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Note to the Reader​:

Bitter Echo of 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, languages and cultures, Indigenous or other, in our world is purely coincidental. 

A Further Note:

This book not only contains graphic scenes of violence, like in the earlier books in this series; book 4 also contains depictions of sexual violence that may be triggering for some readers.

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 world that has 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, a wasteland the invaders didn’t want.

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 he will agree to help with his own quest for revenge against the converts whom he blames for giving away tribal lands. 

Fearing that he also has unwittingly been the cause of his baby cousin’s illness and death, Tasimu agrees to end his studies with a man of questionable ethics. 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 they have been lied to by the invaders who took their northern homeland. The treaty goods they were promised are slow to arrive or never show up at all. They will endure another winter of starvation, illness and despair.

Conflicts between different factions grow and fester, ending in violence, and a massacre of innocent women and children. In retaliation for their agent’s thievery a faction of warriors who see the converts to the invaders’ religion as traitors attack the agency, burn down their temple, then leave the Preserve to raid enemy settlements nearby for cattle and horses to feed their starving relatives. 

Caught in the middle between two warring factions Tasimu endures beatings and scorn by both sides, but he also is defended by a girl cousin who chafes at the confines allotted to women in the new order.

Spending a great deal of his time hunting in the desert to avoid trouble in the convert settlement, Tasimu is able to connect with the spirit guardians of his new home, so when he is contacted by the outlaws who need a person with power to help them with their raids on ranches for food and horses, he agrees, and so Tasimu and his unhappy cousin run away to join the outlaws.

Tasimu agrees to use his Gift and help one of the desert tribe’s war leaders on a daring raid into the enemy’s territory to bring back food beasts for their starving peoples. The raid is successful, but while returning to the Preserve with their plunder Tasimu is contacted by one of his spirit helpers, warning of a danger to his mother and grandfather.

The desert war leader, who is starting to see Tasimu like a son, agrees to help Tasimu and his uncle rescue the pair who are being held for trial at the agency, but during the attempt the war leader is badly wounded and he and Tasimu barely escape with their lives. 
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IN BOOK THREE, Abandoning Memory, Tasimu’s rescued grandfather tells the war leader that he should go to the summer ceremonies the Prophet is holding to receive a healing of his injuries. Meeting up with another band of warriors off to go raiding, two of the men are appointed to escort them to the Prophet’s camp.

Unfortunately the man and his son chosen to accompany Tasimu, his mother, and the wounded war leader have a different agenda in mind. The warriors are surly and uncooperative, in spite of the horses they are promised, and there is a long-standing feud between the two families.  

In an act of revenge against the war leader Tasimu discovers the father trying to rape his mother when she was washing clothes away from camp. Inhabiting the body of an eagle Tasimu’s spirit manages to wound the man severely, but the man and his son escape, taking with them the war leaders favourite horse. 

In the Prophet’s camp the war leader does receive healing and he and Tasimu’s mother marry and Tas will have a baby sister before spring. While living among the Kukiya off the Preserve the Kukiya war chief Golannah is summoned by the fort commander to a peace negotiation at the fort. The war chief includes Tas in the delegation so he can use his skills if needed.

Once at the meeting they discover the soldiers and government men plan to jail the delegates to prevent more violence and force other delegates 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 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. Tas is captured and sentenced to be sent to a live-away school, which he names a prison for children.
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BOOK 4, Bitter Echoes of Memory, is the story of what happens to Tasimu and the other youths captured and sent to the live-away school.

​A Tribal History of Long Ago, Rushton Archives: fourth interview with Indigenous Zacatik subject 297 
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THE CHAMUQWANI SOLDIERS and priests took children as young as six years away from loving families. They kept us in their live-away schools where devil priests and their mercy women—who had no mercy—beat and tortured us for the crime of being born a zaunk.

They said they were beating the heathen savage out of us, so we wouldn’t burn in their god’s fiery pit like our older relatives after we died. They said what they did was for our own good.

In such a place you learn to hide your feelings, rarely smile, never laugh, cringe when touched, always afraid of a blow. When I was sentenced to their prison for children I often tried to make my heart a stone so I could feel nothing. The problem with stone is that it grows heavy and is hard to carry around.
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Part One


Chapter One


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


THEY CAME FOR US TWO days after the hangings, four big, muscular men and a grim-faced priest who stank of bitterness and rage. After the morning meal the guards at the jail brought us out to the open space in front of the big stone building once more wearing chains. Attorney Ricosen was there as well as a few other black-robed men from the court.

One of the men held up a paper from which he read, and then we were marched to wagons and our ankle chains were removed so we could climb in to take our places next to and atop sacks of supplies for the school. When Attorney Ricosen protested our still being bound he was told that the chains around our wrists would remain till we reached Saint Yon’s Live-away School to insure we would cause no trouble, or try to escape along the way. 

During our journey no one explained where we were going or how long it would take. They only growled their orders at us. And the priest made us kneel and bow our heads while he prayed over us in the morning before we were loaded back into the wagons and again at night when we were herded into a barn or sturdy shack and locked in for the night.

Still lost in my grief I cared little what they did to me. Numb inside after losing so many I loved, I endured their harsh treatment, did what the men ordered with no complaint, and spoke little. 

For the rest of that day and the two that followed we headed west and south, following the bank of the muddy river I had sensed from within Train’s cart while on our way to the jail. Many Chamuqwani lived in that settled land. We rode through several small villages where people came out to stare. Later the dwellings grew farther apart replaced by more isolated red and white houses surrounded by wide fields of growing food plants I couldn’t recognize.

Behind many of the houses with their painted barns, spotted milk cai dotted fields thick with fenced in grass. But no wild spirits sang to me from the small clumps of trees we passed through. Only the soft sounds of ancient ghosts whispered of their loss on the sighing breeze.

It was a beautiful land in its way, though so different from my northern home and the desert land to the west I had grown to love. Though the land we traveled through was warm and green, alive with sweet smells and beauty I paid little attention to its loveliness. The spirits who called out to me, were talking mostly about their own great sorrows, though to be fair, they sometimes tried to comfort me in my own sadness. But I was too far gone into my own misery to care or appreciate their kindness.

As we had left Town several soldiers on horseback fell into step with the wagons. They had joined us to protect the men and their cargo for the journey, Inishkim told us later. But all afternoon when no Chamuqwani was near enough to hear Cohasi had been joking about us being such a dangerous enemy that the priest and the men from the school had to send along soldiers for fear of us.

After the priest had prayed over us again and we were once more left alone in the dark, locked in someone’s barn for the night, he’d started up again with the same tiresome joking. Matoqwa laughed, but then Inishkim explained, “I would like to think that is true, brother, but after listening to their talk all day I think the real reason is that the soldiers are guarding the wagons, because there are outlaws in this land who make trouble for them and might try to attack the wagons and steal the goods if the soldiers weren’t here—not because they are worried we might escape.” 

Matoqwa snorted in disgust. “Stupid Chamuqwani, none of our warriors are left to travel this far east to rescue us, no matter how tempting the plunder.”

“Sad but probably true,” he agreed, “but this far to the east they are worried about Chamuqwani outlaws, not our people, as best I can tell from the little I know of their language.”

Atuusca, the Kukiya youth with the symbol of an eagle tattoo on his cheek chuckled. “Fighting and stealing from their own people... You are right, brother, to call them crazy.”

Without knowing I was going to speak I found myself suddenly saying, “I think there are many kinds of Chamuqwani in the Father Emperor’s land. Because of their many wars many people are starving and homeless, even in the empire. Some are just trying to feed their families, like we were doing. While others, like the fat agent on the Preserve are greedy and will take from others if they think they can get away with it.”  

Because I had spoken so little in the past few days everyone had turned to stare at me by the time I’d finished.

“Why do you say that, Tas?” Cohasi asked when the silence had dragged on too long.

I shrugged. “That’s what the Wind says to me when I pay attention.” 

Matoqwa snorted and pushed up some of the musty straw behind his shoulders to form a backrest. “And what else does the Wind tell you? Anything useful, Siyatli boy, like how to get away from the soldiers.”

I shrugged and returned my attention to the grass in my lap that I was plaiting into a tiny golden braid. If Kitahtla was here I could make a pretty headband and put some purple and golden flowers in the band... gold to match her yellow Cougar eyes...

Lost in my own musings again I ignored him and his questions, reliving my time with my baby sister, only dimly aware he was still speaking to me. Matoqwa growled and then he punched me—hard. “Pay attention, stupid Siyatli,” he grumbled and repeated his last question. “What else have the Spirits been telling you? Have they told you a way for us to escape?”

“Escape...Yeah, Tas, I have no wish to spend the next six years in their rotten prison for children,” Cohasi said. “I want to go home.”

Home... And where was that, I wondered, up north among the miners at Big Ice Lake? Where, if we even managed to get back there we would surely be captured and made slaves to work for them. We wouldn’t be free trappers and hunters, but just slaves to dig from the earth, disturbing the graves that held our ancestor’s bones, hoping to find the gold the Chamuqwani craved above all things? 

Or should we run back to the Preserve where we could starve with the rest of our relatives. The Tribal Preserve, it was closer. But it was a place with many dangers. We could try to find our outlaw kin. But if we couldn’t find them, we might die in the desert. Or we could just try to hide among relatives where we would be talked about and probably be caught by the agent’s soldiers—and killed. Or if not found by the agent’s men we might be betrayed by well-meaning but deluded relatives and sent to another live-away school. Where was my home anymore in the land the Chamuqwani had stolen from us?

When I didn’t answer fast enough to suit him Matoqwa punched my arm and growled his question again for the third time. And as he hit me the foretelling came on me, and I gasped dropping the half-finished straw braid to the dirty floor. I shuddered, gulping for air caught up in the terrifying images sent to me in the darkness behind my closed eyes.
Suddenly I heard children screaming, and smelled the smoke of a large building on fire. Inishkim and a slim brown-skinned girl each had a smaller child in their arms as they hurried out a doorway collapsing in flames behind them. I saw Matoqwa’s face bloody and bruised surrounded by flames and then someone hit me again and the visions dissolved, leaving me curled up on my side, puking into the straw.
Still gasping for breath I flopped backwards when I finished, keeping my eyes closed till I was sure the sending had passed and I wasn’t going to see anything more. While I lay there willing my breath to become slow and even, I heard someone whisper, “What’s wrong with him?”

Another answered in a low voice, “I don’t know. Maybe the Qwani’Ya dog humper hit him too hard.”

Then, I heard Inishkim grumbled to Matoqwa in a louder voice, “You shouldn’t have hit him, stupid dog turd. He is a powerful Puhani. The Unseen Ones may become angry with us if he isn’t treated with respect—” 

“Oh shut up,” Matoqwa snapped. “Tas is fine—I’ve seen him do this puking stuff before—several times—and I didn’t hit him that hard. He’s fine—or will be in a moment.”

In spite of myself I had to smile. Matoqwa was right, I would be fine, but my arm did hurt. He’d hit me hard enough to bruise, but I was grateful he had broken the Sending’s power nonetheless. I had no wish to see any more terrible things.

When I at last sat up Atuusca asked in a solemn voice, “What happened to you, Puhani?”

“Yeah, Siyatli dog turd, what did you see? Tell us before I hit you, too,” Cohasi grumbled.

Ignoring his idle threat, I turned to Matoqwa and said, “You will not have to spend six years at the live-away school. There will come a time when fire and water will free you—all of you. Those who survive that terrible time will travel east, not back to the Preserve.” Looking directly at Matoqwa I looked him in the eye. “When you are an old man you will go back to the Preserve.” 

As a broken man you will go back to die of heart ache and drink, I could have added, but I had no desire to be cruel. It was times like that when I hated my Gift.
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BARNER’S CROSSING TURNED out to be a Chamuqwani village on the bank of the big muddy river that we’d been sort of following as Road wound its way through rolling forested hills and grassy open meadows that once might have been villages or farms. 

At the farther end of the settlement a long bridge had been built where two muddy streams blended into the larger river that wound its way further south-east towards the big lake of water Collin had called Ocean. He also said that Ocean tasted of salt. I hadn’t wanted to believe him, but then I remembered that Sargent Ma’leubwey had told my Aunt Tula that his home was on an island in that salty water, so I guessed it was true. 

Sun was making his way towards his western home when the soldiers and the wagons clattered across the bridge and into the village. Brightly painted stores with pointed roofs were lined up, nearly on top of one another, along the stone-paved road that led through the village and continued to wind around a steep hill.

Unlike other settlements we had traveled through to reach the school these Chamuqwani paid us little attention as we were carried through their settlement. I even saw pity in the eyes of some, when they noticed our chains. When we passed by a big trading store I realized why, though we were far to the east of the Preserve, surrounded only by Chamuqwani, with the school so near they were probably used to seeing the occasional zaunk in their village. 

Then to prove my thought, coming out of the store I saw a gray-robed priest and a group of brown-skinned youths dressed in Chamuqwani clothing. Each boy had a heavy sack across one shoulder and the priest was directing the youths to load a wagon similar to our own. When they saw us the boys stared wide-eyed at us until the priest shouted at them to keep loading the wagon.

“Greetings, Praiser Simms,” the priest atop our wagon said.

Studying us with hard eyes as he approached, the new priest gave the intercessor atop the wagon a grim smile. “Administrator Rizdale, I see that you have made good time on your return journey. The Director will be pleased to get the expected supplies,” he paused, spat on the ground, giving us another thoughtful appraisal, “but perhaps not so pleased with the good Intercessor Raymonel’s other ‘gift’. These savages look like trouble—too old to be easily managed.” 

The sour intercessor snorted. “If they cause trouble after we remove their chains then you and Doff will have to discipline them until they learn the error of their ways and behave, hmm?” 

Praiser Simms laughed, then noticing his own charges were finished with the loading and just standing around staring, he climbed onto the wagon. He waved a hand in farewell and shouted for the boys to climb atop the wagon’s load as he gathered up the horses’ reins.

When the wagon was only a dust cloud ahead the Intercessor motioned for his driver to continue on through the village, ignoring the few people who paused to greet him. We continued up Road and turned onto a narrower path that wandered off through the aspens.

Saint Yon’s Live-away School was located on a wide meadow overlooking the muddy river I learned later was called the Waymon River. The Chamuqwani named the Water after one of their famous soldiers, a cruel but mighty war leader who killed most of the original people who lived on that land. I never learned the river’s true name. It was forgotten when the land’s original caretakers were all killed a couple of generations before the school and the village were built.

As we approached I could see that the live-away school was made up of several buildings with fields of food plants and pastures for cai and horses, spreading out around it. In the center of the cluster the school itself was a large white building with a red roof, consisting of four levels, or floors as I was told to call them. On either side I noticed two smaller dwellings. The one on the right I recognized as a temple to, Djoven the Thunderer, because it had the symbol of a lightning bolt on the peak of its roof. I shivered to see it, but in truth the symbol was little more than a painted piece of carved wood. No stone monsters hung from its roof to torment me.

To the left of the big building there was another painted house which I realized next day was where many of the priests and teachers lived. Continuing on past these buildings the wagons halted in a muddy yard near a big red barn that smelled of animals and dung. As the priest climbed down from the wagon the driver shouted and several workmen, who wore regular Chamuqwani clothing, and older boys hurried out of the barn’s interior to help with the horses and unloading the wagons.

Forgotten for the moment in the chaos we just sat in the wagon, with blank expressions, only our eyes moving now and then to watch the activity. Huddling closer to Matoqwa and Cohasi I heard the boy named Qwatola from a village down river back home whisper to the brothers in our language, “Do you think they will keep us chained in the barn with the animals?”

“Hope so. I’d rather live in a barn with the animals than share space with any of those convert turds over there,” Matoqwa growled. As if they had heard him and could understand our language a couple of the bigger boys unloading a nearby wagon curled their lips and glared.

Not looking away or backing down Matoqwa stared right back, showing lots of predatory teeth and had the satisfaction of seeing them drop their eyes and turn back to unloading the wagon.

Watching them go Cohasi snorted a laugh, but I also saw his eyes darting here and there around the yard, watching for trouble. “Who knows what these crazy people will want us to do next,” he muttered and patted Qwatola’s hand when he thought no one was looking. 

Feeling a cold shiver of warning slide down my spine I ignored the whispered talk around me, my eyes searching for the source of the threat. In all the confusion of people and animals it took me a while to locate the source of my unease, but when I did, I knew with the certainty of another sending that the stern-faced, dried up priest with iron gray hair and eyes, picking his way across the mud of the stable yard was far more threatening to me and my brothers than any stone monster sent to torment me by the Chamuqwani’s alien god.

As he drew near his cold eyes met mine, sending another chill of fear cascading down my back. I dropped my eyes and sunk lower into the wagon, hastily throwing up an inner shield of protection, though I feared it might be too late. Though I had been proud of my tattoos since I was gifted with them, if this newcomer or anyone else at the school had Spirit Power they would see and recognize what my dragon glyph meant—and I would suffer for it.

<<Have no fear, Young Siyatli,>> the crystal being said into my mind. <<Though you are right; there is evil here, there is no malicer among these sniveling priests. Several are cruel and capable of many terrible deeds, but none have Qwakaiva enough to cause you harm within the Dream. I will help you shield and I will translate for you when it is important. You will survive this time if you are clever.>>

<<Thank you, that does ease my mind somewhat,>> I told it.  

Knowing there was little time to offer a warning I turned my face away from the approaching priest, and murmured in the Kukiya language, “Beware, brothers, trouble is near. Be strong; the enemy comes.” Though not everyone had heard my words, they instinctively understood my warning. Everyone in the wagon sat up a little straighter determined not to show fear.

When the newcomer was nearly up to the wagon where we waited, the priests who were supervising the unloading and talking among themselves finally noticed his approach. Placing their hands together as if in prayer Administrator Rizdale and the two other men bowed to the newcomer. “Director Harriscot, I hope we haven’t disturbed you with our late arrival,” with crystal’s help I heard Rizdale say.

Answering only with a nod Director Harriscot returned his attention to us, still sitting in our chains in the back of the unloaded wagon. Without turning away from us he said, “They are older than I was led to believe when his Divine Holiness contacted me. The Intercessor must have a persuasive tongue.” 

Administrator Rizdale nodded a sympathetic agreement. “He does. I had a post with him when a young man. Intercessor Raymonel was a self-righteous holy prick with a golden tongue even back then. His family has money and influence at court. He probably knows the Divine personally.”

“Mm, that would explain a lot,” the director mused. “The question now is what to do with them.”

Praiser Simms finally said, “As you said, Director, they do look too old for scholarly tasks, but most are big and look strong enough to do some of the hard farm work needed to make the school land profitable. And I hear most of the western savages are good with horses and other beasts. 

“Give them to me, or at least that one and that one.” He pointed to Matoqwa, Cohasi and three of the taller Kukiya, including Inishkim. “I can beat any rebellion out of them if they try to cause trouble. As for the others,” he shrugged. “I’m sure we can find something for them to do.”

“Very well, praiser, we will sort it out and officially enroll them in the morning. It grows late.” 

Then the director narrowed his eyes and his mouth twisted with his contempt. “These heathen savages are filthy and probably riddled with lice and other disgusting vermin. Get them cleaned up before you bring them into the temple for the evening prayers. I’ll tell cook we are having more ‘guests’ for the meal. And send one of your lads to tell Celibress Vomica to find beds and bedding for them in the older boys dorm.” 

Celibress Vomica was here? She was the mercy woman that hated me on our march south. The thought of her recognizing me, made my gut twist in a knot. 

<<There may not be a malicer at the school,>> I told my inner guide and helper, <<but it won’t be easy for me either with so many people who hate me living here.>>

Did I detect amusement in the beings sending as I was ordered down from the wagon? <<When you chose to walk this path you created this weave in the pattern of your life. Like your Chamuqwani friend you are being tested. As the Great One and I have told you, if you are clever and fearless you will survive.>>

Ah, but did I want to?
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Chapter Two
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When the director had walked away we were marched to another building I hadn’t seen upon our arrival. It was a long low structure made of wooden planks with a large open door somewhat like a barn. As we paused by the open doorway I could see inside two rows of big metal basins, leading into its shadowy darkness.

One of the muscular workmen had been ordered to make a large fire to one side of the open door. Several boys were carrying armfuls of chopped wood to feed it, while others walked back and forth from the well to the shadowy room inside, carrying buckets of water. Passing us with heads down they refused to speak to us under the watchful eyes of the workmen and priests.

“What do you think they are going to do with us?” I heard Qwatola murmur to Cohasi. 

Answering his question Matoqwa snorted. “Nothing good.”

Qwatola was slightly younger than the rest of us. He was a kind thoughtful boy with luminous dark eyes, full lips and a slender half-starved body just beginning to mature into manhood. He was another whose Qwani’Ya mother had left an unpleasant marriage and had chosen to live with a Kukiya man related to Talulsit. 

I didn’t know much of him because his family hadn’t wintered with us, but his Kukiya father had adopted him and he wore the tattoos of his new clan on his cheeks as did I. he was no warrior and had never ridden on a raid into the Chamuqwani settled lands. It was only because he’d snatched up a dead man’s weapon, trying to protect and help his mother and younger brother flee the soldiers during the massacre that he’d been captured at all.    

Looking us over Praiser Simms pointed to Qwatola and the Kukiya boy, named Iwaz, who were smaller than the rest of us and motioned for them to come forward and sit on the chairs placed near the fire. “Pay attention,” he snarled. “Your turn will come.”

While still keeping them chained, so they couldn’t run, their long and matted hair was cut off. The hair was then thrown into the fire, creating a terrible stink. I could see portions of their bleeding bare scalp through the stubble that was left when the priest finished.

Qwatola looked like he wanted to cry his dark eyes moist with unshed tears, but then he looked at Cohasi’s grim face and swallowed his fear.

When the hair cutting was done the boys were ordered to strip off all their clothing, which also went into the flames. Next their chains were removed and they were ordered, frightened and shivering into the dark building, where I learned when it was my turn, a white smelly powder was rubbed into their heads and places where hair grew around a youth’s twig. 

The nasty stuff stung the eyes and burned the scalp where the hair cutting had broken the skin, I also learned. Then after what seemed like endless torture we were ordered to stand in one of the big basins called tubs and boys with taunting smiles poured bucket after bucket of cold water over our heads until all the white powder disappeared down the hole in the bottom of the tub.

After watching what was being done to the first two I glanced around at my brothers waiting their turns, and I knew when I saw Matoqwa and a Kukiya youth named Komonti exchanging glances that they were going to start something. 

Matoqwa had that grim look on his face that over the years growing up with him, I’d learned meant somebody was going to get hurt. And, I also knew if he started anything Cohasi would be right there, as his shadow, to back him up—and probably the one who would suffer the most in whatever they were thinking of doing.

Stepping closer to him I murmured, hoping none of the priests were watching, “Don’t be stupid, dog turd. You will only get yourself and more of us hurt if you try to fight them right now. 

“There’s no point—wait. There will be a better time—later. And besides after being in the filthy Chamuqwani jail, you do need a bath,” I added, trying to joke him out of whatever foolishness was circling around in his ptarmigan brain.

The Bear in his Spirit Fire lifted its lip in a silent snarl, and Matoqwa himself glared and said a Chamuqwani bad word, which did catch the attention of one of the workmen who told us to shut up.

And then, it was mine and Cohasi’s turn. I gave the men no trouble when they motioned me to the chair for the hair cutting. I sat with what I hoped was a mask of indifference on my face. I was a warrior of the Real People. I wouldn’t give my enemy the satisfaction of seeing my fear. My hair, my clothes—what did it matter anymore? I had lost so much already; this was just another part of the enemy’s attempt to break me—crush me.

I shivered as I walked naked and bleeding into the dark room behind Cohasi. <<Oh, Kunai, I pray I am strong enough to endure all that you have envisioned for me.>>

Matoqwa and Komonti did try resisting the hair cutting and stripping when it was their turn, but it did them little good. The one in charge, Praiser Simms, was ready for them and merely called for more men to help him. 

My war-brothers did manage to get in a few good punches, however. 

Simms had a long cut oozing blood on one cheek and one of the workmen had a bloody nose, and another man now had a black eye when it was over. But as I’d warned him, their defiance only made the Chamuqwani all the madder, and the two fools suffered for it. When they arrived in the bathhouse they were more bruised and bloody than the rest of us, but just as shorn and naked.

After the “bathing” that first evening we were given clean but patched Chamuqwani clothes similar to what I’d seen the other boys at the school wearing. Since most of us were older than all but the oldest of the students the clothes given us didn’t fit well. The shirts were a little tight, the trousers too short and there were no moccasins or Chamuqwani boots for our feet.  

Praiser Simms finally pronounced us suitably cleaned and dressed, and then we were marched to the temple for the evening session of prayers and sermons. Herded by the priest and his men we were the last to arrive at the temple and the singing had already begun. We were ordered by gesture to be quiet and take our seats in the last row of wooden benches on the right. 

Looking around the temple when none of our guards were watching I realized with some surprise that there were girls here at the school, too. Their long hair had also been cut short, though not to the extreme that was inflicted upon us boys. 

A few of the bravest of the children glanced back at us but most remained facing forward, at least pretending to be listening to the thunderous sermon the director was giving about what would happen to bad little zaunks who broke the god’s laws and wouldn’t behave.

When it was finally over the two stern-faced mercy women dressed in green robes and white veils covering their hair and lower faces that had stood on each side of the room near the front, clapped their hands once, and the children in the first row of benches stood up, and silently marched down the left and right isles out of the temple. When they were well on their way to the door the women clapped twice and the second row of students followed the first.

As they passed us many more who hadn’t been aware of our arrival earlier now stared wide-eyed at the wild, heathen savages among them. Like the convert boys I’d known before a lot of the older boys and some of the girls looked down their noses at us and curled their lips with contempt.

But what distressed me the most was the fear I saw in the eyes of some of the younger ones. I wasn’t sure at that time if the fear was directed at us, or if it was directed at the cruel men and women who had stolen them away from their families and placed them in this terrible place. I would learn in the next few days it was a bit of both.

When it was our turn to leave we followed Praiser Sims into the main building then we were ordered into a large chamber with long tables in rows down each side of the room. At the far end away from the door where we entered was another table with large metal pots set a top it and people going back and forth through another door that probably led into a kitchen.

Once inside we were split up. As an added humiliation, for the brave warriors among us, Matoqwa and Komonti were marched to a table near the back and forcibly pushed into chairs to join several younger students with an older girl in charge of serving the food. 

To the priest’s surprise the two endured their humiliation in a grim silence. But their expressions also promised retaliations later to any child who dared to snicker at them when the priests and mercy women weren’t looking their way.

When he at last realized the two weren’t going to make more trouble for him Praiser Simms continued assigning us to our places. He sent Cohasi and Atuusca to another table. Inishkim, Qwatola and I went to a third. The other two, Kuweya and Iwaz, left standing in the doorway were led to another table near the door.

Sitting in the hard wooden chair, the mercy woman in charge of this part of the hall told me with gestures and a loud voice, so I would be sure to understand, “This is your place—your chair. Every meal time you sit here.” She thumped the back of the chair hard with her hand. “You sit here—nowhere else, understand?”

I understood her. I knew enough Chamuqwani by that time in my life that I understood most of the basics in that language, but I also didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of letting her know that. I was determined to cling onto my language as long as possible, since they had taken everything else away from me. So, I just stared at her blankly until she gave up and turned away, mumbling about stupid heathen zaunks.

When everyone was finally settled Administrator Rizdale stood up, clapped and immediately the room fell silent. “We have some new students who have joined us today, as you can see. I doubt if they speak a civilized tongue, so it will be up to all of us to teach them the rules and how to behave like proper good citizens of the Empire. Now let us pray and give thanks to all mighty Djoven for the food we are about to receive.”

As before in the temple everyone put their hands together and bowed their heads and the priest droned out another long-winded prayer. At the end of it everyone relaxed, and the older boy named Ronalton at the head of our table took a bowl from a stack beside him and ladled out a portion of soup. Then the bowls were passed around to each person sitting at the table. A tasteless lump of some kind of bread was also passed around and a bowl of thick white grease called lard to spread upon the bread.

My portion when a bowl finally made its way around the table to me was a thin soup of boiled white beans with a piece of fatty bacon floating in its center. I sighed and ate the tasteless stuff, because I was hungry, but it would seem that the school’s prisoners weren’t going to be fed any better than the rations we had been given back on the Preserve.

Everyone in the hall ate their meager meal in silence. Besides the three of us newcomers there were nine other children seated at our table, five along each side and one at each end to make twelve in all. Not counting us, Ronalton seemed to be the oldest. He was as tall as Matoqwa and Komonti and nearly as muscular. From his behavior he seemed to be in charge of the younger ones. He was a hard-eyed brown-skinned youth with bad teeth. His Second, Yohan, sitting at the other end of the table was a mixed-blood boy with a ragged scar just below his hair line on his forehead and was nearly as large.

Noticing Qwatola and my tattoos he started in that night and every meal afterwards, making fun of the heathen savages with whispered nasty comments whenever he thought he could get away without being caught. He whispered to the younger boys that we might kill them in their sleep and maybe eat them, if they were bad and peed their beds.

At first I thought the older boy in charge would put a stop to the teasing, but he didn’t. I finally realized he was subtly encouraging the ridicule. Like Matoqwa and Cohasi, this Yohan was Ronalton’s shadow. And as his shadow, he was willing to help carry out any meanness the two could dream up. Idly I wondered if they were also related, or had just found each other once they were confined in this place.

Living in a convert encampment back on the Preserve I had heard it all before, and so, like water running off a seal’s oily fur I ignored the jibes.

Qwatola was not so lucky, however, I could tell he knew enough of the Chamuqwani language to be hurt.

I leaned over when I passed my bowl to the boy collecting them, and said to Qwatola in a low voice, “Ignore the smelly fish guts. You are the adopted son of a proud Kukiya warrior and have a fine Qwani’Ya woman for a mother. His words are nothing.”

I thought I’d been careful, but evidently not careful enough, because the next thing I knew I was being whacked hard on the head with a wooden rod and Celibress Vomica was standing by me, yelling, “Do not speak that heathen tongue here or I will wash your mouth out with lye soap, you nasty heathen savage. This is your only warning, understand?”

Well, it hadn’t taken me long to get myself into trouble, I thought, and with this woman in particular, who might become a true danger to me. I hunched over and murmured something I hoped she would take as an apology. Fortunately for me I had changed so much in the past few years that she hadn’t recognized me—yet and I hoped I could keep it that way. With my shaved head, tattooed face and somewhat taller, I thought I must look quite different from the boy she’d known on the march to the Preserve that she had accused of being a witch.

After the meal was finished Brother Simms collected us again. We were shown the indoor privy and then we were led up to the fourth floor where two long rooms lay on either side of the staircase. Here we were once more split up five going into a room on the left and four into the room on the right. 

I was shown into the room on the left, along with Iwaz, Matoqwa, Atuusca and Kuweya. Cohasi, Inishkim, Komonti, and Qwatola were herded into the room on the right. I could see the flicker of desperation in Cohasi’s eyes as he followed Inishkim into the other room. Those two brothers were rarely apart, and I hoped neither of them was going to start more trouble over the separation.

Our room was cold and stank of pee. It had two rows of narrow beds along each side and a sloping roof that ended in a low wall about the height of a youth sitting up on his bed. Here and there along each side glass windows had been placed, which were closed and shuddered to block some of the night’s chill.

An older mercy woman directed a servant girl to give us each two big pieces of white cloth and then show us how to make our beds with them. We were also given a scratchy wool blanket to go on top.

“Every morning you must do this,” she instructed us. “If you don’t, Intercessor Fredderoth, who is in charge up here, or the Director will give you a whipping as a punishment.” When she turned away Matoqwa curled his lip in a silent snarl. 

There weren’t five empty beds together so once again we were split up. I chose a bed near the far wall under a window, so I could see some tree branches and a sliver of sky. But once the weather turned colder I regretted my impulsive choice. 

The beds near the room’s only source of heat, a crusty wood stove, were already being claimed by Ronalton and his friends. Matoqwa claimed the bed next to mine and Kuweya chose one across the aisle but two beds down. Atuusca and Iwaz, who I knew were cousins, chose beds together further down that same row.

When our beds were made to the Mercy women’s satisfaction we were told to remove the clothes we’d just been given and place them in the wooden boxes we found under our beds. Then we were told to take out the long white garment that resembled a woman’s dress. Looking around I saw that all the other boys were already wearing similar clothing they called a nightshirt.

I put on my night shirt as instructed, but Matoqwa and Atuusca, in an unspoken agreement, remained dressed in our day clothes. When it was clear they weren’t going to obey the Mercy woman’s order she stomped out of the room. As the door slammed Ronalton and two of his friends, boys nearly as big as Matoqwa, rose as one, and headed in our direction. 

“Put on your nightshirt, you stupid savage.” Ronalton demanded in the Chamuqwani language.

Matoqwa’s eyes flicked to assess the two others coming to stand beside Ronalton then returned his attention to the head boy. Out of the corner of my eye I could see both Atuusca and Kuweya readying themselves to back him up if it came to a real fight.

Matoqwa glanced down his nose at the skinny bare legs of the tall youth, now quivering with rage at his defiance and curled his lip with contempt. “Why you dress like womans when sleep? Want me fuck you like woman, eh?” Ronalton’s face turned purple with rage and his friends muttered angry curses and raised their fists.

As Matoqwa was speaking the Kukiya had left their beds and were slowly coming up to stand by him. I said a bad Chamuqwani word and was getting to my feet as well, hoping to stop this before someone got killed when the room door was flung open. And Praiser Simms and his men rushed back in.

Matoqwa and Atuusca, the only ones still in day clothes were quickly bound and dragged out of the dorm bleeding and cursing. A smile of satisfaction curving his thin lips Ronalton ordered everyone back to their beds as his two friends moved around the room extinguishing the lamps.

I sighed. Stupid dog turd, I hoped Matoqwa was all right. When he passed by me sitting on my bed, I gathered my courage and asked in my best Chamuqwani, “Where priest take?’ I now motioned with my lips to the closed door behind which we could still hear thumps and faint shouting.

His face widening into a broad smile, he said, “After they finish with him, they will leave him at the gateway to the Abyss, the ‘Perdition Box’. And, have a care, or you’ll be next, savage, if you don’t obey orders.”

He expected me to cringe and drop my eyes in fear, like I’d seen others doing when Ronalton glanced their way, but I surprised him. I looked him straight in the eye and gave him my own version of a predatory smile. “Maybe, but maybe me send you first, eh? You can tell devil friends
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