night Wind, thinks we will have a good crop this harvest season. Tallav’Wahir, we live in harmony with Her cycles. She feeds us, Her spirit helpers protect us, and in return we bury our shit and our dead in her rich gray soil so that She can absorb our essence, swallow our memories, and enfold us in the oneness of Her living soul. My daughter Tukta’s face comes into my mind. She is so young, and so happy. Will the land love and bless her, make her one of Her favored ones? Oh, I pray it will be so.
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BERRY MOON, SUN-TURNING 2

There was a great bonfire down on the beach last night. We baked fish on sticks, and ate berries cooked with sweet dumplings, till our bellies grew hard and round. In the long green twilight, we played running games. Then, someone brought out a drum and that started everyone singing and dancing. Our Twace and two boys in my cousin Rain’s compound can drum very well. I danced till I thought I would fall over from exhaustion. Later Tree, Sun Fire and I crept off to a quiet place by the spring where we made sweet love under the stars. Some time during the night Tree’s unmarried brother, Sand Walker, joined us and that was good too.

––––––––
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BERRY MOON, SUN-TURNING 9

When I was working at my loom this evening, Sleek came over unexpectedly and sat down beside me. She seemed curious, and maybe a little interested. None of my other children have the talent to be a master weaver. It would be a shame for the family to lose such a skill when I become too old for the craft. Some of our Benefactors pay high prices for our art back on their Homeworld. I let her watch for a time then I asked, “Would you like me to show you how to do this?” She shrugged, but didn’t get up and leave. Best not frighten her away, I thought, so I just continued on with my work. 

After a while she volunteered, “My grandmother used to weave – it looked something like that.”

Startled, I stopped my work and turned to face her. “Really? That’s very interesting. What kind of things did she make?”

“I don’t remember exactly; I was pretty young when she died... I remember one thing she made though. It had bright colors; I used to tangle my fingers in its long fringes.” She smiled at the memory, and added, “It was probably something ceremonial, a dance cape maybe. A lot of the old women in our band used to make them for the potlatch ceremonies.”

“Pot-a-latch,” My tongue stumbled over the unfamiliar word. “Was this ceremony of your people held to honor the Earth Mother?”

“I don’t know; my mom never took me to one.” 

I went back to my weaving at that point. I could see she was becoming nervous by my questioning. Be careful, Qwalshina, or you will frighten her away, I told myself. But inwardly I smiled as I twined the yarn back and forth between the rope strands on the loom. Truly our Benefactors are wise. Dra’hada knew how much I was missing Tukta, and gave me a new daughter of the same racial stock as my own. At that moment I felt very good about knowing that. It made me feel a little closer to her.

On impulse I asked her, “How old are you?” 

She seemed startled by my question, and her eyes narrowed with suspicion at first then she relaxed. “The lizards didn’t tell you?”

“No. I never asked our Benefactors. Is your age a secret? Would you tell me?”

She gave me another shrug. “No secret. Eighteen. Why?”

“I was just curious. Eighteen.” I forced myself to go back to my weaving. Gently, gently, Qwalshina, I told myself. “You are about the age of my third daughter. She got married recently and moved to another village. I miss her. I’m glad you are here to take her place.”

Sleek snorted. “I don’t have much use for mothers so don’t get your hopes up about making me your new daughter – or teaching me that silly string stuff either.” 

She made me angry then, and I allowed my evil tongue to say something cutting in return. “Maybe if you had been more willing to be mothered you could have done a better job of being a mother yourself, instead of abusing your baby.”

Sleek jerked back as if I’d slapped her – which in a way I had. I saw the hurt in her eyes, for just a moment, and then it was gone, replaced by her habitual sullen anger. She stood up, and glared down at me with such contempt that it made my bones shiver. “You people make me sick,” she spat back. 

“You think you’re so wonderful and know what’s best for everyone, don’t you? Well, let me tell you about my mother. She was a drunk who let her boyfriends fuck me whenever they wanted; then told me it was my fault for being a slut. I never wanted to be a mother — fuck mothers — all mothers. Who needs any of you?”

I stared after her with tear-filled eyes. Why had I said that? I’m so ashamed. Now I understand a little more why she acts the way she does, but that doesn’t excuse my behavior. I must go to the Mother Stone, make an offering and try to regain my internal harmony. Like a disease these people are destroying our peace. And, if I am honest with myself I must admit that Sleek and the others frighten me. Her questions and her anger make me uncomfortable. Is she right? Are we too complacent and judgmental? I have to go help Sun Fire with the children.

––––––––
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KORN RIPENING MOON, sun-turning 17 

The whole village is in an uproar after what happened last night. Someone stole some of Granny Night Wind’s uiskajac. It was fermenting in a big wooden barrel at the back of her compound. When Sand Walker went to check on the brew, he found the barrel only half full. Granny Night Wind was furious. She threatened to give the persons responsible a bad case of “the itch” when she finds them. Whoever did it is either very brave — or crazy. She is a powerful shamanka; the spirits obey her. Still, it was funny to see her stomping around, looking under everything — people leaping out of her way — or jumping to do her bidding. 

––––––––
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RAIN-COMES-BACK MOON, sun-turning 2

These young ones, so corrupted by poor food and alien drugs, have grown up spindly, like unhappy plants shaded from the sun. The last human crop of their tormented, polluted world is a pitiful one indeed. Will their life-patterns be suitable to mingle with ours? My people need the flow of new genes or we may perish in spite of all our Benefactor’s efforts. I am so afraid for my children. The birth defects and terminations are so many. I fear for my daughter Tukta. She is so young and so happy with her new man.  

Ah, but Dra’hada says, not to give up hope. We will salvage what we can from this last harvest. And if that is not enough, our Benefactors will collect the seeds of other worlds and crossbreed them with ours. Our descendants may not be the same in appearance as we are, but some part of us will survive. And the land will always remember us. Our bodies will lie in the cool ground, until the blood memories of our species have passed into the crystals of the bedrock itself. 
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RAIN-COMES-BACK MOON, sun-turning 4

Jimtalbot and Bethbrant were troubled by a crazy rumor they’d heard, and came this evening to ask me if it might be true. 

“One of the guys from Earth, living at Black Rock Village said that Earth isn’t really destroyed,” Jimtalbot told me. 

I looked into their troubled faces and felt a shiver run down my spine. “What? Why would he say such a thing? Of course the Earth Mother is gone. Why else would our Benefactors have brought you here?” 

“Why indeed, Qwalshina?” Jimtalbot said. “Could the – uh – Benefactors be planning some weird experiment? Something that they need live humans, or human body parts for?”

I was shocked, speechless. “Experiment? No, of course not. That’s preposterous. Who said such a thing? I must tell Dra’hada; who is it?”

Their expressions became closed at that point. Jimtalbot mumbled that he didn’t know the man’s name, but I was sure he was lying to me. He looked at Bethbrant and they started to walk away, but I stopped them. “Please wait. If you don’t wish me to tell Dra’hada, Jimtalbot, I won’t, but listen to me. There is no truth to this rumor. I felt Earth Mother’s death agony myself – through the Communion – we all did. The pain was almost unbearable. Truly She is gone. And, there is no planned experiment. Our Benefactors only wish us well.”

“If your people were also a part of their design, you might not be aware of the experiment either,” Bethbrant said.

“No, we would know if they were using us in that way. We have been here for generations. My father was a man of the Tsa’La’Gui people. His ancestors were brought here when pale-skinned invaders from across a big ocean came and took their land. My mother’s people came here long before my fathers. They were Crunich and lived on the island of Erin before the black-robed ones with their dead god came, and stole the island’s soul. There are others from Earth Mother here too, rescued from disaster as you were. Our Benefactors wish only good for us. And, no matter our origin on Earth, we are all one people now, the children of Tallav’Wahir. There has never been any experiment. Please believe me.” 

When I finished talking to them, they seemed convinced that it was all a crazy, made up lie. But later the children told me that a group of our charges walked down the beach together to talk over something in private. Did I do right to promise not to tell Dra’hada? This is very troubling. I must go to the Mother Stone and tell Her my concerns.
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FALLING LEAVES MOON, sun-turning 5

Sleek’s tattooed friend and six other youths have developed a terrible case of “the itch.” No common healing remedy has worked. Poor lads – I know they’re miserable – and I shouldn’t laugh at their misfortunes, but it is funny to watch them trying to scratch all those hard-to-reach places. Rain’s twins were in on the scheme. One of them finally broke down and confessed. About half of the stolen uiskajac was brought back. Granny is keeping the offenders in suspense for one more night; but she told me privately that she would forgive them, and give them a healing salve tomorrow.
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FALLING LEAVES MOON, sun-turning 25

Sleek and I took the children for a walk on the knoll today. We piled up great mountains of leaves and had fun jumping into them. I tired before they did, but felt so good just watching them. My new daughter I think loves playing like a child when none of her Earth friends are around to ridicule her. She is recreating the happy childhood she didn’t have on Earth, and it is a joy to see her so. 

Later we roasted siba fruit that we gathered, on sticks over an open fire, and everyone sang songs. I found myself wishing Tukta could have been there to share the day with us. When we were heading home the children raced ahead, as usual, but Sleek waited for me on the trail, and fell into step beside me as I passed. I smiled and she returned the gesture.

In the dappled light under the trees her face suddenly seemed to metamorphose into that of an ancient. Expressing wisdom far beyond her years, she said to me, “I had fun with you today, but I’m not Tukta, Qwalshina. Please try to remember that.” There was no anger in her voice for once, the smells of tree resin, spicy siba, and a lazy afternoon had drained her of hostility. 

Startled I paused in the trail and faced her. “I know... I had fun today too, and I’m glad you are, who you are. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

“Mm... Then stop calling me Tukta.”

“I don’t,” I protested.

She gave me a reproachful look, her eyes luminous and sad. “You’re not even aware that you’re doing it are you?”

Was I? Oh Mother, was I confusing her with my daughter in the physical world as well as my mind? “I’m sorry, Sleek, I didn’t realize I’d been doing that. Do I
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