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My home stands atop a hill surrounded by hardwood forest, and from the kitchen window 
I can see our little valley stretched out before me like a painting. The late afternoon sun 
reflects off the orchard gate, which in turn casts its long shadow across the gently sloping 
lawn. The apple trees have already shed their leaves, and I can see past the orchard, even 
as far as the little stone steps, and beyond them, the stream. From there the landscape 
drops into the valley below, and I can see out across the tops of the tall oaks and pines in 
the distance. If I close my eyes and stretch my mind out, I can skim along the forest floor, 
down the hill through the trees, along the golden carpet of leaves, and by doing so bring 
back lucid memories. I can float past the tall white obelisk in the town square, and look 
back, up into the hills toward my house, and beyond, to where the forest becomes nothing 
but a dark mass, and a pale mist covers the mountaintops far away. The sky is pink and 
those mountains are purple, and the mist encircles them like a gauzy shroud. It’s a lovely 
sight, but as I look I’m reminded that somewhere on the other side of those mountains I 
had another life, a long time ago. If I think about it, piece by piece, I can recall some of it 
in vivid detail. And still, some is lost to me. Somewhere on the other side of those 
mountains I lost my innocence, and crossing them, found it again. The journey from there 
to here was a long one. Along the way I learned to kill, to love, to hate, to forget. And 
sometimes to forgive. Somewhere along the way I buried someone I loved, and with him, 
a great part of myself. My story is all tied up in there somewhere.  
 
I guess it really began with my inception, but I’ll offer you the preface, if I can remember 
it all. I don't suppose it’s much different from any of the other inception stories I’ve 
heard. I was not quite a boy, and not quite a man when it happened.  
 
My father’s name was Saniah Aramassic, and I was named after him. Before I was 
incepted, I lived with my mother and my father in a large brick house with a big yard, a 
garden, and a dried-up pool with a guest house beside it, a few goats, and some chickens. 
We were surrounded by a handful of neighbors in a small town called Bediatu, which is 
in northwestern Megalithica. Bediatu was very secluded, and hadn’t ever seen much 
action. My father said it had been a thriving little town a long time ago, during my great-
grandfather’s time, when trains roared across the fields on rails and men flew in jets, and 
could go halfway around the world in a day. Then a war happened, and Bediatu became 
shut off from the rest of the world, which, as my father said, was a blessing. It was a war 
against humanity, waged by a new and deadly threat. My father told me that entire cities 
had fallen to this new threat within a matter of days. He told me tales of cruelty and 
terror, all because of this revolutionary faction who called themselves Wraeththu. It was 
said they were monsters. Beautiful, dangerous monsters. I didn’t think much about them. 
As a child I’d been warned, had heard dreadful, fascinating tales depicting them as devils. 
I guess I was appropriately cautious. I’d never seen one before so I didn’t know if they 
had wings or not, but I thought they might. Huge bat-like wings perhaps. That’s the best I 
can describe my idea of them. I was quite surprised when I saw my first one. He was not 
at all what I expected. 



 
It was on a day like any other. My friend Tymber and I had been told by our parents to go 
and find some clean water, because the water coming out of the well pump had gone 
rancid. There was a small lake not far outside of town that was fed by a mountain stream. 
It was the place Tymber and I sometimes went to swim. My mother had warned us to be 
careful; strangers had been seen in the area recently. She’d given me a gun for safety; I’d 
been taught young how to use one.  
 
“Now be careful, Saniah,” my mother said to me. “Stick to the cover of the trees as much 
as you can. And be back before sundown.” 
 
I finished loading the pistol and pointed it at her good china cabinet, staring down the 
barrel. “I know what I’m doing.”  
 
“I should come with you,” she said in her mother’s tone of voice, eyeing me worriedly. 
 
I rolled my eyes. “Mom, I’m not a baby.” 
 
“You might accidentally shoot yourself.” 
 
“Mom…” 
 
“It’s dangerous for boys to be out alone.” 
 
I sighed heavily, on the verge of losing my temper, but knowing that would be unwise. 
So I said in as grown-up a voice as I could manage, “I know what I’m doing. Besides, I 
won’t be alone. Tymber’s going with me.” 
 
“All the more reason I should come along,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
Tymber met me at the end of the block and we set off on our errand. There was an old 
train station on the outskirts of town, and a warehouse littered with industrial refuse 
where my friends and I sometimes went to smoke. It happened to lie in our path. A line of 
rusty boxcars marked it from the road. It was a very secluded place, and perhaps a little 
dangerous. I’d once seen a cougar there. Today we lingered, taking our time, looking for 
anything useful as we always did, even though the station never yielded much in the way 
of utility. I don't know why we ever expected to find anything new. We’d long since 
plundered it dry, and I’m sure we weren't the only ones who knew about it. 
 
It was Tymber who saw them first. There were three of them, siphoning gas from an old 
truck about a hundred feet or so from where we stood. Tymber quickly pulled me down 
to the ground, behind a couple of empty oil drums. I wanted to approach them, but he 
held me back. 
 
“Are you crazy,” he hissed at me, “Don't you know who they are?” 
 



“I’ve never seen them before,” I whispered, “are they dangerous?” 
 
“I’ll say.” 
 
“They don't look so bad.” I was transfixed by one of them in particular. He was standing 
away from the others, leaning casually against the broken concrete wall smoking a 
cigarette. His brown hair was a mess, and he had eyes like two black holes. I’d never seen 
anyone so beautiful. He almost looked like a woman; but for his bare, smooth chest and 
lean, strong arms I would’ve thought he was one. I think he had me in a spell, or 
something, because I couldn’t exactly breathe. 
 
“Wraeththu never look bad,” Tymber whispered, bringing me back to the moment. “As a 
matter of fact, they look pretty good. But they’ll kill you as soon as look at you.”  
 
“Wraeththu…” I was struck dumb. They were gorgeous, all three of them. Boys, like us, 
and yet somehow not like us at all. I almost stood up. Then one of them glanced our way. 
He had long, dark curly hair, some of which he had pulled into a tight pony-tail on top of 
his head, and it was blowing in black tangles around his face. I could see his pale blue 
eyes like beacons shining out from the midst of it all. Tymber sucked in his breath and 
held me down, afraid we might be seen. I jerked my arm away, annoyed. I wanted to go 
and talk to them, but of course I didn’t dare. We just watched them stupidly from our 
hiding place as they finished filling their gas can, and then they got up and started to walk 
away. I heard Tymber breathe a sigh of relief. I was about to get up when suddenly the 
brown-haired one, the one I’d seen first, turned and looked our way. I froze, still 
crouched behind the oil drum. He flicked his cigarette away and I could have sworn he 
looked right at me and winked. Then they all three disappeared around a corner and were 
gone. I stared after them for a long time. 
 
They were nothing at all like I’d expected. I must admit that for weeks after I carried on a 
little fantasy of the brown-haired one coming back for me, and taking me with him to be 
part of his ‘gang’. We would dress in leather and drink liquor straight from the bottle and 
dance around the fire. He would ink a tattoo of some fantastic animal on my shoulder. 
We would live in the moment entirely and love our lives. It was an innocent fantasy. I 
still had no clue who or what they were, but now at least I knew they didn't have wings. 
I’d heard stories of the wars, and how they’d taken over entire cities and defeated human 
armies as if by magic. I’d heard they traveled in gangs, and lived like barbarians. I’d 
heard they were powerful and secretive and cruel. All the things I’d heard about them, 
which before had frightened me, now only fascinated me. Now that I’d actually seen one, 
I felt as though I must see him again. I must speak to him. 
 
But I didn’t see him again, and the summer faded into autumn. I looked for him on 
occasion, but without any real hope of meeting him. I knew I’d had my chance, that day 
at the train station, and had missed it.  
 
Then on the first cold day of the year, something happened in Bediatu that caused a stir. 
We discovered that thieves had raided our winter stores, and there wouldn’t be enough 



food to last us through the long, cold months. My parents told me we had to leave. 
Tymber’s family left, along with several others. Our town wasn't safe anymore. More 
thieves would likely come, and perhaps do worse than steal our food supplies. My parents 
told me that we had to go south immediately, where there were other human settlements. 
South and east, they said, it would be safer there, if we could get across the mountains 
before winter set it.  
 
Needless to say, I was horrified. I didn’t want to go. “This is our home,” I cried. “How 
could you even think of leaving it?”  
 
“There’s no food. It isn’t safe here anymore,” my mother sighed.  
 
“We have to take our chances elsewhere,” my father agreed.  
 
I pounded my fist on the table and shouted some pretty horrible things at them. They only 
ignored my outburst, as usual. My father tried to settle me down, as he always did, with 
reason. It only made me angrier. I don’t remember the conversation, I was too livid. 
 
“I’m not coming with you,” I sputtered at last. “We’ll never be safe anywhere, as long as 
we’re human.”  
 
“Well we don’t have much of a choice about that,” my mother snapped. 
 
“Wraeththu are the future,” I retorted, and I thought I sounded very wise. 
 
“Easy for you to say. You’re pretty enough they’d probably incept you. They’d probably 
just kill your father and me.” 
 
“I want them to incept me,” I said to her, and she gave me quite a look before she slapped 
me.  
 
“You don’t know what you’re saying, Saniah,” she yelled at me. I’d obviously pushed a 
button; my mother rarely yelled. Well, she had pushed a button, too. 
 
“I hate you,” I spat, and I stormed out of the house in a fit of indignant tears and self-pity. 
I would run away. Yes, far away; this was my new plan, and she would never see me 
again. I would go to a foreign land and somehow become a great leader, and one day she 
would come begging to me for food. She would be sorry that she’d ever slapped me. Of 
course I’d really only go somewhere secluded and sulk for a bit. I’d go back home around 
dinner time, but not before, and maybe even a little after. But I wouldn’t go back until I 
felt she’d worried adequately.  
 
In the interim I found myself back at the train station, in the warehouse of rats and 
tattered shreds of bubble wrap and empty, splintered wooden crates. It was a sunny 
autumn day. The warehouse was cold, and not too dark inside. I think subconsciously I 
had returned there hoping I’d see him. I poked around among the debris, but as always 



found nothing worth taking. I could tell I was alone by the complete and utter silence 
around me. Not even the rats were stirring today. I sat down among the crates and put my 
head down on my knees, waiting for something, someone, to come and find me. I thought 
of him, whom I’d seen here that day, tried to call to mind his face, his eyes, his shaggy 
brown hair. I was a bit put out to find the memory of him was fading. I whispered, “I 
must find you.” 
 
Of course no one came looking for me. It was almost dark when I started back home. 
When I got there I found they had already begun to pack. The truck in the garage was 
loaded with boxes of food, blankets, and cans of precious gasoline. “Planning to leave 
without me,” I remarked, and went to my room. I climbed into my soft, warm bed which 
I’d soon be leaving forever, and shrouded myself in the one remaining blanket. I could 
hear their muffled voices in the hall. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I knew 
they were talking about me. We’d be leaving in the morning. I’d never see my Wraeththu 
beauty again. 
 
But I learned that night that life has a tendency to throw surprises at you. 
 
I don’t recall much about it, except that I cried myself to sleep, thinking of him. You’re so 

wild and free…take me with you, take me with you… Maybe he heard me. I was 
awakened by an explosion, and a lot of noise like engines revving, and then my mother 
grabbed me out of bed, and there was thick smoke, and she told me to hide in the guest 
house. I was too terrified to disobey, and I lay huddled in a closet all that night listening 
to gunshots, and screaming, and the roar of engines until I was numb with terror. I heard 
what I thought was my father’s voice, and then a very loud boom, like a mountain had 
fallen from the sky and landed in the yard. Then all was silent except for a horrible 
sound, which turned out to be me. I was screaming.  
 
I sat huddled in a closet for a long time, just waiting. But no one came for me. It was well 
into the next day before I finally gathered the nerve to venture out of the guest house.  
 
 I might’ve been the only one in all of Bediatu who had survived this invasion; I saw no 
one at all. The silence was like the grave. The guest house was half blown apart, and 
there was nothing left of our house but the blackened perimeter, which jutted from the 
ground like rotten teeth. Even the yard was scorched black. The garden where once I’d 
played, once full of the fragrance of roses and apples, was now a seared trash heap. A 
sickeningly sweet odor hung in the air and made me want to vomit. I didn’t know what to 
do, so I sifted through the rubble like a helpless puppy, too stunned to even cry, hoping 
desperately that my parents had somehow escaped. I told myself they had. My guilt over 
my harsh words the night before would not allow me to believe otherwise.  
 
After a while, and not knowing what else to do, I began to wander down the street. It was 
a short walk into town, and I had just enough presence of mind to know that I would need 
food and clean water if I was to survive here alone. I took a pillowcase from the guest 
house to carry whatever supplies I could find. 
 



The streets were empty and eerie. Nothing stirred. I kept telling myself that I must put 
one foot in front of the other and keep going, no matter how frightened I was. It was in 
this manner I reached the town square, and it was there I realized someone was watching 
me. I felt his gaze before I saw him, standing like a statue in the Town Hall courtyard. He 
wanted me to look at him, and when I did my heart sank. He wasn’t the one I wanted him 
to be, but I did recognize him as one of the others who’d been at the station that day. He 
gave me a smile that was more like a challenge. Had he done this? Somehow I knew he 
had not. I saw for a just a fraction of a second his piercing, pale blue eyes, and then dark 
curls flew about him as he turned and ran. My heart was beating nearly out of my chest as 
I ran to the nearest window, threw a rock through it, and armed myself with a pillowcase 
full of broken glass. I knew he would lead me to the others. I saw my future at that 
moment, and it was so promising and so disturbing that I had no choice but to leave my 
childhood behind and embrace it. 
 
I don't guess I need to tell you that I went back to the train station. I had been running, 
and was out of breath, and I stopped short when I saw him standing beside the empty oil 
drums waiting for me. It seemed so long ago, but only a couple of months had passed 
since I’d first seen them. Still, when you’re young, a couple of months seem an eternity. 
 
I watched him awkwardly as I made my way toward him. There was something deeply 
stirring in the way he stared at me. Again I felt as if I was spellbound, dizzy with some 
wild anticipation. And then, just like that, he was standing in front of me. I looked up into 
his beautiful, terrifying face and I said to myself, this isn’t a human being. Just for a 
moment I expected him to open his mouth and reveal his fangs, with which he would tear 
at my throat, and claws with which he would tear at the rest of me. He had tricked me 
into following him, and now he was going to tear me to pieces. With just the beginning of 
a panic I backed into a wall, realizing that at some point I had put down my pillowcase. 
But then he smiled at me. His smile was secretive and thrilling, and his teeth were not 
sharp at all. It seemed for a moment he was inside my head. He carefully took my hand, 
and said, “Saniah.” 
 
I said, “Yes.” I was trembling. 
 
“Do you want to live?” His voice was soothing and I nodded shyly. “My name is 
Athanas,” he said. “Come with me.” He began to lead me away, and I wasn’t afraid. 
 
Their settlement was hidden deep in the heart of a desolate city several miles from 
Bediatu. I remember approaching it after traveling for a day and a night. My first glimpse 
of a real city – magnificent towers of glass and concrete rising high out of the ground, the 
early morning sunlight reflecting brightly off of them – left a gaping impression until we 
got closer, and I discovered their magnificence was just a memory, like a bitter old face 
that had long since lost its beauty. The buildings were actually rotting and crumbling up 
close. The eerie silence of it was what I remember best, a silence so dead I could hear the 
rattle of dried leaves scraping along the streets like bones. It was too imposing. It might 
close in and choke me if I disturbed it with the sound of my voice, so I didn’t ask the 
questions: what happened here? Where did the people go? I shuddered, looked up to dark, 



hollow windows like dead eyes staring at us as we made our way through empty streets. 
Anything could live there, I thought. Anything could hide there. It smelled of death and 
decay. I was afraid, but Athanas didn’t seem to be, and I trusted him. 
 
We walked on and eventually we heard sounds of life. Echoing voices, laughter even. He 
took me to a place where a high fence surrounded a compound of several low brick 
buildings. A guard stood at the only opening in the fence, armed with an assault rifle. 
Other than that he looked nothing like a guard. He had spiky blond hair, no shirt, leather 
gloves with the fingers cut out, a tattoo on his belly of a snake, and another one on his 
neck, but I couldn’t make out what it was. I could tell instantly that he was one of them. I 
have arrived at their lair, I thought. The guard looked bored, but he perked up when he 
saw us. Athanas called him Amichal, and he stared at me with open curiosity. 
 
“Is that the one,” he asked. Athanas nodded and we kept going.  
 
Mostly what I remember of that day is a sea of faces, many of which looked hostile to 
me, or just bored. I stayed close by Athanas, but looked for the other one, the one I’d 
come here to find. I didn’t see him.  
 
Athanas led me to a room hung with lots of thick red velvet drapes, although there was 
only one small window. Below the window, on a low table, sat dozens of glass vials and 
jars, and some utensils I couldn’t identify. Books were stacked everywhere – on the floor, 
on the table, on the bed. And candles. Lots of candles. He lit several of them, which soon 
made the room warm, and I became sleepy. I sat down on the bed. “May I have 
something to eat,” I asked. 
 
“Not yet,” he answered, and he sat down next to me. From under the bed he withdrew a 
large wooden box. Inside were several long knives. He took out one of them; it was 
beautifully carved. “There’s something I need to do first.” The way he said it unnerved 
me a little. I was staring at the knife in his hand. “It’s alright,” he said. “Don’t you trust 
me?”  
 
I looked at him and nodded hesitantly, hearing my father’s voice in my head saying, 
killers of men… 

 
“Are you sure?” 
 
Again I nodded, silencing my father’s voice, not really knowing what Athanas meant to 
do. He then explained to me some of what was going to happen. He was going to give me 
his blood, and I was going to change, and it would be unpleasant, but when it was over I 
would be a new creature. I would be powerful and beautiful like him, and there were 
many, many secrets for me to discover. It all sounded wonderful, and the way he said it 
sort of lulled me into a trance. Funny that now, thinking back on it, I can hardly recall 
how I felt about the whole thing. I can only remember the time before my inception as if I 
were watching a play of myself. My actions are clear, but my feelings are vague.  
 



It was done without much ceremony. I must have slept because he woke me and the room 
was dark. I was led to another room, which was practically empty. He only kept asking 
me if I was certain. Of course I said I was. When he cut my arm, and then his own, and 
pressed them together, I was no longer afraid. Nor was I afraid when I became ill with the 
changing. I don't remember much of it at all, except that I was dimly aware of others in 
the room with me, and the one thing I remember thinking is that I wanted to slap Athanas 
when it was over, if I lived. Unpleasant was an understatement. 
 
When it was over I actually thought I was dead, and an angel. I was so beautiful; I 
couldn’t stop staring at myself in the mirror. I felt so different. Strong and different. 
Athanas came to the room and examined me, but I forgot to slap him. My skin felt a little 
hot, but other than that I felt fine, physically. I was full of questions, and as soon as he sat 
down next to me on the bed they all came bubbling out. He only grinned, and explained 
to me what I had become. I was no longer human. I was still male, sort of. I had retained 
all those parts, but they were altered and beautiful (the one part now had petals, much like 
a flower) and there was more. I was also female. There were new parts as well, hidden. 
Athanas told me all this (I was still too shy to let him see them), then held me at arm’s 
length and looked me up and down. “Perfect,” he said, “both, and yet neither, perfectly 
Wraeththu.” Then he turned and shouted, “Ice! Come here.” Another came in and he 
smirked at me. 
 
“I can’t wait to see the look on Jade’s face,” he said. “He’s gonna freak when he sees 
you.”  
 
I only gave him my best innocent stare in response, but the name he had spoken – Jade – 
kindled something. 
 
Athanas told me to bathe; all the things I’d need were there in the bathroom, and he laid a 
thin robe on the bed for me. They both stood to go. Ice turned to me and asked, “Can I 
help you in the bath?” Athanas shoved him out the door, then winked at me and said, “I’ll 
be back later.” They left me alone. 
 
 I should have been hungry, but I didn’t want to eat anything. There was a more pressing 
need, and I was frantically trying to figure out what it was. 
 
It was just after sunset when he came back. I can tell you every detail of what happened 
because I recall every detail with such clarity, even now, and thirty years have gone since 
then. He seemed different, taller, like some dark god with big, invisible black wings. 
When he entered the room it was like a whirlwind brought him, although nothing really 
stirred, and his physical appearance was the same as it had always been. There was no 
change in the air exactly, only a sensual perception that he desired me, which was almost 
visible as steam or smoke rising from his skin. That sense of desire caused something in 
me to go haywire. I had a feeling he was going to overpower me, and I wanted him to. 
We moved around each other, as if to some music that only we could hear, and when he 
unlaced the thin linen robe and touched me, the new female part of me moved of its own 



accord. It surprised me so much that I gave a little start and jumped away from him. 
 
“There’s something you need desperately right now, isn’t there,” he said to me.  
 
I nodded. 
 
“It’s okay. I’m going to give it to you. It’s called aruna. It’s going to fix the change that’s 
occurred in you.” He said all this as he coaxed me back into his arms. “And as you are no 
longer human, it’s something you’ll need.” 
 
“I’m no longer human…” I knew it, of course, but the fact he’d just said it drove the 
point home. 
 
“You are Wraeththu. Har.” 
 
“Har?” 
 
“It’s what you’ve become. Har. It’s what we are. Hara.” 
 
“Arrrooonaahh…” I said it slowly, pronouncing each syllable. 
 
“It’s different. It’s a union, but it’s not exactly sex. It’s much more. You’ll see.” 
 
I didn’t tell him I had no frame of reference. When he put his mouth to mine I could see 
great purple spires of light and all the colors of sunset shooting past us as we raced 
toward some invisible height. It wasn't just kissing. He called it sharing of breath. It was 
the sharing of more than that. The sharing of thoughts, of visions. It was the most 
intimate thing I’d ever done, that is until what happened next.  
 
Athanas had pulled my body very close to his and I was instinctively moving against him 
to satisfy that craving. Once he got the robe off he only barely touched me before I 
opened up to him, and we became one entity of fire and metal, fusing with those sunset 
flames until I thought we’d explode. I was screaming; I recall it with clarity, even now.  
 
He stayed with me afterward until I had calmed a little, but he left me wanting more. I 
complained, but he only shook his head. “You’re part of a tribe now, and we’re all one,” 
he said, as if I would understand. “You must become one with us all.” 
 
A mild panic set in as soon as I understood what he meant, and I sat up straight. “What? 
Do that with all of you?” 
 
He nodded. “Are you afraid?” 
 
“No,” I lied, “I just…” I was trying to think of some reason why I could not possibly do 
this with all of them. “It’s just that I want only you. Come here.” But secretly I thought, 



he will come, the other one, the brown-haired one. 

 
“You will want them, too.” Athanas winked at me. “Don't worry, this is the fun part. You 
will be soume, as you were with me just now. They will be ouana, and venerate you by 
this act.”  
 
And then he was gone.  
 
Soume? Ouana? I had no idea what he was talking about.  
 
I heard drums begin to beat like a heart. A few minutes later the har called Ice entered the 
room, and I repeated the ritual. Then another came, and then another, and another. So did 
they all – forty of them – in a blur of rapid succession that blended together in a haze. It 
must’ve lasted a day and a night at least. More than that, I’m sure. I had lost track of 
time. Somehar brought food and water and I ate (rather ravenously) and drank, but it was 
mechanical and hurried. I only wanted more of this new magical thing to which I’d been 
introduced. I kept telling myself I should be ashamed, but I wasn't. I was no longer 
human. With each one I felt more powerful, more euphoric. I was actually drawing 
energy from them. They all treated me with the utmost reverence, as if I was their queen 
and it was my privilege to receive them in this way. Athanas had been right, we were all 
one. I hadn’t understood he meant it so literally, but I could almost see the threads that 
connected us, like a spider web. Athanas had been right about another thing, too. I had 
wanted them all. But the one I really wanted was not among them, and I wanted to be 
sad, but for some reason I couldn’t. I was too exhilarated. 
 
I thought it must be over. I was lying there thinking I should now be very well-venerated 
when he came into the room. My euphoria was complete; I recognized him immediately. 
I watched as if in a dream as he glided into the room with a catlike grace and came to sit 
on the bed next to me, wearing only a pair of loose trousers that hung low on his narrow 
hips. His shaggy brown hair had been roughly pushed away from his face, and I saw his 
dark eyes. They were the most beautiful I’d ever seen. He seemed softer than the others, 
and it stirred me in a way I did not yet understand. 
 
“Hello,” he said demurely. 
 
“Bloody hell,” I managed to choke out in reply. He was heartbreaking. 
 
“I’m Jade,” he said, “are you tired?” His voice was soft and cool, not at all like his 
appearance. When he said his name my heart leapt. I just threw back the sheet and 
allowed him the privilege. Tired or no, I wasn't about to pass up this one.  
 
It was different with Jade; there was a different connection between us; a stronger thread? 
I was too delirious to put a name to it. When we shared breath I saw images of darkness 
and blood, and it frightened me, but his embrace was soothing. I wanted to melt right into 
him, to stay with him forever, but this desire was not conscious, and so I couldn’t tell 
him. I could only moan softly into his brown curls. When it was over I felt I couldn’t bear 



his leaving. I would have held him down had he tried. But he just sighed and lay down 
beside me. It was a flicker of sadness I felt knowing it was over, and I was quiet. I guess 
he felt it too, because he stroked my back. I just wanted to keep him there.  
 
“When I was a human we never had any contact with wraeththu,” I said to him. “I didn’t 
even know what you were.” 
 
“You were very isolated in that little town.”  
 
“We were afraid of you.” 
 
“You had every reason to be.”  
 
“Of course we did. We knew what you did to humans.” 
 
“We. You. Stop thinking of yourself as human,” he scolded me. “You’re not one of them 
anymore. You’re one of us. You’re now Uigenna. Say it.”  
 
Only one word in my vocabulary had ever packed more of a punch than the word 
Wraeththu, and Jade had just uttered it. It implied cruelty that was the stuff of legend. I 
swallowed thickly. Just my luck, I thought. I said, “Uigenna.”  
 
“This is your new tribe. The only one that matters. Don’t let anyhar tell you otherwise.” 
He touched my face and grinned wickedly. “I see you’ve already heard of us.” I thought 
he was going to bite me, but he softened. “Don’t worry. We’re not as bad as you’ve no 
doubt heard. I’ll teach you all you need to know.”  
 
I nodded. I told him I thought Wraeththu had wings. He threw back his head and laughed. 
“Maybe we do,” he said. “There’s so much for you to learn.”  
 
He was even more beautiful when he laughed, if that was possible. I had to touch his 
throat. I’d somehow come to be leaning over him. My hair fell into his face and I brushed 
it aside. When I looked into his eyes it was apparent what he wanted of me. I knew then 
what Athanas had meant by ‘ouana’ and ‘soume’. It was the male and female, 
respectively.  
 
He watched me with a grin on his face while I tried to work out the process. I’d just seen 
it done forty times, participated even; I should know by now. My new male organ 
(Athanas had called it my ouana-lim) was interesting, but I had never used the old one, at 
least not for anything like this, and so I didn’t quite know what to do. Fortunately Jade 
did. This was an entirely new experience, and it sent me right out of my head. I couldn't 
tear my gaze away from those velvety brown eyes. There was an entirely different power 
flowing from me, and also from Jade. I felt I was a spark, a flame, and inferno, and he 
was the cool crystal sea. He gasped and purred and writhed, and I suppose I did too. 
Again we became nothing more than a snarl of limbs with a vague awareness that there 
existed something beyond it. There seemed to be nothing more than the two of us and we 



were nothing but color and light. I thought his beauty would drive me mad. I was telling 
him things, wonderful things that made no sense, and he was calling out my name. When 
it was over he nibbled on my shoulder and told me to do it again. I realized I hadn’t felt 
complete, not truly powerful, until now. 
 
“Are you crazy,” I said to him, “I’m exhausted.” 
 
“It’s okay. We have all the time in the world,” he said, “and I want to be the one to teach 
you everything.”  
 
When I looked into his eyes again they were pleading, and he didn’t have to say anything. 
I couldn’t help but kiss him. “Of course you can stay,” I said. 
 
We slept, but early the next morning I was awakened as though an alarm had gone off in 
my head. When I fully awoke I was already standing, and on my way to the door. My 
things. Where were my clothes? What had Athanas done with them? I found his room 
and surprised him by bursting into it, which was a mistake I never again repeated. Almost 
immediately there was a knife at my throat, but then he realized it was me. 
 
“What are you doing here,” he asked me. 
 
“What did you do with me clothes?” 
 
“I don’t know.” 
 
I pushed him roughly onto the floor. “You’d better know.” 
 
“Shit, Saniah, calm down. They’re around here someplace.” 
 
I began to look around his room, muttering to myself.  
 
“What does it matter anyway,” he said as he watched me. “Your clothes were in no way 
clean or stylish. I don’t see why–” 
 
I picked up the nearest thing in reach and threw it at him. “That’s why!” 
 
“If you don’t settle down I’m going to slap you unconscious.” 
 
“It’s not the clothes,” I said. “There was a photograph, in the pocket of my jeans. I want 
it. I don’t care what you do with the clothes.” 
 
“Fine,” he said, just to get me to stop looking through his things. “I’ll find it for you. 
Now get out of here and let me go back to sleep.” 
 
I left his room without saying anything, and once I was back out in the quiet of the 
corridor I leaned against the wall and sighed heavily. It hit me then, all that had transpired 



in the last three days, and I sank to the floor and put my head in my hands. What had I 
done? What had I become? I felt like a monster.  
 
But that feeling was short-lived. The next day I was celebrated by the tribe with food and 
dancing and a lot of drinking. Athanas gave me the photograph later that evening, and I 
apologized for knocking him down. 
 
“It won’t be the last time you try to knock me down,” he said, and then gave me a wicked 
grin, “but it will be the last time you succeed.” 
 
 
Chapter 2 of 23 
 
I assimilated. The first weeks were wonderful. I was a newborn har, basking in the glory 
of my new body, my new tribe, my new life. With every passing day there seemed some 
new thing to discover. I had known nothing before I became Wraeththu. This was the real 
world, this was life. Bediatu had just been a sort of staging area. Now I had emerged from 
my cocoon and was just unfolding my wings. I had never really considered myself 
beautiful before. I had been a skinny boy with sleepy eyes, plain auburn hair, and facial 
features that seemed much too angular, or so I thought. Now all that had changed. I was 
no longer skinny; I was lean, gracefully muscled, my angular features now refined to 
delicate beauty. My skin was as smooth as silk, and so was my hair. My lips were full, 
and redder than I remembered them ever having been. Even my eyes were somehow 
more radiant. I was a new creature, and not just physically. It seemed my senses had 
opened up; I knew things. Sensed things. I could see that the world around me was more 
than just what I had previously known. There was so much unseen, unheard, previously 
un-sensed, and I wanted to discover all of it. I can’t describe it except to say I was now 
more than I had been, and I was overwhelmed by it. I suppose it’s one of those 
experiences that must be had in order to be appreciated. 
 
In spite of all this, my parents haunted my dreams, calling out to me to find them. Why 
hadn’t I looked for them, my father was asking me as I stood before his desk in his study. 
My mother was there, and Tymber. I tried to tell them I wasn't human anymore, and my 
father gave me that look that always shut me up. I was still his son. Then I would wake 
up, and the room would come back, and I was once more a Uigenna warrior. There was 
Jade, sleeping next to me. Bediatu was just a memory. But it bothered me. What had 
happened that night? Had they survived? Had they gone south, as they’d planned? I 
hoped they had found a friendly settlement somewhere, a place where perhaps Wraeththu 
and humans lived together, if there was such a place. I needed to believe so. I tried not to 
think of them too often, but each time I went to sleep they were there. They wandered 
dangerously steep cliffs, looking for me, calling me. And always I awoke with the echoes 
of their voices in my head, certain they were real, they were near. I was at home in my 
bed, and they were downstairs. But no, those were just dreams, here’s the room. Here’s 
Jade. Whenever that happened, I would always take the photograph out and look at it, and 
wonder. It was my only link to them. 
 



Winter finally set in, and when it did our days were mostly spent scavenging through the 
abandoned city for canned food, batteries, ammunition, gasoline, and weapons, or else 
pillaging human settlements for them. We lived quietly until necessity forced us to go on 
a raid. We had a few cars to carry us outside the city, to neighboring towns. Sometimes 
gasoline was scarce, so we had a rich supply of horses as well, which, as Jade liked to 
point out, do not use gasoline. He taught me how to wield and shoot a riot gun at a full 
gallop, and he once gave me an antique Ruger Bearcat as a gift. He got it from a har at a 
pub one night, in a nearby village. I watched as the har pointed it at Jade, and then I 
watched Jade slap it from the har’s hand, catch it, and pistol-whip him with it. We were 
not invited back to that pub, which was a shame. It was the only one we knew of.  
 
That bearcat was the loudest weapon I have ever used, before or since, and I still have it 
in a box somewhere.  
 
Anyway, it was on one of our raids I received my first battle scar. I’d been wanting one. 
We had just stolen a couple of horses, or six rather, but the people we’d stolen them from 
came after us with murder in their eyes. And also with axes. One of these grazed me 
across the head; I ducked just in time to avoid being hacked in two. Athanas shot my 
attacker. I was on the ground, and the man fell over me, still alive and bleeding. He 
would’ve finished me had I not managed to gut him with my hunting knife. (Always have 
a hunting knife strapped to your ankle, where you can reach it easily when you’re down. 
Jade taught me that, and it has saved my life many times since.) The next thing I knew, 
Athanas had pulled me up onto the saddle in front of him and we were cantering away 
from the scuffle. I was yelling at him to go back. 
 
“Shut up, Saniah,” he admonished me very calmly, “you’re hurt.” 
 
“No I’m not!” I could see the blood dripping into my eyes. 
 
“Be still and let me see it.” He had reined his mount to a halt some distance away and 
was trying to twist me around in the saddle to face him.  
 
“I’m not hurt,” I yelled again, frustrated. I pushed him. “What the hell does it matter 
anyway?” 
 
“I know you’re not hurt. It’s just a scratch.” He grasped hold of me more tightly and 
guided his horse into an alley. 
 
“What the hell are you doing?” I was struggling like a naughty kitten to get free of him.  
 
He pulled me around again roughly and said, “It’s under control. Look at me.” I stopped 
struggling. “Why did you hesitate back there?” 
 
“What?” 
 
“You hesitated. You could’ve taken him easily, right across the throat, but you hesitated. 



Why?” His voice sounded calm, straightforward, like an instructor’s. 
 
“I didn’t hesitate,” I argued incredulously, not quite understanding why he would drag 
me away from a fight just to argue technique. 
 
“You did. You always do.” His pale blue eyes were boring into me, searching inside my 
head.  
 
“So? I couldn’t see the man’s face.” I only just realized it as I said it. He was right. I did 
hesitate. There was a reason for it, too, and I was struggling to see it. 
 
His face softened, but not his grip. He looked as though he understood something I 
didn’t. He was holding onto my shoulders and making me look at him.  
 
“I have to be sure,” I said. 
 
“Sure of what?” 
 
Oh no, not tears. I blinked and shook my head and clenched my jaw. I wanted nothing but 
to get away from him just then, but he wouldn’t let me. He just stared at me with knitted 
brow and watched as I unraveled. “They…anyone…” I stopped to breathe. 
 
“Go on,” he said. 
 
“You must understand, Ath, I had a lot of friends back home. We were a close 
community, and happy. But I didn’t get to say good-bye to anyone. It all just ended 
abruptly, and I don’t really know what happened. I said cruel things to my parents. I ran 
away, and I upset them, and I never got to say I was sorry. I don’t know if they’re dead or 
alive. I don't know if they escaped, or if any of my friends escaped, or where they went if 
they did. But you must understand, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I ever put a 
knife into one of them. So I have to be sure each time that the person I’m killing is not 
one of them. Surely you can understand that.” Damned stupid tears. How could I be such 
a baby? But he wasn't laughing at me. He had me firmly by the shoulders, and although I 
wanted to struggle free of him, I didn’t try. I didn’t want anyhar to see me like this. 
 
“They’re gone, Saniah,” he said softly. “You must let go of them.” 
 
I thought it was a pretty ridiculous thing to say, sort of like commanding a child to 
suddenly grow up. It can no more grow up on command than it can sprout horns and a 
tail. It will grow up eventually, but it has to do so in its own good time. Besides, I’d been 
raised in a happy home and loved my parents. He must’ve heard my silent criticism, 
because he said, “Perhaps I’ve failed you. I’ve neglected your training. I’ll show you how 
to overcome this.” 
 
The others were riding away, and I saw Jade motion to us. Athanas trotted over to where 
my horse was drinking from a gutter and he let me down. I nodded and wiped a hand 



across my forehead where the blood had already dried. “Yes, all right, show me.” 
 
It was time to start my caste training, apparently, whatever the hell that was. I asked Jade 
about it one night as we lay in bed. He shrugged. “Athie’s just trying to make you one of 
us,” he said. 
 
“I’m already one of you.” 
 
He snorted. “Yes and no.”  
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“He’s going to teach you how to refine your abilities.” 
 
I pouted for a moment or two more. I was still mad at Athanas for making me cry. I 
finally changed the subject and asked a question that had been in the back of my mind, 
but I’d been afraid to ask it. I’d been afraid of the answer. “Jade… did you attack 
Bediatu?” 
 
“Me personally?” 
 
“You know what I mean.” 
 
“No. We didn’t.”  
 
I wanted to believe him. “Do you know who did?” 
 
“Why? Do you want revenge?” For just the fraction of a second I caught a feral gleam in 
his eye. 
 
“No. I just want to know whether my parents made it out alive, that’s all.” 
 
“Oh. I don't know. Athanas only went back there to get you, and the damage was already 
done.” 
 
I looked away, to the high window where I could see the moon. “He saw me at the train 
station and fell madly in love with me.” 
 
“No, I fell madly in love with you. Athanas wanted to kill you and your friend, but I told 
him not to.” 
 
I jerked my head around, shocked, but he was grinning. “Liar!” I shoved him playfully. 
 
He smiled at me as though he had a secret. “We knew you were safe. You were 
practically screaming to come with us,” he said finally. 
 



“Yeah, I guess I was. What’s your caste?”  
 
“Pyralis, I think.” 
 
“What does it mean?” 
 
“It means I’m better than you.” 
 
“You’re such a jackass!” I swatted at his head and he ducked aside, laughing. 
 
“I’m joking, Saniah. It just means…I don’t know what it means, really. I can do certain 
things. I know certain things, like how to manipulate the atmosphere. Here, I’ll show 
you.” He looked at me and suddenly I became very cold. Then he stopped and I became 
warm again, just like that.  
 
“Weird,” I said, but I was intrigued. So these were the secrets I’d been promised.  
 
“You’ll learn how to do stuff like that too,” he said. “I can make a pearl.” 
 
“A what?” 
 
“A pearl – a child. We give birth like chickens.” 
 
I laughed out loud because I thought he was joking, but when I saw he was serious I 
stopped and thought about it for a moment. “We lay eggs? That’s sick!” 
 
“Well, no, not exactly, but it’s sort of like that. We make a pearl. It’s pretty, and black 
and soft and has a little harling inside instead of a chick.” 
 
“Shit, that’s weird,” I said after some more deliberation. “I really don’t want to think 
about it.”  
 
“I’ve never done it. But that’s one of the things you’ll be able to do through caste 
ascension, if you want to.” 
 
I considered it for a moment more. I had not thought yet of procreation. For the first time 
since my inception I felt very inhuman. “What the hell are we,” I asked Jade.  
 
He yawned, “We’re Uigenna. You know that.” 
 
“But what is that?” 
 
“Wraeththu…” 
 
“And Wraeththu is…?” 
 



“Power. Beauty. You and me.” He took my chin in his hand and caressed my cheek with 
his thumb. I think I might have really been in love with him. He had the prettiest brown 
eyes I’d ever seen, and he dressed himself scantily in leather. He wore a big silver chain, 
which he wrapped around his torso and chest so that it left a track mark when he took it 
off at night, and he had a tattoo of a biohazard symbol on the back of his neck. Of course 
I didn’t know what a biohazard symbol was, but that’s what he told me when I asked him 
about it. I just thought it was a pretty design. He’d always give me a smile whenever I 
asked simple questions and then he’d offer me his breath. In it I found a dark desert of 
shifting sand and hot wind that tasted of orange blossom, and it oddly stirred my desire. 
Now I know he did it just to shut me up because he didn’t know how to answer my 
questions. Well, he knew how to silence me in the most fabulous ways.  
 
I assimilated. I learned. I grew. There were forty-one in our tribe including me, and the 
surrounding areas were littered with Uigenna as well. Before I came along (before I was 
even born, perhaps), the Uigenna had already put a serious dent in the human population. 
I learned they had sacked every town they’d come across as they grew and migrated. 
They stuck primarily to the cities and formed tight communities. They were deadly 
killers, as I had been quick to learn. Our particular community, as Athanas had said, was 
actually an offshoot of a much larger tribe. The more I listened to their war stories, the 
more I came to realize that as the Uigenna had moved, they had grown and split apart, 
divided into smaller cultures (like ours). These smaller cultures migrated and formed 
tight, rather secluded communities, developed their own laws and rituals, which were 
drawn from the laws and rituals of the mother-tribe, but in time had been altered to suit 
the hara they served. Our community had few laws, and few rituals. It would have taken a 
har of great charisma to reorganize us into one great society at this point. Athanas said 
that Wraeththu had the potential to be great, to be something more than what we were, 
but we were so fractured that the splinter groups in the north (like ours) were beginning 
to devolve. Soon what was left of us would grow up. And then what? Those who realized 
there was something better would find it, and those who didn’t, well, they would fade 
into obscurity.  
 
If nothing else, the Uigenna lived up to their reputation. I won’t lie to you and say I 
wasn’t really one of them. I was. By the following year I had killed thirty-six humans, 
and at least three hara, and I was proud of each kill. I had even taken souvenirs off most 
of my victims – a bracelet, a braid of hair, a gold tooth, which I’d cut out of a victim’s 
mouth. I was still quite young. My weapons of choice, when I didn't have a gun, were a 
pair of long knives with curved blades, which I kept sheathed at each side. I named them 
The Reaper Sisters. Athanas had given them to me. He had a similar pair, and this thing 
which he called a hunting knife, but it was really for killing. I’d watched him split a 
woman down the middle with it. I doubt she ever thought he’d hurt her. His eyes were 
always so deceptively cool, and his face so rarely showed emotion. She was defending a 
pitiful little cache of food, and she shot at him with a crossbow and missed, even though 
she was within spitting distance of him. She was dead before she could get another shot 
off. I’d never seen a person’s insides so close up before. I’ll never forget it, because that 
was the day Athanas showed me how women were different from men on the inside. I’d 
seen it in books, but that day I held a piece of her in my hand.  



 
“There’s something else I want you to see,” Athanas said. He cut the inside of his arm 
with his hunting knife and let a fair amount of blood fall onto the organ I was holding. 
Within seconds it began to smoke and dissolve away. I dropped it, afraid I too might 
begin to dissolve if I kept touching it. 
 
“Our blood is toxic to humans,” he said. “It will kill them quickly if it’s not properly 
introduced to them, like during an althaia ritual. Our other fluids, too, will kill a human. 
Remember that, if you ever come across one you wish to incept. Never attempt aruna 
with a human.” He looked me in the eye. “Unless you’re just really feeling cruel.” 
 
The truth of it was, I never really felt that I could be as cruel as they probably wished. I 
had killed, yes, but always in defense of myself or my tribe. I got the impression it was a 
sort of Uigenna dogma to inspire fear in others, human or no, and they did it with a calm, 
collected, unified brutality that was more terrifying because of the intelligence behind it.  
 
So it went. We eked out each day in our bold, crazy subculture, raping the landscape of 
each new city and then moving on to the next. As time passed I began to realize that 
many of these Uigenna had lived through the early years, when the world was in a cloud 
of upheaval and destruction. As humans they had known war and hunger; some of them 
had known only that. It had worked its magic on them as boys, and now, as hara, it 
haunted them. I doubt many of them understood it. If any did, it would be Athanas. Ice 
told me once, while he was inking our tribal insignia into my neck, that Athanas was the 
oldest. 
 
“Is he the oldest of all Wraeththu,” I asked innocently. 
 
Ice laughed and slapped my shoulder affectionately. “No, that’s a har called the Aghama. 
Athanas is just the oldest one of our tribe.” 
 
“How old is he,” I asked. 
 
“I don't know,” Ice said, “Thirty maybe?” 
 
“Ouch! That hurts, when you get on the bone like that. He looks to be about my age.” 
 
“Of course it hurts.”  
 
“Are you almost finished?” 
 
“No, I’m not. Now be still. We live a long time, and as far as we know, we stay 
beautiful.” 
 
“How long do we live?” 
 



“I don't know. Nohar’s died of old age yet, as far as I know.” 
 
No, I thought, they’ve mostly just died at the hands of one another. I said, “Maybe we’re 
immortal, as long as nohar kills us.” 
 
“Maybe so.” 
 
In late spring we moved to a new city, which had once been an army base. It seemed 
appropriate we should live there since we ourselves were warriors. We were attacked by 
the inhabitants when we discovered it, so we had no choice but to kill them. We moved 
all the bodies to a field beyond the outer wall.  
 
It was my idea to arrange the dead in various poses. I guess I was feeling creative. I did 
one or two, propped them up like puppets, one kneeling with his face in his hands, and 
one standing over him. Then Jade did one (his was rather obscene), and the others 
followed suit. The corpses were becoming stiff, though, so we had to break some arms 
and legs to get them into the positions we wanted. There was Thoughtful Corpse, 
Dancing Corpse, Corpse Punching The Daylights Out Of Another Corpse, and so on. I 
don’t believe those people had been soldiers. I think they’d just been squatting there at 
the army base, perhaps believing themselves safe. They looked ghastly after we’d 
finished arranging them, a mural of death, all of them standing or crouching or doing 
whatever pose we’d put them in, never moving, rain or shine, just decomposing. Our own 
little army of the dead. After a while (after the bones had been picked clean) we became 
fond of them, and even named a few. Jade and I played a rather funny joke on the others 
once by rearranging all of the skeletons to look as though they were trying to climb over 
the outer wall and get into the camp. The whole effect, as intended, was very creepy. The 
next day everyhar was thoroughly freaked out, and some even wanted to move away, so 
Jade and I had to confess our prank. I think it became a legend, because I have since 
heard various embellished versions of an army of corpses which raided the Uigenna 
warriors who destroyed them.  
 
Athanas named the city Necropolis.  
 
Necropolis spanned several hundred acres and was completely walled in, sporting an 
extra layer of barbed wire around the top of the outer wall for added protection. It stood 
on a wide and barren flatland which even in spring seemed ugly and inhospitable. The 
compound itself was similar to our former dwelling in appearance, except it was much 
bigger. There were several buildings we didn’t use, including a library, which I found 
boarded up. I was alone when I explored it. It was a scary place, dark and dusty, and I’m 
sure it was haunted. I could feel an unseen presence there, but it wasn’t unfriendly. I was 
more frightened by the spiders I upset when I pulled the boards down. 
 
Of course I shared a room with Jade. I’d decorated it by hanging colorful rugs all over the 
concrete walls and floor to make it feel more cozy. I was sure it had been a prison cell at 
one time. The existing bed had been too small for us, and had smelled like something 
undead had been sleeping on it, so we’d thrown it out. As it was, we slept on a pile of 



mismatched, lumpy cushions that were quite uncomfortable. I was beginning to miss 
sleeping in a proper bed. I was beginning to miss a lot of things. As it was, I was in the 
process of making a new bed for us, and I had been collecting and treating various pelts, 
which I was sewing together with fishing line as best I could. My intent was to make an 
enormous round cushion out of them and stuff it with feathers. Not really up to my 
standards as far as a bed goes, but it was to be a surprise for Jade. Each time I got a new 
pelt I would hide it in the library, which was my workshop. It was the perfect retreat, as 
nohar ever went near it.  
 
One day I went to the library to work. I enjoyed being alone there among the rows of 
ancient, dusty literature. I watched the spiders warily, but they did not try to attack me. 
They seemed content to merely watch.  
 
The late afternoon sun filtered in through the tall windows, diffused by the thick green 
velvet curtains and the layers of dirt that frosted their panes. I had set up shop at a long 
wooden table in front of one of those windows. It was quiet and peaceful there, far from 
the noisy bustle of our living quarters. The sound of the door closing startled me, and I 
cut myself with my knife. “Dammit!” I shouted. 
 
“I didn’t mean to scare you.” The voice belonged to Athanas. “I didn’t know anyhar was 
here.”  
 
“It’s alright,” I said, sucking on my injured thumb. I held up a corner of the unfinished 
bed to show him what I was up to. “It’s going to be a surprise,” I explained. 
 
“How sweet.” He strolled casually among the aisles touching the books, which looked as 
though they hadn’t been touched in centuries, running his fingers through the dust. Boxes 
of junk lined the walls, boxes which I had never disturbed. Athanas wandered over and 
knelt beside one of them. He lifted out a pair of old field binoculars and held them up to 
the light. 
 
“Am I disturbing you,” he asked. 
 
“No.” I lied, and went about my work, ignoring him as best I could. 
 
“I like it here. It’s so quiet,” He said. “Sometimes I think I could stay locked up in here 
for days, absorbed in a book, and not even realize it.” 
 
“Now you’re disturbing me,” I deadpanned. 
 
“Have you ever looked through any of these boxes?” 
 
“No.” I tried to sound irritated. “Are you looking for something specific?” 
 
“Yes, something flammable,” he said. “I’m looking for chemicals. Rat poison, cleaning 
solutions, stuff like that.” He tossed the binoculars to me and I caught them. 



 
“I didn’t know rat poison was flammable,” I said. 
 
“What’s in here,” He reached for a box that I happened to be resting my feet on. He 
jerked it roughly out from under them, pulled on one of the flaps, and the whole box 
ripped down one side so that the contents came spilling out onto the floor. He began to 
rifle through the mess he’d made, and I resigned myself to the fact that he was not going 
to leave me in peace. Finally I put down my knife and began to watch him.  
 
Mostly the box contained what looked like children’s books. I watched as he picked 
through it and then moved onto another one, which revealed more functional material. 
There was a soldier’s field guide and a book on the care of horses. I took those because I 
thought they’d be useful. Athanas held up an old, tattered copy of Kafka’s 
Metamorphosis.  
 
“When I was young my parents always made sure I had a lot of books,” he said a bit 
sadly. 
 
I could tell he’d been educated. I said, “Do you miss your family?” 
 
He shrugged. “I hardly remember them.” 
 
I raised a brow. “Don’t you?” 
 
“I mean I don’t remember much about them.”  
 
“You can’t remember your mother’s cooking?” 
 
He smirked at me. “Do you miss your mother’s cooking?” 
 
“Sometimes.” I wanted to tell him yes, I did miss certain luxuries.  
 
“We’re not supposed to miss those things,” he said. 
 
“That doesn’t mean we don’t.” I gestured to the book in his hand. “Interesting title.” 
 
“It was one of my favorite stories as a child. Funny, it’s sort of an allusion to Wraeththu, 
isn’t it?” 
 
“Yeah, I guess, except in the story he turned into something horrible.” 
 
“Aha. You know the story then. So you do read.” 
 
“Wasn't much to do in Bediatu, and my father had an extensive library.” 
 
“He turned into a bug.” 



 
“My father?” 
 
“No, Kafka’s character in the story.” 
 
“And we all turned into something beautiful,” I observed. “Wraeththu.” 
 
“Yeah, we’re beautiful,” he said. I caught the cynicism in his voice but I chose to ignore 
it. “We’re all a bunch of freakin’ butterflies.” 
 
I sighed. I didn’t really want to philosophize with him, not now. “I can’t remember what 
happened to him in the end.” 
 
“He died, completely alien to his family. It was a metaphor, Saniah,” he sighed.  
 
“Alien like us.” 
 
“I guess so. We’re aliens to our families now, aren’t we? If they’re still alive, that is.” He 
stared at me for several seconds.  
 
“But we’re not supposed to worry about that.” I squatted on the floor beside him and tore 
into one of the other boxes. More books spilled out. “Astrophysics. Chemical 
Engineering.” I tossed them aside. “What can we possibly learn from these tired old 
human philosophies,” I asked. “How to destroy the world again?” 
 
“Yet you miss their luxuries.” He reached for the book on chemical engineering. 
 
“Certain luxuries, yes. But you can’t deny we’re better now than we were as humans. 
Weren’t you the one who told me to cast aside my humanity?” 
 
“And weren't you the one who resisted? We came from humanity,” he said soberly, “and 
we’d best not forget that.” It sounded like a warning.  
 
“Then why are we so hell-bent on annihilating them? Why are we told to forget our 
humanity when we’re incepted?” I looked at him sideways, certain I had asked a question 
he couldn’t answer. I was surprised to see it made him sad.  
 
“We kill from necessity,” he said, “and for self-preservation. How do you think we came 
to be this way? Most of us came from a much different civilization than the one you were 
used to.” 
 
I shrugged. He was right; I had known only relative safety in Bediatu. 
 
“With war comes chaos,” he said. “I can remember when it hit my city. Everyone took to 
the streets because their homes were destroyed. There was no food, no water, no 
electricity. I didn’t know where my parents were. They had abandoned me. People were 



going crazy just trying to find food. The streets were littered with bodies and sewage. 
People were killing each other for a bottle of water, for bread. The Uigenna who took me 
in saved me from starvation. In the absence of any other form of civil law, we established 
our own. It was a law of self preservation, and preservation of the tribe. It wasn’t long 
before we began to strike back at humanity. By then it was easy to annihilate them. We 
had grown to a sizable force, and most humans had lost hope.” 
 
“That was a long time ago. Now the human population has dwindled to a few starving 
refugees, and a few insignificant farming communities. Now we kill for food and 
weapons,” I said. “And to a degree, for safety. But we don’t have to. We could grow our 
own food.”  
 
“Try telling that to them,” he said, meaning the tribe. “They’ve made this their way of 
life.”  
 
I just shook my head and leaned back against the table.  
 
He sighed heavily. “Yes, Saniah, we could grow our own food. We could write our own 
books, create our own music.” He started to gather up the books he wanted to take with 
him. 
 
“Why haven’t we?” 
 
“Who says we haven’t? You and I, we’ve only seen a tiny part of this new world. There 
has to be more to it than this. There are other tribes, other hara. Maybe somewhere…” he 
fell silent. 
 
I nodded, and after a moment resumed my work. Maybe somewhere. Those words were 
the most candid he’d ever spoken to me. I’d always thought of him as a rock, solid and 
powerful, an invincible warrior. Now I saw him differently. He was a har with a vision, 
but he was looking at it through the bars of a prison. He knew some of what we were, 
some of what we could do, but he knew there had to be more to us than this. He reminded 
me of the beautiful princess who was trapped in the tower. I asked him, “What do you 
dream of? What do you see?” 
 
“A better place. A city where perhaps Wraeththu and humanity live in peace. Where 
everything is beautiful. There are libraries there, and they aren’t full of dust and spiders. 
Hara don’t fight. They learn. They study. They know their power. I can see it just past the 
edge of my vision. I know it exists somewhere, Saniah.” 
 
I didn’t know what to say. He had stunned me with his candor. 
 
Chapter 3 of 23 
 
In the room across from Jade and I lived a har named Steel, and he was as hard and cold 
as his name implied, but he was almost too beautiful to look at. I remember when he 



came to me for aruna after my althaia, my heart nearly stopped when he looked at me. In 
him I felt a great need for dominance, and a capacity for cruelty. He was ruthless, 
cunning, demented at times. He could kill for no reason, and I believe he enjoyed it. I’d 
once seen him chop a man literally into pulp. But he was a mind-numbing beauty – 
perfectly androgynous with a lean, powerful body, dark brown hair, which he wore in 
several short braids, and eyes the color of gunmetal, which seemed to bore right into your 
soul. Sometimes he could behave decently, even joke around with the rest of us, but 
mostly he acted as Athanas’ strong-arm. I must admit he made a very good war leader.  
 
It was Steel who brought in the next inceptee after me. The boy’s name was Kana, and he 
was perhaps fourteen or fifteen. Steel had literally dragged him kicking and screaming 
from a human refugee camp. We’d heard of a band of renegades occupying an area not 
far to our south, who were raiding harish settlements in the area. So Steel and some 
others of our tribe had gone out in a war party one night to sweep the area clean. 
 
“We only got five of them,” he said when they came back. “Most of them escaped, but 
look what I brought back!” He had been dragging the boy by his long, filthy hair all the 
way into town, and now he dumped him in the dining hall where several of us were 
drinking. Steel threw the boy down onto the floor in front of us, where he lay splayed out 
for a moment before he pulled himself cautiously up to his knees. 
 
“This one has spirit. He actually jumped onto the back of my horse and attacked me. He 
says he’d rather die than join us,” Steel laughed, and some of the others laughed too. 
Somehar said, “Who said we’d let you join us?” Another har said, “Give him a head start 
running and let’s take shots at him.” I knew they weren’t serious, but I could tell the boy 
was scared and humiliated, even though he was glowering at us. He looked from har to 
har, then his eyes fixed on mine for a moment. Something must have registered; I wasn’t 
laughing. Perhaps he was looking for an ally. I would have been looking for one, in his 
position. I scolded Steel and helped the boy up to his feet. He didn’t try to run away, he 
just kept looking at me with that same odd, unnerving expression.  
 
Then somehar asked Steel, “What are you going to do with him?” 
 
“I’m keeping him.” 
 
We kept Kana confined for the next few days because we didn’t want him to escape, or 
kill anyhar. In that time Steel had tried somewhat to befriend him. He’d even brought him 
a few gifts, all of which ended up in pieces on the floor, or in the toilet. After the third 
such incident I caught Steel stomping out of the confinement room in a nasty mood. He 
startled me, and stopped long enough to grab hold of my arm and yell “Do something 
with that kid, Saniah.” 
 
I jerked my arm free. “What do you want me to do? He’s your captive.” 
 
“I don't know. Put him out of his misery. I’m almost sorry I brought him here.” He 
stormed off down the passageway, muttering incoherent complaints. When I could no 



longer hear him I peeked into the room. There was glass all over the floor, and Kana was 
sitting there in the middle of it, looking terribly shaken. I talked to him softly, helped him 
clean up the mess on the floor, and that seemed to ease some of his anxiety just a tiny bit. 
He appeared fragile just then, and so I spoke to him the way I would to a frightened 
horse. 
 
“Are you sure you don’t want to be incepted,” I asked him. 
 
“Yes, I’m sure,” he said flatly. 
 
“Steel’s quite smitten with you,” I remarked casually. “Don’t you like him?” I almost 
couldn’t get that last bit out, the answer was so obvious. 
 
“Like him,” he sneered, and looked at me like I was off my nut. “Do you like him? Do 
you think anybody likes him?” 
 
I just looked at him and tried to project a sense of calm toward him, as Athanas had 
taught me to do.  
 
“He can rot,” Kana said finally. “I hate him.” I was not yet very good at projecting. He 
fell silent after that, and I felt he would die before he’d become one of us. Maybe the 
althaia would kill him, I thought, and put him out of his misery. But I hoped not. He was 
interesting. 
 
Steel cornered me the next day, after another attempt to beguile Kana had failed, and 
asked me (respectfully this time) to try to talk some sense into him. I agreed because I 
was beginning to like Kana, and wanted him incepted. Steel must have been really 
infatuated with him to have bothered at all. I just wanted to help out of curiosity more 
than anything, but I ended up telling Steel that I thought Kana was a lost cause, just so he 
wouldn’t get his hopes up. 
 
“He’ll be incepted whether he wants to be or not,” Steel replied. Then he added, “He 
seems to trust you for some reason.” 
 
“He hates us all,” I said. “He’s blind with it.” 
 
Steel took me by the arm, and for a moment I thought he meant to hurt me, but he just 
pulled me aside and said in a low voice, “I know he hates us now, but we need him. He’s 
special, Saniah. He has something about him…I don’t know what it is, but he’s special.” 
He fixed his headlight gaze on me and added coyly, “He’s a lot like you.” 
 
I was stunned. Steel thought I was special? How uncharacteristic of him to say so. “I’ll 
see what I can do,” I muttered. Perhaps I could yet offer the boy some bit of insight that 
would change his mind.  
 
“Do what you can,” Steel said to me. “I’m empty. I’ve tried every trick I know and 



haven’t gotten anywhere with him.” 
 
“Why don’t you try talking to him,” I said, “it’s no wonder he dislikes you.” 
 
“He dislikes me?” 
 
“Of course he does. Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
“He said that?” 
 
“Well, not in so many words.” It wasn't untrue. I believe Kana’s exact word had been 
‘hate’. Steel looked so dejected that I felt sorry for saying it, and I tried to back-pedal. 
“Look, it may not be a lost cause. Try talking to him. Just talking to him. No tricks.”  
 
“I did try,” said Steel, and he held up a bruised hand. “He bit me.” 
 
That evening I took Kana his supper. I included a piece of chocolate for dessert (a luxury 
for us at that time) and sat with him at the low table in his room while he inhaled it all. 
Then, when he had finished, I gave him a beer. His eyes grew wide when I gave it to him, 
and he drank it too quickly. I thought he was going to throw it all back up again, but he 
just belched loudly. 
 
“Impressive,” I grinned. 
 
He gave me just the hint of a smile. 
 
“Almost as impressive as the chunk you took out of Steel’s hand,” I added wryly. 
 
“I told you, I hate him,” Kana said matter-of-factly. “I hope his hand becomes infected.” 
 
“Did you really bite him,” I asked. I knew it couldn’t have been very deep, or Steel’s 
Wraeththu blood would’ve begun the althaia process in Kana, or killed him. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“He’s not so bad once you get to know him,” I said. Then I laughed, realizing the 
absurdity of my words. “He’s actually much worse once you get to know him.” With that 
I got the smile I was looking for. 
 
“What’s going to happen to me,” he asked cautiously. 
 
“Well,” I said, “you were brought here to be incepted into the tribe.” 
 
“And if I don’t want to be incepted?” 
 
“You’ll probably be killed,” I said, searching his eyes for a hint of fear. “Or you’ll be 



enslaved.” Of course none of it was true; he would be incepted. It would truly be a shame 
to waste this one, I thought. 
 
His mouth twitched just slightly, and he said with absolute sincerity, “I’d prefer to die if 
it’s all the same to you.” 
 
I wanted to appear unruffled by his fearlessness, so I stared at the floor without saying 
anything for a few long moments. I couldn’t really think of a good response. “Kana…do 
you even know what we are?” I asked at last. 
 
“Yes,” he said with the same calm assurance. “You’re murderers.” 
 
I thought about it and agreed with him. So was he, for that matter. Then I told him the 
story of how I’d become har. I told him how wonderful it was to be so free and powerful. 
“There are many more secrets to this than you know,” I said, trying to sound mysterious. 
The only thing I neglected to mention was the physical change. I did not tell him what I 
had become. It was forbidden to tell a human about that, so I kept it to myself.  
 
He listened, all the while fingering a turquoise pendant that was hanging from a leather 
thong around his neck. The expression on his face never changed once, and when I 
finished, he remained silent for a long time. “There’s something you’re not telling me,” 
he said at last, “so now I’m going to tell you a little story.” He fixed his deep brown eyes 
on me, and looking into them, I couldn’t have torn my attention away even if I’d wanted 
to.  
 
“The hara who came to my home killed my parents in cold blood,” he began, “I had a 
twin brother, and we hid upstairs in the attic. We thought we’d be alright, but one of them 
found us. We’d heard they took boys into their tribe, so we didn’t think we were going to 
die or anything like that. They tied up our hands and took us with them. We traveled for 
weeks, waiting to be admitted to the tribe, and we thought perhaps there would be a 
ceremony or something. As much as we hated them, we wanted to join them just to be 
able to have our hands untied. We figured if we cooperated, it would be easier to make 
our escape. They took us to a city, to a big fortress-like place where there were many 
others like them – all dressed in black like soldiers. We were taken to a dark room, in the 
basement, and my brother was untied. I thought we were probably being incepted, and 
this was the ceremony. When my brother looked at me I knew something was wrong. 
There were some there who weren’t soldiers, who were standing around a stone slab. 
They cast off their robes, then they stripped my brother and placed him face up on the 
slab. One of those assholes raped him right there in front of all of us. It was then I 
realized it was indeed a ceremony, but we were the sacrifices, not the inceptees. They 
were going to kill me too. I watched as my brother screamed in agony and I wanted to 
throw up but I couldn’t. Whatever that thing did to him, it burned him up from the inside 
out. And I watched. I just looked into my brother’s eyes while he died because it was all I 
could do for him.” His gaze remained cool and steady as he leaned toward me, but there 
was something feral and deadly in it. “I saw all of it. I know what you are,” he hissed.  
 



I was stunned by the images he’d drawn in my mind. Were we really so cruel? Even I 
couldn’t conceive of doing anything like what he’d described. Once I’d recovered the 
nerve to speak, I asked, “How did you escape?” 
 
“I killed the one who was supposed to be watching me,” he said, the sinister threat in his 
voice suddenly dissipating like mist in the sunlight. “We were standing toward the back 
of the room, next to a door. He had a knife strapped to his boot, and I wasn’t struggling or 
trying to get away, so he probably thought I had despaired of escaping. He loosened his 
grip on me and I sank down to the floor. I was able to get to the knife without him 
knowing. I just very quietly sawed away at the ropes that bound my hands together, then I 
stood up and cut his throat. Quick, like that.” He sliced his hand in the air. “I found my 
way out while the others were busy enjoying the show. I even stopped once to ask 
directions. Then I ran, and I never stopped running. Eventually I found some other 
humans and we traveled together, until your friend killed them. I hope my brother saw 
that I got away, and I hope he knew I would avenge him. Do you have any more of that 
beer?”  
 
I swallowed, trying to digest his story. This boy was dangerous. There was no doubt in 
my mind that he could have killed me already had he wanted to. He was perfectly suited 
for Steel.  
 
“Yes. I’ll get it for you,” I said. Once outside the room I had to take a few deep breaths 
and calm myself. His story had disturbed me, partly because now I knew that somewhere 
there existed hara more cruel and bloodthirsty than we were. 
 
I was on my way back to his cell with the beer when Steel caught me and asked if I was 
making progress. I held up the two bottles in reply. I didn’t tell him I’d just tossed back 
three fingers of scotch in the kitchen. Steel actually looked anxious. “Don’t worry,” I 
said, “he’ll be begging for inception once I’m through with him.” I thought to myself, 
and you will sprout fairy wings and fly away, Steel Belancour.  
 
Kana was incepted four days later. During those four days both Athanas and I had spent a 
lot of time talking to him, and I’d begun to think perhaps he really was a lost cause. I 
wondered, what would a har be like who was incepted against his will? I thought he 
would try to kill us all, that he might even succeed, this one. But he surprised us at last by 
telling us he wanted to be incepted. I really don’t know what it was that changed his 
mind. Of course, the thought had occurred to me that he was only complying in order to 
facilitate an escape, and maybe avenge his brother.  
 
I had a long talk with him beforehand about what to expect. I didn’t tell anyhar the things 
Kana had told me, and perhaps that was foolish, but I felt a sort of brotherly affection 
toward him after the initial shock had worn off. Also I knew that after the change he 
would see everything with Wraeththu eyes.  
 
His althaia was brutal. My own had been just a blur for me, and now that I actually got to 
witness one first hand, I realized it was a great mercy I didn’t recall it. I vaguely 



remembered the changing as one remembers a feverish dream, but it seemed to be over 
quickly for me. I watched Kana writhe around on the floor and scream and rant and vomit 
his guts out every ten minutes for three-and-a-half days as his body changed and mutated 
into grotesque configurations to accommodate his new female parts, and refine his 
existing male ones. I’d never seen anyone throw up so much. (And I had seen my share 
of vomit. My father had been Bediatu’s doctor). I helped clean Kana after most every 
episode. 
 
“Was I this bad,” I asked Athanas one night as we shared the task of tending him. 
 
“You were worse,” he told me, but I didn’t believe it. He went on to tell me about his 
own althaia. He said that back when he was incepted, Wraeththu were not so evolved. 
“When it was done to me, they threw me in a room without windows and left me there 
until it was over. Back then, a lot of inceptees died, because no care was given them.” 
 
“Who came to you?” 
 
“The entire tribe, of course.” 
 
“I mean was there nohar special?” 
 
He shrugged. “There was, later on. He died. No, don't give me that look; it was a long 
time ago. There were one hundred and twelve of us then.” 
 
My eyes grew round at that. “You must have been exhausted!” 
 
He smiled wistfully. “Steel, Ice, Jade and I are the only hara now left from that original 
group. We sort of branched out and grew up, I guess. Inceptions are a lot more organized 
now. I suppose we’ve come a long way since then.” 
 
I thought back to the day I first saw him. “Why did you come for me? To Bediatu, I 
mean.” 
 
He looked at me and said, “I did it for Jade.”  
 
“Is that really why?” 
 
“He saw you first, when you thought you were hiding behind those oil drums. He pointed 
you out, thought you were quite a treat for the eyes. I told him to call you over to us, but 
he was too shy to do it. I swear he acts just like a twelve year old girl sometimes.” 
 
“He can be shy,” I agreed. 
 
“Jade wouldn’t shut up about you after we got back to the city. That’s why I went back 
for you.” 
 



I tried to look a little dejected. “I thought maybe you wanted me for yourself,” I said. 
 
“Who says I didn’t!” He laughed. “But we’re not selfish, are we?” 
 
“Steel has this romantic notion that once Kana’s change is complete he will somehow 
change his mind and actually want to move in with him,” I laughed. “I don't know how 
that will go over. I can’t wait to see the confrontation though. I’ve bet a whole carton of 
cigarettes on Kana, and I had a bed moved into that little room above the kitchen for him. 
Do you think he’ll hurt Steel?” 
 
Athanas laughed. “Do you think he’ll hurt me? I have to introduce him to the mysteries 
of aruna.” 
 
“No. He likes you. But do you honestly think he’ll ever condescend to share a bed with 
Steel?” 
 
“Maybe, if Steel doesn't turn his stomach,” Athanas said, then added, “I think Kana puts 
on quite a show, but really he’s fond of Steel.” 
 
I scrunched up my face at the idea. “I hope you’re right,” I said, then added, “but I hope 
he puts up a good fight first. I can’t afford to lose those cigarettes.” 
 
“Oh? Did you not want him for yourself,” he said sarcastically, mocking my words. 
 
I laughed uneasily. “No, not me. Those two are perfect for each other. I think Steel will 
have his work cut out for him, though.”  
 
“Nohar would blame you if you wanted Kana,” he said. “You’ve been spending a lot of 
time with him. And besides, he’s drop-dead gorgeous.” We both looked at him lying 
there on the cot, at his bloated face and his peeling skin and we burst out laughing. 
“Well…he will be,” Athanas added, “when he’s finished.” 
 
Once the change was complete, I cleaned Kana up, fed him, answered his questions about 
his new body parts as best I could, and brought him something nice to wear. When he 
peeled off his filthy althaia robe and turned to me I was taken aback at the 
transformation. He truly was drop-dead gorgeous. His behavior was completely different 
now, too, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t just a show. I could feel his excitement and awe. 
He was enthralled with himself, as I had been. As I suppose all new hara are.  
 
“Look, Saniah, it’s blue,” he speculated as I dressed him, indicating the petals of his 
ouana-lim. 
 
“Hmm. Very nice,” I said, trying not to appear too interested. 
 
He was still inspecting it when he suddenly jumped. “Whoa, it’s alive!” 
 



“Yeah you’ll find out about all that soon enough,” I said dismissively, but I was probably 
just as excited as he was. Then suddenly his expression changed and he began to search 
around the room for something. 
 
“Where’s all my stuff,” he said frantically. 
 
“What stuff? You mean those dirty rags you were wearing,” I asked. 
 
“My necklace,” he cried. “Where is it?” 
 
“Oh, that,” I said. “Relax. It’s here.” I took the turquoise pendant he’d been wearing out 
of a box in the armoire and handed it to him. “Is this the one?” He breathed a sigh of 
relief and told me his brother had made it for him. “He had one just like it,” he said. 
Somehow I had known it was special, and so I had saved it. One shouldn’t be forced to 
give up everything. We’d burned his clothes. 
 
I led him to the Initiation Chamber in silence. I could feel the apprehension coming off 
him like heat. He didn’t really know what was about to happen. I suppose I was nervous, 
too. I wanted to be first (for his sake, because he trusted me), but that privilege was 
reserved for our leader. When I explained it to him he seemed intrigued, but still looked 
anxious when I left him.  
 
“Don't worry,” I said before I closed the door, “It will be wonderful.” 
 
“When will you come back,” he asked nervously. 
 
“I don't know. I have to prepare. We all have to purify ourselves before we can come to 
you. Are you scared?” 
 
“Scared? No. I just want to get it over with.” 
 
“Enjoy it. This is a sacred thing for all of us.” I left him then and went to go find Athanas, 
to tell him it was time to begin. 
 
I bathed and purified myself. We all milled about, talking quietly among ourselves until 
the purification was completed. Jade told me nohar would sleep until it was over. Then 
the drumbeat began. I felt sort of stupid, never having been this side of the ritual before. 
The mood was electric, the energy infectious. When I finally went in to Kana he looked 
tired, but he insisted he wasn't.  
 
“How’s it been so far,” I asked as I closed the door. 
 
“It’s like you said; it’s wonderful. It’s different each time, and for some reason I’m not 
tired at all. I thought it would hurt, but it didn't, not after that first time, and now I can’t 
seem to get enough. If you don't get into this bed right now I’m going to scream.”  
 



I laughed, not sure if he was joking, and began to undress. “How many have come so 
far?” 
 
“You’re the seventh.” 
 
“Six down, thirty-five to go,” I mumbled. His eyes grew round and I laughed. “I didn’t 
mean to sound so perfunctory. Let’s make this good.”  
 
I gave him my best. I think he was grateful for a friend at that point. He didn’t speak after 
it was over, but he held to me fiercely. I stayed with him for a minute or two and then I 
went to fetch Jade, who was next. Jade caught me round the waist when he saw me and 
we shared breath. I think he was trying to get a taste of Kana. 
 
“Oh no you don’t,” I said as I broke away from him. “Get in there and see for yourself.”  
 
While Kana was becoming one with the tribe, the rest of us fasted and meditated. We 
were allowed to eat after sundown, but even then only after Kana had eaten and the 
empty dishes cleared from his room. As our newest member, we were to revere Kana as 
we would a member of our family, because that’s what he was now. We didn’t speak to 
each other about our aruna with him, not even Jade and I. The act was sacred, and was to 
be regarded as such.  
 
By late afternoon the second day, I assumed the end must be in sight for Kana, so I 
casually made my way toward his room to see if I could get an idea of when it would be 
over. I hadn’t seen Steel, Athanas told me he was in seclusion as part of a special 
purification rite. A har called Loren had gone to Kana about an hour ago. I actually 
happened to meet him in the hall as he was leaving the room. He was upset. 
 
“What is it,” I asked him. 
 
“I don’t know. He’s freaking out and he won’t say what’s wrong. I tried to calm him 
down, but… I don’t know, he’s just freaking out.” 
 
“Did he let you…in?” 
 
“Yes. Of course,” Loren said, then added under his breath, “Twice.” 
 
“Where’s Steel,” I asked.  
 
“I’ll get him, but can you calm Kana down at all? He’s not making any sense.” 
 
There was a loud crash from within the room. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
Kana screamed something unintelligible and threw a plate at my head when he saw me. I 
ducked aside and managed to avoid being hit, and when I sat down on the bed next to 
him he collapsed against me in a fit, beating his fists against my chest so hard it knocked 



the breath out of me. 
 
“What’s the trouble,” I asked between blows, holding him tightly and stroking his hair 
until he stopped hitting me.  
 
“I don't know,” he cried, “I don't know!” 
 
“Shh. I told you this is part of your inception,” I said. “It bonds us together. It’s what we 
all went through after our althaias. It’s supposed to secure the change that’s occurred in 
you. Haven’t you enjoyed it?” 
 
He sniffed, quieted a bit. I could feel him nodding his head.  
 
“You have enjoyed it?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“So what’s the trouble, Kana? Did somehar hurt you?” 
 
“No. It’s all been good. I…(sigh). It’s no use. He won’t come. He hates me.” 
 
“What are you talking about? Who won’t come?” As if I didn’t know. 
 
“Saniah, there’s somehar I want, and I don't think he’ll come to me because I’ve been 
cruel to him. I’ve said horrible things. I’ve wished him dead. I even tried to kill him, and 
now he hates me. I kept hoping each one was him, but he never came.” 
 
“Is it Steel,” I asked, and he nodded hesitantly.  
 
“I’ve wanted him all along, really. I nearly killed him, when he attacked our camp, and I 
jumped onto his horse. It was when he threw me down on the ground, and I thought he 
was going to kill me, I saw his eyes. He was so terrifying and beautiful. I knew I loved 
him then.” 
 
“You knew what?” I really wasn’t that surprised. I just wanted to hear him say it again. 
 
He hesitated and looked at me, I guess for approval. “I love him.” 
 
“It’s alright,” I said. “He’s not upset with you. He’s on his way now.” There went my 
carton of cigarettes. 
 
He looked at me with wet, hopeful eyes, and I wiped them with the hem of my sleeve. 
“Let’s touch up your make-up,” I said, and led him to the vanity. He had changed so 
much. I could never imagine Kana the human acting this way. “Can you do me one favor, 
Kana?” 
 



“What is it?” 
 
“Knock the piss out of him just once before you take aruna with him. You and I both 
know he deserves it.” 
 
I had barely shut the door behind me when I saw Steel striding up the corridor. “What, no 
gift,” I teased him. He looked flustered and ran a hand through his hair, which he wore 
loose for the occasion. He was absolutely ravishing. 
 
“I…ah…should I give him something?” 
 
I laughed playfully. “I think you know what to give him,” I said, and he almost grinned at 
me. “Be good to him, Steel, if you can. He just had a bit of a breakdown.” 
 
“Oh? Is he… what kind of breakdown?” 
 
“He believes himself to be in love with you for some reason, and he didn't think you’d 
come.” 
 
Steel’s face twitched, his expression of pleasure. He pushed me aside and marched into 
the room, but I didn't leave until I heard the thwack of Kana’s fist against his face. They’ll 

be alright, I thought, and I’ll get to keep my cigarettes. Then I went off to disassemble 
the other room I’d prepared for Kana above the kitchen. 
 
It was well into the next day before they came out of the initiation chamber. Steel looked 
different, in spite of the beautiful new bruise under his left eye. He was the very essence 
of serenity. His hair was a mess. I’d half expected more bite marks as well. Maybe all 
Steel had ever really needed after all was a good knock in the head, followed by a roll in 
the hay.  
 
We prepared a feast that night and celebrated. Kana was now a member of the tribe. He 
was radiant and beautiful and I was proud for him. Later, we built a fire outside in the 
courtyard, and danced around it in drunken abandon to the beat of the drums. Kana 
received his tattoo, the mark of our tribe, on his neck. Our spirits were high, but I noticed 
Athanas was rather sullen. He didn’t dance with us, and he didn’t eat much. I tried talking 
to him but he didn’t say much.  
 
“Aren’t you having a good time,” I asked him. 
 
He gave me a humorless laugh and said, “Isn’t that all we ever do?” 
 
Perhaps he was feeling the chains of his prison. At some point I watched him wander off. 
It was dark, almost too dark to see anything once away from the fire, but I watched him 
as he walked among the army of the dead until the darkness took him. Jade pulled me 
back to the party just then and handed me another drink. 
 



“What were you looking at,” he asked me. 
 
“Nothing. The stars.” 
 
He laughed. “The stars are that way,” and he pointed up.  
 
That night I couldn’t keep my hands off Jade. We’d both been busy lately and hadn’t had 
much time for each other, but I guess the initiation ritual had kindled our appetites for 
aruna. Once we were finally alone I ran my fingers through his thick hair and stroked his 
back, teasing him until he pulled me on top of him. Usually, I was sort of rough with him, 
because he liked it that way. Tonight I sensed that unusual softness he’d come to me with 
the first time.  
 
“Your caste is Ulani now,” he said to me in a voice that was almost a purr. I couldn’t take 
my eyes off his supple lips, red and full, almost too red. His eyelashes fascinated me – 
their blackness, their length, the way they rested on his cheek when he closed his eyes. 
All the little things I’d never really noticed before now drew my attention and held it.  
 
“Yes,” I whispered back to him.  
 
“You can make a pearl for me.” 
 
I sat up suddenly and allowed him to fall away from me, the spell of the moment 
dissipating. I hadn’t ever considered such a thing before, and now the suggestion shocked 
me. “Jade…” 
 
“Please, Saniah, just think about it.” 
 
I frowned and stroked his face. “I...I don’t know…” I wanted to get up and run from the 
room, but for his eyes. They were liquid, pleading.  
 
“We could have a son,” he said invitingly, “a little har who’s both you and me, and we 
can teach him things, and he’ll be a part of us forever. I’ll bear the pearl; you won’t have 
to.” 
 
It was an odd reaction I had to that. I sat back and stared at him, numb. I was actually 
thinking about it. A son? My mind screamed No! but my body soared with an 
inexplicable thrill at the idea of impregnating him. My body wanted to try it, wanted him 
like it never had before. It was my body that took over just then. When I leaned forward 
he knew, and drew me on top of him.  
 
I wanted to savor him and make it last, but I wasn’t able to concentrate, which is a 
necessary factor in Wraeththu procreation, since it’s a deliberate act and not left to 
chance, as in humans. He was like liquid silk, and I got so caught up in watching his 
stunning face that it was over before I could even attempt to open his seal. Of course, I 
also didn’t know what I was doing. When I voiced my disappointment in myself, he put 



his finger to my lips and said, “Stop it, it was beautiful. We can try again some other 
time.” 
 
For a moment we just lay together in silence. It had indeed been magical, even though we 
hadn’t succeeded. The purest aruna I’d ever taken. Neither of us had any desire to speak. 
 
Presently my thoughts wandered, and I began to think about Kana’s story, of how his 
brother had been murdered. Such a thing was too monstrous, even for the Uigenna. But 
who would do such a thing? “Why haven’t you ever told me about the other tribes,” I 
asked. 
 
“All tribes are Uigenna,” he said. If it was meant to satisfy my curiosity, it had a 
profoundly opposite effect. I’d learned a lot in my time with the Uigenna, the most 
important thing being that we really didn’t know what we were, and we weren’t equipped 
to discover what we could be. We were just playing at being warriors, our own little army 
of the dead, but dead in a different way. Dead in our thinking. We didn’t know what or 
how else to be. I thought then of Athanas, and with a start wondered if he had finally 
gone away at last. If he had, I vowed to go after him. Not to bring him back, but to go 
with him. There were other tribes out there, other hara and so much more to discover. 
There had to be more to all this. We were supposed to be better than men, weren’t we? 
Maybe there was somehar out there who could really tell me what I had become, or who 
could show me how to become something more. 
 
“We are better than men, Saniah,” Jade said to me, breaking me out of my reverie. I 
touched his face, wondering how much of my silent deliberation he’d perceived. 
 
“It’s impolite to read a har’s thoughts like that,” I scolded him, as if politeness had ever 
been one of his virtues. 
 
He laughed. “But your mind is always wide open.” He was right. I needed to learn to 
draw that curtain across my thoughts. 
 
Athanas was the first har I saw the next morning when I went to the kitchen. I was almost 
disappointed he hadn’t gone, simply because the idea of going after him had been so 
intriguing. 
 
“Hi,” I said to him. 
 
“Hi,” he mumbled back at me. 
 
“Where did you run off to last night?” 
 
“Nowhere,” he sighed.  
 
“I thought you might’ve gone away,” I said.  



 
“Away where? Where would I go?” 
 
“I don’t know. To find whatever it is you’re looking for?” 
 
He said nothing, but stirred his coffee until I thought it would foam up. I took his free 
hand. “Jade wants a pearl from me,” I said, thinking to lighten his mood. Instead he 
looked horrified. 
 
“Don’t do it, San. Not now. Not with Jade.” 
 
“Don’t worry, I didn’t.” 
 
He touched my face. “I just mean that I think you’re destined for more than this.” 
 
I wanted to say, “So are you,” but I said nothing. He looked at me with those striking 
blue eyes.  
 
“Do you want to know the real reason I came back for you,” he said to me. 
 
I just stared at him, knowing he was going to tell me whether I wanted to hear it or not.  
 
“I knew you were different from them. I came back for you because I felt your power, 
and you were still only human. I knew you’d be a powerful har. Saniah, this tribe… these 
hara…they’re on their way out. They have no aspirations, no desire to reach their 
potential. I’ve known it for a long time, but I can’t change them. I can’t make them see 
what they could be if only they could launch themselves out of this inertia. The best I can 
hope for is to start building our future. That’s the real reason I brought you into the tribe,” 
he said. “It’s the real reason I went back for you.” 
 
His words struck me like a hammer. “How am I different,” I asked him in a small voice. 
 
He stared at his coffee for a long time. “You’ll figure it out, eventually,” he said. 
 
Chapter 4 of 23 
 
We moved from Necropolis further east the following year to a town that looked like it 
had been very recently vacated. It was still mostly intact, much smaller than Necropolis, 
but still in good shape as far as food stores and supplies. Whoever had left it had left in a 
hurry. We called it Paradise. Kana had wanted to bring the army of the dead with us, 
because I had somehow convinced him they were magical and protected us, but Steel 
talked him out of it. They were now little better that bleached skeletons, and they didn’t 
travel well.  
 
There were now forty of us. We’d lost Ice when he loaded a pistol with peanuts and 
asked Steel to shoot them at him, to see what it would feel like. Steel was a magnificent 



shot, and Ice died of his peanut wounds. I think if Steel hadn’t hit him in the jugular, we 
probably could’ve saved him. It was a tremendous loss. Athanas took it badly.  
 
We all moved into an enormous central building that looked like it might have been a 
hotel in a previous life. It was very well appointed. Even the overgrown lawns still 
looked green and mostly free of weeds. All of the rooms were large with high ceilings 
and carpet, much nicer than the barracks had been. I took a large suite of rooms on the 
ground floor with Jade. It was cozy, had its own fireplace and bathroom. Athanas was 
across from us in a room that looked like it must have once been the office of an 
important man. It had a large desk where he could keep all his explosives, and shelves for 
his books.  
 
Steel and Kana occupied a large suite on the fifth floor. They called it their penthouse. It 
had a balcony, which they were very proud of. I expected one of them to throw the other 
from it any day. They fought, but that was their fiery nature. They were both turbulent 
creatures. In reality Kana seemed to be very happy with Steel. He had conformed into the 
tribe and made himself useful at once, which surprised me. Everyhar liked him. And 
Steel was a completely different har now that Kana was living with him. Kana was 
indeed special. He was very smart and cunning, good with weapons, and he knew how to 
use his charm to get what he wanted. He was a bit of a drama queen sometimes, but that 
was forgivable. Actually it was amusing, to watch him play Steel the way he did. And it 
was almost embarrassing the way Steel catered to him. He didn’t seem interested in 
anything but pleasing Kana in that slightly psychotic way of his, and of course all the rest 
of us were shocked. Especially when they would bring each other gifts (a necklace made 
of beaten copper, which Steel had obviously spent a long time making, a rock python, 
and the most interesting: a cow’s skull, on which Kana had painted brightly colored 
flowers), or when one of them would go out of his way to do something nice for the 
other, like when Steel would take extra guard duty so that Kana could sleep in.  
 
Meanwhile, Kana and I became close friends. He actually talked me into helping him 
raise livestock. Of course we had to steal a few animals initially in order to have some 
stock to breed. Periodically one of us would bring back some chickens or goats, or 
whatever we could find. We had built up a meager herd of goats by late spring, and a 
small band of chickens, who mostly just annoyed us with their incessant cackling. We ate 
them just to shut them up. 
 
And so we existed, but now at least I had Kana to talk to. I sometimes spoke to him of 
leaving, but whenever I did he would tell me to shut up. “We have it good here,” he 
would say. “You haven’t seen what’s out there.”  
 
“It can’t be all bad,” I would say, and he would then give me a look, meant to tell me he 
knew first hand and I didn’t. I learned to keep my thoughts of leaving to myself. I’m sure 
Jade was able to perceive this desire, but I knew he just thought it an empty craving, to be 
filled by aruna. Well, not every desire can be filled by aruna. 
 
 



* * * * 
 
The following summer turned out to be my last with the Uigenna. 
 
It started out badly, in the spring. Kana began to withdraw from the rest of us. All of a 
sudden he became moody and quiet. He took his meals in his room most of the time, and 
he rarely laughed or even smiled. Steel, too, began to display signs of his old tumultuous 
self. He would leave for long periods of time and return with no explanation of his 
whereabouts. Nohar wanted to ask him, either. He and Kana began to argue a lot. Once, 
Steel punched Kana in the face and knocked him down in front of everyhar. It happened 
in the stable yard after a particularly vicious argument. After that, every interaction 
between the two of them seemed to create a scene. They seemed to speak to each other in 
double entendre much of the time, too, but nohar (at least not I) could understand them. I 
often asked Kana what the trouble was, begged him to talk to me, but he kept a tight lid 
on their relationship. He seemed to have shut himself off, at that point, even from me.  
 
Kana and I drifted further apart, and then one day something very strange happened. Late 
in the morning, for no apparent reason, Kana ran out of the building, straight to the first 
horse he saw, and took off out of town at a full gallop, bareback. He hadn’t been gone 
long when Steel came running out half dressed and with three red claw marks across his 
cheek. 
 
“Which way did he go,” Steel growled. 
 
Jade and I, and a few others had been busy clearing out some debris from a storm that 
had passed through the night before. I nodded in the direction Kana had gone. Steel took 
my horse and went after him. 
 
“I wonder what that was about,” I mentioned to Jade. 
 
“Dunno. I heard them arguing earlier.” 
 
I smiled cynically. “I guess Kana finally got fed up and left.” The thought made me sick 
though. The fact that we no longer seemed to be friends made me even sicker. “There 
goes my strongest ally,” I whispered. 
 
They were gone a long time. Some of us began to consider going after them. We thought 
maybe they’d run into trouble, or killed each other. Athanas had just begun to settle into a 
meditative search of the forest when I pointed out a rider in the distance. “It’s Kana,” I 
said. He was alone, and when he got closer we could tell he was dazed and injured. There 
was a gash on his head, and one running the length of his arm, and there was a fresh 
bruise on his jaw, but he seemed to take no notice, either of his injuries or of us. We 
watched him as he approached and, staring past us the entire time, he dismounted 
awkwardly. His shirt was gone. 
 
“Where’s Steel,” Athanas asked him. 



 
Kana fixed his gaze on Athanas as if he didn’t understand the words. “What?” 
 
“Steel rode out to find you this morning.” 
 
“I know.” Kana was leaning forward as if in pain. He looked like he was about to fall 
down.  
 
“Are you all right,” I asked him.  
 
He just nodded, and grimaced. We waited for an explanation. Presently he said, “He left.” 
I touched the cut on his arm and he pulled away from me. “It’s nothing,” he said.  
 
“What happened,” Athanas asked. 
 
“I fell off my horse.”  
 
I knew it was a lie. He was an excellent rider, except when he was drunk, and even then 
he didn’t typically fall off. “Why did you run off like that? And where did Steel go?” 
 
“I don’t know.” 
 
“When is he coming back,” Athanas asked. 
 
Kana fixed Athanas with a hard gaze and I could tell he was hiding something. “I doubt 
he’ll come back,” he said.  
 
I took the horse from him. When he handed me the reins, I noticed there was blood under 
the fingernails of both his hands. I caught his eye, and he stared at me fearfully until I 
looked away and went into the stable. 
 
I didn’t tell anyhar, but I was afraid Steel was dead, and I was afraid Kana had killed him. 
It was true we had few laws among us, but killing members of our own tribe carried a 
weighty penalty. Kana would be exiled, if it was true. But I said nothing, and that night I 
waited until Jade was asleep before I went up to Kana’s room. When I found him he was 
crying softly into his pillow. He had not cleaned himself up, and the blood from the 
gashes on his head and arm had dried to a dark brown. He was still wearing his dirty 
clothes. I sat down beside him on the bed and he pretended to stop crying. “Go away, 
Saniah,” he sniffed. 
 
“Kana, won’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
“I told you. Steel left. He just left. He isn’t coming back.” 
 
“But why?” 
 



“I don’t know, Saniah. He’s just gone. He’s never coming back.” 
 
The question I wanted to ask wouldn’t come out of my mouth. Is he alive? So I asked 
again, “Why did he leave?” 
 
“I really don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
I fidgeted for a moment, unsure what else to say, and then stood to go. “Kana…did 
you…” I couldn’t say it. 
 
He looked at me with red-rimmed eyes, daring me. “Did I what?” 
 
“Nevermind.” 
 
“Just let me sleep,” he said, “I’m very tired.” 
 
I hesitated for a moment. “You might want to clean yourself up,” I said. 
 
He looked at me and shook his head, and began to cry again. I left him alone. Whatever 
had happened between them was obviously none of my business. And if Steel was dead, 
what was it to me? Kana maintained his story, vague as it was, and nohar questioned him 
much. Steel had gone. It seemed odd to me that he would just run off, and I tried to scan 
each har’s feelings on the subject, but all I got was a jumble of confusion and apathy. 
Some were angry with Steel, some were glad he was gone. I knew nohar really blamed 
Kana, whatever had happened. He was the one they all sympathized with. We’d all been 
witness to the fights, and were none of us strangers to Steel’s cruelty. 
 
Kana limped around for a few days and kept to himself. He was sulky and quiet, but he 
slowly recovered. I wouldn’t say he returned to his old self, because his eyes always had 
this haunted glaze. Maybe it was true. Maybe Steel had just simply gone. But it didn’t 
add up, and I seemed to be the only har who was curious about it. Even Athanas told me 
to let it go. Sure, Steel had never been my favorite har. But I thought at least he deserved 
remembering, whatever had happened to him. 
 
That was the event which ushered in summer that year. Another event took place at 
midsummer that even today hurts to think about, but I guess I have to tell it because it 
was the catalyst to everything that happened after. It hurts to think about it because I 
really did love Jade. I loved his simplicity, and the fact that he was easily amused. I loved 
his smile and his sleepy brown eyes. I loved the idea that he wanted a child from me, 
although we’d not tried to make one again since that first time. I even loved the fact that 
he could inspire terror in the hearts of men and hara. Over the years, I may have 
questioned whether or not I had ever really loved him. The answer, looking at it now, is 
yes. I know we weren’t really chesna, because I’ve experienced that since, and it blows 
what I had with Jade away. But I felt very strongly for him, nevertheless.  
 
I knew he wasn’t the smartest har, and so I wasn’t really surprised when he got himself 



killed. I’d always expected that when he died, it would be the result of something stupid 
he’d done.  
 
It happened after we were attacked by a small band of humans who we found living in a 
brightly colored tent on the lawn of an abandoned lunatic asylum not far to our south. 
There were five of us out hunting when the crazy bastards all came running at us with 
garden utensils. There weren’t many of them, but enough to do some damage. We knew 
they were crazy because they had painted their faces in ridiculously bright colors (the 
opposite of camouflage, unless they were trying to blend with the tent), and wore 
outlandish clothes that were dirty and didn't match. They startled us so badly when they 
popped out of the tent that we all scattered and ran, but then we could see by their bizarre 
behavior that they must be crazy, so we drew our weapons and fell into them. I killed 
two, and didn’t mind doing it. The first one got me good with the sharp edge of a hoe. I 
still have the scar on my shoulder. The second one was gone so far out of his mind that I 
think I did him a kindness by taking his life.  
 
When it was over, we discovered they had several malnourished horses, which they had 
dressed in costumes and painted in the same bright colors as they had painted themselves. 
The poor beasts looked happy to see us. We didn’t even have to tie them; they followed 
us on their own. 
 
It was the victory celebration that got Jade. When we got back to town we lit a bonfire 
atop a five-story parking deck and opened a bottle of scotch. After a few drinks Jade 
decided to demonstrate his agility, and wanted to do so by jumping from the parking deck 
to the rooftop of the adjacent building. I told him not to do it. He just looked at me 
defiantly and took off running toward the edge of the deck. He didn’t quite make it 
across. 
 
The asphalt had not been kind to him upon impact, and I couldn’t bear to look at his body 
as we carried it home. I’m sure we were quite a sight, four blood-soaked hara, dizzy with 
scotch and trying to carry a body, followed by a parade of brightly colored ponies in 
feathered head-dress. We kept dropping Jade, and each time we did it upset me to no end. 
I’d touched him in ways no other har present had, at least not recently. Now I didn’t even 
recognize him. I pretended not to be as devastated as I actually was by his death. The 
others seemed to stoically take it in stride, as they had done with Ice, and I‘d always 
wanted them to think I was tougher than I actually was.  
 
We built a funeral pyre and set him aflame, and I wept, but I had to run off into the 
woods to do it so nohar would see. I must have sat for hours in the bole of a tree, heaving 
great sobs that wouldn’t stop. Perhaps that was just a vestige of my humanity, but I have 
since come to realize that we are just glorified humans anyway. I hope his spirit saw me 
and appreciated that I mourned him.  
 
So it was about this time I decided firmly that I would leave the tribe and take my 
chances elsewhere. As long as Jade had been around I’d had a reason to stay. He was my 
very first lover, after all, and there’s something special in that. But now he was gone, and 



I knew I had a chance to find something better. Athanas wasn’t ever going to leave; that 
was obvious to me now. These were his hara. He felt a responsibility to them, even if 
he’d never be able to help them evolve. And Kana was beginning to baffle me. Since 
Steel’s disappearance, he’d been moody, restless and agitated. I still believed he’d killed 
Steel. And he still wouldn’t talk to me about it. I felt betrayed by all this, and took it as a 
sign that I should move on. 
 
Where I would go, I had no idea. I didn’t know what was really out there, having never 
traveled, but Athanas had told me stories of hara from the south, who were great mystics. 
He’d told me of other mysterious and dangerous hara far away, but I was naïve, and 
doubted any could be as dangerous or as powerful as the Uigenna. I would learn 
otherwise. Of course I hadn’t forgotten Kana’s story of the hara who had killed his 
brother, I just didn't think of other hara as a threat to me, a fellow har. 
 
In the days that followed I began formulating a plan, and the more I thought about 
leaving, the more hopeless an idea it seemed to be. I became more and more withdrawn. I 
would often go on long walks, alone, sometimes wishing I had the nerve to keep walking 
and not return. The idea of being alone, out in the wilderness or in a strange town, 
frightened me, but the idea of staying here depressed me even more.  
 
During these tortured days I began to spend more time tending the animals, and that 
meant spending more time with Kana. We had begun to be friends again, although 
tenuously. I guess we were drawn together because we were both miserable. There was 
part of me that still thought he was a murderer, and that part of me didn’t trust him. I told 
myself that I wanted to hang around him because I knew there was something more to 
him than he was revealing, and I wanted to solve the mystery. 
 
I suppose I’d always been attracted to him, but when he smiled I was reminded of it. 
True, he was very pleasing to look at, with his long, satiny black mane and his big, clever 
brown eyes. It gave me a bit of a thrill whenever I would catch him looking at me, but 
sometimes his gaze was unnerving. He seemed to always be calculating. Be that as it 
may, I’d been lonely since Jade’s death, and I needed aruna. Plus, I did enjoy teasing 
Kana. I liked to catch his eye, then stretch my limbs and let my shirt fall open, 
particularly in the glow of firelight, to accentuate the curve of my chest.  
 
Then one very hot day I went alone to a small lake near our village. It was a place that 
was shaded and cool, fed by a river that flowed down from the mountains. I’d been 
swimming for nearly an hour when I noticed Kana had followed me. He was sitting on a 
rocky outcrop, watching me. 
 
“Can’t you swim,” I called to him. 
 
“Like a cat,” he called back. 
 
“Then what are you doing here?” 
 



“Watching you.” 
 
I went under and came up again beside the rock. I pulled myself out of the water, and 
when I asked him to toss me my clothes he told me I looked much better without them. 
That was the start of it. I spent most nights after that in the penthouse with him. After 
aruna, he would trace his fingertips on my back until I fell asleep, and speak softly to me 
as he snuggled up against me. He was always so warm and soft that it never took me long 
to fall asleep next to him. But there was still a vague sense of unease between us. I knew 
he had secrets. He masked them well. No, it was more than that. It was as though he 
knew some secret about me and was waiting for the right moment to use it.  
 
Then one night, just as I was drifting off to sleep, he whispered, “When are you going to 
do it?” 
 
It took a moment for the words to settle into my mind. I let my eyes flutter open. “Do 
what,” I whispered sleepily. His voice was musical, and he looked so beautiful in the soft 
candlelight glow. 
 
“Leave the tribe,” he said softly, twirling the sheer fabric of the bed curtain around his 
face, so that he looked like an exotic dancer. 
 
I realized I was trembling. “I’m not leaving,” I said, and traced a shaky finger over his 
bare thigh.  
 
“You’re planning to.” 
 
I stared at him stupidly, fully awake now. Yes, I was planning to leave, but I had never 
voiced that desire to him. My heart was already racing at the thought of it. “Is that so 
wrong?” I tried to sound innocent but he knew better. I felt like a traitor. 
 
“I don’t think it’s wrong,” he said. 
 
“Aren’t you the one who always told me we had it good here?” 
 
He said nothing. His silence told me enough.  
 
“I can’t stay, Kana. You’re right, I am planning to leave. I’m sorry, but I just can’t live 
here anymore.” I watched his face, tried to read his mind but he gave me nothing. It was 
eerie the way he looked at me. “It has nothing to do with you,” I added. 
 
“I know.” He stroked my hair and settled me back onto the soft fur blanket, his eyes 
never leaving mine. “You’d better go before winter sets in,” he said carefully, “it’s 
dangerous out there for a lone har. Do you know the way across the mountains?” 
 
I thought about the towering mountains to our east, the ever-present snow on their peaks, 
and forced the image from my mind. I would go a different way.  



 
“It’s treacherous country, San. Brutal. You wouldn’t survive long alone.” I knew by this 
that he wanted to come with me. But no, I couldn’t take him along. I could already see 
my path in front of me, the one I had laid out in my mind, the one I was determined to 
follow. It included a family of my own and civilized hara who knew how to read and 
write and perhaps even sing. We would live in real houses and go to parties, and I would 
trade in my gun for…for something else, something that was opposite of a gun. I didn’t 
know what that could possibly be (I still don’t), but I knew Kana was too strong for me. I 
knew if I allowed him to come with me it would somehow end up being on his terms, and 
we’d end up doing everything his way. He would lead me down his path, pulling me 
along until I’d come so far off my own path that I’d never be able to get back to it. Never 
mind the mountains. “I’ll manage,” I said weakly.  
 
“There are hara out there more deadly than any you’ve ever met. I know. I’ve met them. 
Varrs, Saniah, who make the Uigenna look like kittens.” 
 
“I know how to defend myself.”  
 
“The land is cursed, too,” he continued. “Polluted and rotten in places. Haunted in others. 
The paths are hard to find. The roads are broken and dangerous.”  
 
His eyes looked as if they were on fire. Was this what he had done to Steel, lured him 
away from the rest of us then killed him? Had it been his intention all along to insinuate 
himself comfortably into our lives and then pick us off one by one? No, surely not this 
Kana. I had come to know him. I had let him inside me. But then again, so had Steel… 
 
He lay back seductively on the pillows, his hair fanning out around him. “Do you know 
how many nights I lay awake up here, alone, wishing you’d knock on my door and say, 
‘Kana, come have a drink. I just opened a bottle of red,’ or ‘Kana, how lovely you look 
tonight. I think you were made to be touched. Let me into your bed and I’ll show you just 
how beautiful you are,’ but it never happened. Then I thought, of course. It’s Saniah. 
He’s never had to seduce anyhar ever in his life. If I want him, I must go to him. And so I 
did, and here we are at last. And now you’re talking of leaving me.” He was looking at 
me with the oddest expression, one I couldn’t read at all. His eyes seemed bigger and 
more beautiful. He knew I couldn’t resist when he looked at me in a certain way, and he 
was doing it now.  
 
Against my better judgment I said, “All right, Kana, you can come with me.”  
 
He smiled brightly and rolled on top of me, tossing his hair over one shoulder. “I thought 
you’d never ask.”  
 
“But you’d better make it worth my while.” 
 
He gave me a throaty laugh. When his mouth closed over mine I saw a field of yellow 
daffodils, thousands of them among tall, waving stalks of grass, and a blue lake. The air 



smelled sweetly of apples. I melted into him at that moment, and when his mouth pulled 
away from mine with a contented sigh I asked, “What is that place? Is it real?” 
 
He smiled down at me and stroked my face. “Perhaps,” he whispered. 
 
“Can we go there?” 
 
“I’ll take you there right now,” he said, and just like that he was inside me, and we were 
there once again among the daffodils. I could feel them all around us as we moved 
together, and a warm breeze caught our hair, lifting and mingling it, black and auburn. 
We seemed to be lifting off, and at the climax I saw a million golden petals in a 
whirlwind, and we were its center. We cried out in unison and were back on our bed of 
pelts. The image was gone, but the power of aruna surged around us like static.  
 
“We’ll go the night of the new moon,” he said decisively as he stretched out beside me. 
“Tell nohar.”  
 
I tried to say something but the magic of our union hadn’t left me yet. Two weeks. The 
new moon was two weeks away. 
 
Chapter 5 of 23 
 
It was pitch dark the night we left, as Kana had intended. We didn’t want anyhar to know 
we were going, because we had to steal food, weapons, ammo, and two horses. I took 
Ebony, one of the ponies we’d rescued from the tent-dwellers, and Kana took Shadow. 
We’d been feeding them a lot, and now that they’d regained their health we found them 
to be quite sturdy animals. I wanted to say good-bye to Athanas, but I couldn’t. I knew if 
I saw him I wouldn’t have the nerve to leave. I sent out a message to him through the 
ethers, though, and hoped it reached him in his dreams.  
  
We packed light. Before we left, we looked at each other and grinned with a thrill that all 
conspirators must feel when they’re about to dive into the unknown.  
  
“You didn’t tell anyhar,” he said to me. 
  
“No.” 
  
“Good.” We were back to our childhoods then, full of mischief and adventure. I think my 
own bravado might have been enhanced by the idea that he might yet put a knife in me. 
But even such a consideration wouldn’t have stopped me from going.  
 
We carefully skirted the stable yard and made it to the road without being seen. Once we 
were out of earshot of the guards, we both took off into the night at a full gallop. It was 
thrilling and chaotic to race through the dark. We could barely see in the black of night; 
the thin slice of moon offered us little illumination, but it was all open terrain and we 
both knew it well. Once or twice I thought we’d lost each other, but then I’d catch sight 



of Shadow’s pale, ghostly image against the dark backdrop of trees. We finally came to a 
halt at the edge of the forest, and we both dismounted and collapsed in a fit of laughter. 
The horses drank at a little stream near the road and so did we, but we figured we’d better 
push on until dawn and find a place to bed down during the day.  
 
“Do you think they’ll come after us,” Kana asked me later, as we sat huddled together in 
a cave. It was well after dawn, but both of us were still too excited to sleep. 
  
“I don’t know,” I said.  “Athanas will be pissed.” 
  
“He’ll be the first to notice,” Kana observed. Athanas had stable duty that week, and he 
usually got up to feed the horses pretty early. 
  
“Where are we going, Kana?” 
  
He didn’t say anything for a long time. “I don’t know,” he said. “Someplace better. 
Someplace good, if one exists.” 
  
“I wish we knew more,” I said, and threw the twig I’d been playing with into the 
darkness. “I feel as though we’re going into this blindly and stupidly.” 
  
“We are. I tried to tell you so.” 
  
“It doesn’t stop me wanting to go, I just wish we knew what to expect. These tattoos, for 
instance, which identify us as Uigenna. Do all Uigenna everywhere share this mark? Or is 
it something Athanas or one of the others made up one day on a whim? Will other hara 
see it and mark us for death?” 
 
“I don’t know,” Kana said. “Will they see it and run screaming into the forest? I don’t 
know. I don’t know anything about the world, and I know more than you.” 
  
“We should cover them up.” As autumn was setting in, it was feasible to cover our necks 
with our scarves. But that wouldn’t work forever. “Wherever we end up, we shouldn’t 
advertise that we’re Uigenna.” 
 

Kana sighed. “Where do you want to go?” 

  
“I don’t know, but I’m tired of living like a warrior. I want to find a place where I can 
settle down and live a normal life.” I thought of the photograph of my parents, now worn 
and creased, which I had carefully stashed in my pack. I didn’t tell him about it. I wanted 
to look for them, but at the same time I didn't. I wanted to believe they had found their 
way to a safe place, but if they hadn’t, I didn't want to know. I looked at Kana and 
couldn’t read his expression. “Where do you want to go, Kana?” 
  
“South,” he said, “and then over the mountains.”  



  
“I mean, what is it you’re looking for?” 
  
He didn’t answer me. For just a moment I caught that haunted look in his eyes. “We 
didn’t bring any liquor with us, did we,” he said.  
  
We were now unthrist, hara without a tribe, although Kana insisted we would always be 
Uigenna. I didn’t want to be that anymore, though, and silently vowed to put it behind me 
and never even speak the name again.  
 
**** 
 
We headed south, as he’d suggested, skirting the mountains to the east. We tried to put as 
much distance in between us and the tribe as we could, in the least amount of time. Kana 
said it would be safer near the mountains than out in the open fields, and if we crossed at 
a certain pass that he knew we most likely wouldn’t freeze to death. We spent our days in 
caves whenever we could find them and kept our weapons handy. We tried not to waste 
too much ammunition on anything but hunting, but we did get in a few practice shots 
here and there. We both kept hunting knives strapped to our boots for added protection, 
because a har couldn’t be too careful. Of course I still had The Reaper Sisters.  
 
Then came the mountain pass. I was glad we didn’t wait until winter had set in to cross it, 
because it was bad enough in autumn. Climbing it wasn’t too bad at first. I was beginning 
to wonder why Kana had made such a big deal out of it, when we reached that first ridge, 
and it began to snow. We were leading the horses along a narrow path that hugged a 
sheer wall of rock on one side, and a drop into oblivion on the other. I looked down into 
nothing, and almost immediately the snow began to blow around me in a nearly blinding 
sheet of white. I heard Kana curse, and I walked right into him.  
 
“We need to find a cave,” he said, and then after about half an hour of poking around at 
the rock wall we found one. We weren't even half way to the top, he told me.   
 
Up here, we traveled by day, and spent our nights huddled together in caves, sitting 
beneath the horses, wrapped up in every spare piece of fabric we had, and watched the 
snow pile up around us. Through necessity we were able to hone our ability to create a 
sense of warmth, but it really didn't help much. During the day we plowed a path, careful 
to make sure there was solid ground in front of us. As we got higher, I became 
accustomed to the icy numbness in my hands and feet, to not being able to feel my nose, 
and to having snot and tears frozen to my face. The warmth of taking a piss was 
something to look forward to each day. It was still only early autumn. Winter would have 
killed us up there.   
 
Kana and I hardly spoke. Our common goal was simply to keep going. For four days we 
climbed, and when we got to the peak, the snow stopped as if on cue. We didn’t linger 
very long there, taking in the view. We were too eager to get to the other side. I did, 
however, note that there were other peaks towering above us on either side, which made 



this one look like an anthill. But at least now we could see, and so descending the 
mountain was faster than climbing it had been. It took us two days to come to the foot of 
the damnable thing, and when we were finally a good distance away, I looked back and 
cursed the whole range.  
  
The path we chose now was heavily forested, and we followed it east until the terrain 
became more open. We rode over hills and through valleys, always looking for signs of 
life. We talked often of finding a place we could call home, but we were certain we were 
far from it, wherever it was. Kana talked of a shining white city by the sea, which he’d 
heard about somewhere. I told him I only wanted a nice farm somewhere, a house, and a 
family. 
 
We continued east for several days. The landscape that spread out before us as we 
traveled revealed the ruins of human habitation, and little else. We crossed a wide river of 
acrid green water, probably poisoned by some sort of chemical. There was a crumbling 
bridge that spanned it, and we picked our way across, hardly daring to breathe for fear the 
air was poisoned as well. We found deteriorated cities, dead and empty and most likely 
haunted. We skirted them warily, not daring to venture through. In most places the land 
was black and lifeless; in a few places it was green and thriving. In these places we were 
able to eat from overgrown gardens and neglected orchards. In the dead places we usually 
went without food. Both of us lost so much weight that we had to use the leather straps 
from our packs to tie around our waists so that our trousers would stay on, and we forgot 
what it was like to not be hungry.   
 
Occasionally we met other hara, wanderers like us, and the eerie passivity in their eyes 
spoke enough to us that we didn’t ask them any questions. We passed them by without 
much discourse. It began to seem that our high ideals of a Wraeththu paradise, of green 
fertile lands flowing with milk and honey, of Kana’s shining city by the sea, were just 
dreams here in this gloomy reality of a broken world.  
 
But at last we came to a place where the landscape changed and became alive with the 
colors of autumn. It was a place of warmth and sunshine, and our dampened spirits were 
raised. We found a high pass between two valleys. The road was heavily forested, and we 
camped in a thicket at the top of a hill which overlooked the eastern valley. Up here, the 
trees had almost shed the last of their leaves and the landscape was covered in a blanket 
of orange and gold. Winter was about to set in. I felt exposed, without the leaves on the 
trees for cover, but it was here we made an important discovery.  
 
We found a house, or the shell of one. It was large, and made entirely of grayish blue 
stone which was covered with moss in places, and there was little else to it. Inside we 
found a large open room with a stone floor, and a fireplace. The only furnishing was an 
enormous, dusty gilded mirror hanging over the mantle. At the opposite end of the room 
two tall glass-paned doors stood open, and the floor was littered with the leaves which 
had blown in. Kana loaded our last clip into his pistol, I drew my long knives, and we 
went throughout the house exploring all the various rooms. We found all of them empty, 
except the kitchen, which had a small round table and two chairs, and the upstairs 



bathroom, which had a large porcelain claw-foot bathtub. We found no one there, har or 
human, nor were we able to detect any traces of energy left behind by recent inhabitants.  
 
“This place has been deserted for a long time,” said Kana as he put away his weapon. I 
agreed. We unpacked, and set up camp. First we moved the table and chairs out onto the 
terrace, because it was too depressing to eat in the dark and dusty kitchen. We then 
dragged the bathtub down the stairs and put it next to the fireplace. It would be a lot 
easier, we thought, if we had to bring water from the stream, not to have to haul it up the 
stairs. Then we set about building a fire, and for the first time in months, our spirits were 
actually high. 
 
Each day we ate our meals on the terrace surrounded by dry leaves, and we slept and 
bathed in front of the hearth. The house was cozy in spite of its emptiness, Out back was 
a smoke-house, where we were able to cure meat. There seemed a rich supply of deer in 
the area. We decided to winter there and move on in spring. It was a quiet and 
comfortable place, so we didn't think much about the possibility of intruders. 
 
One day we were just coming back from the stream where we’d washed some clothes, 
engaged in a mud fight, and then had to wash the clothes again. We were feeling playful, 
and so we were being neither cautious nor quiet. We were still a good distance away from 
the house when I saw him. I stopped dead in my tracks. Kana bumped into me and started 
to swear, but I motioned for silence. All I saw was the blond, knee-length mane of the har 
as he examined the remains of our breakfast, which we’d left on the table. His white 
horse was grazing near him in the yard. I pulled Kana down into the tall grass before the 
har turned around. I heard the unmistakable sound of Kana’s hunting knife being drawn 
from its sheath, and I did the same. The har looked our way, then turned and very 
cautiously looked inside the house. Then he came out again and paused on the terrace. He 
was wearing a long, loose skirt under a fur coat, but he carried no weapon that I could 
see. His face was curious, not hostile, and he called out, “Is anyone here?”  
 
We both stood very slowly, still holding our weapons, and began to walk warily toward 
him. When he saw us he smiled and lifted a hand in greeting. We stopped, not quite sure 
what to do. 
 
“Hello,” he said. “I saw the smoke from your fire. I didn't know anyhar was living up 
here.” 
 
Kana and I looked at each other. The har stared at us, waiting for a response. Then he 
thumped his fist to his chest. “Sem-mi,” he said slowly, “I am Semmi.” He said it slowly, 
as though we couldn’t understand English. 
 
Kana, smartass that he was, mimicked the har’s action and said “Kay–Nah.” Then he 
motioned to me and said, “Sah–Ni–Ah.” 
 
I began to giggle, and so did Kana. Semmi just looked puzzled. I guess he didn’t think 
Kana was funny. He just stood there watching us as though the possibility of danger was 



as far away as the moon. I told Kana through mind touch, “He’s no threat.” And we 
sheathed our weapons. When we approached him, I could tell he felt somewhat awkward.  
 
“I…I didn’t know anyhar was living here,” he said again. “I saw the smoke from your 
fire. I live in the valley. My name’s Semmi.” 
 
“I guess that makes us neighbors,” Kana said, still looking at him cautiously. 
 
“I’m Saniah,” I offered, “and this is Kana. We come from –” 
 
“We’re just passing through,” Kana finished quickly. 
 
Semmi looked from Kana to me and then back again. “I can see your accommodations 
are somewhat basic,” he said hesitantly, “although it could be a lovely house if somehar 
were to fix it up.” 
 
Kana said, “What is it you want?” 
 
Semmi looked surprised. “Want?  I don’t want anything.  Just curious, that’s all.” 
 
“Well curiosity can get you killed, you know,” said Kana. 
 
“I suppose a lot of things can get you killed,” Semmi replied. He was either very brave or 
very stupid, I thought, not to be afraid of us. “Like I said,” he continued, “I saw the 
smoke. I just wanted to see who was up here.” 
 
Kana held out his hands. “Just us two. Satisfied?” 
 
Semmi looked us both up and down, then whistled loudly. His horse came trotting up to 
him and he swung himself deftly onto its back. “Yeah, I guess,” he said. Then he added 
before he cantered off, “I’ll see you two later.” 
 
Kana looked at me. “He’ll see us later? What do you suppose that means?” The whole 
episode was surreal, and it was all we talked about for the rest of the day. Semmi’s final 
statement to us hadn’t sounded threatening exactly, but Kana was certain it meant that 
he’d be back with the rest of his tribe to run us off, or kill us. So we decided we’d be 
ready for them when they came, and set about loading our weapons and setting traps all 
around the perimeter of the house. That night we took our blankets, and slept down by the 
stream. This was the sort of paranoia that came from living so long with the Uigenna. We 
were always on our guard, always ready for a fight, and we didn't trust anyhar.  
 
Well, we didn't have to wait very long. We were alerted of the invasion the following 
afternoon by the twang of a metal spring, followed by a loud yelp. When we went to 
investigate, we found Semmi pinned to a tree with a tent peg through the sleeve of his 
coat. He appeared to be alone. 
 



“I can’t believe that thing worked,” Kana said to me, as we approached him. He’d built a 
sort of archaic cannon using a heavy-duty spring he’d found in the basement, some 
copper piping from the kitchen as the barrel, and tent pegs as ammo. It was a trick 
Athanas had taught us. Semmi had triggered it by tripping a wire between two trees. He 
was lucky not to have been standing about three inches to his left. 
 
“What is it you want with us, Semmi,” I asked him. Just then I heard Kana unlock the 
safety on his pistol. I stepped out of the way as Kana stepped forward. 
 
“He’s hiding something,” Kana said. “Hold him, San.” I quickly grabbed Semmi’s wrists 
as Kana reached into his coat pocket. “What’s that you’ve got in there?” 
 
“Careful,” Semmi replied sarcastically. “It could be a bomb.” Kana reached in and drew 
out an unopened bottle of wine, and I let go of Semmi’s arms. I suddenly felt like a 
complete jackass.  
 
“I brought you a little housewarming gift,” said Semmi, “and I came to invite you to 
dinner, but now I’m not so sure I want you to come.” 
 
I pulled the tent peg out of his sleeve. “You want us to have dinner with you?”  
 
“I thought we could talk, and get to know each other,” he said. “But if you don’t want to, 
that’s okay.” 
  
I looked at Kana, and he said to me through mind-touch, “What the hell?”  
 
Semmi rubbed his wrists. “I’ve been slow-cooking a side of beef all day. And you two 
look like you haven’t had a decent meal in quite a while. Judging from your 
accommodations, you haven’t had a decent night’s sleep, either.” I guess the stone floor 
hadn’t looked all that comfortable. He’d probably also noticed the absence of pillows. 
Kana and I both just stared at him, trying to figure out his motives and making him even 
more uncomfortable. “I’m just trying to be hospitable,” he said finally. “The nights will 
get a lot colder up here before they get warmer.” 
 
“What exactly are you up to,” Kana asked. 
 
“I’m trying to invite you to fucking have dinner with us the valley,” Semmi said again, 
now clearly exasperated, “and I’m letting you know that we have plenty of extra fucking 
room, if you want to stay in a more comfortable house.”  
 
Kana and I both looked at each other again, stupefied.  
 
“Look, I don’t know where you two blockheads came from, and frankly I don’t care. But 
around here we believe in hospitality. I thought you might appreciate a warm meal and a 
warm bed and a warm bath, because it gets pretty fucking cold up here at night. So yes, 



I’m inviting you to fucking stay with us!” He glared at us for a second or two more and 
then said more quietly, “We have goose-down comforters, and running water.”  
 
Goose-down. My heart sighed, and I believe Kana’s did too. Kana looked at me and I 
heard his voice in my head: “Let’s check it out. We don’t have to stay if we don’t want 
to.” 
 
I nodded. We apologized to Semmi, and he graciously accepted. The desire for a decent 
meal and a real bed was quickly overshadowing any skepticism we were experiencing. 
We were quick about gathering our few personal effects, and of course we did not neglect 
to pack our weapons. We were nothing, if not cautious, and we still did not know 
anything about this har, or what we’d find waiting for us in the valley. Semmi waited as 
we saddled our horses, and then we followed him to a small, narrow dirt road that led 
down the hill. From there we rode on until we came to a faded blue sign that said, 
‘Welcome to Orsai’. The sign was choked with weeds and ivy, and it was blatantly 
obvious that the word ‘Orsai’ had been superimposed in big black letters over the 
previous name of the town. Semmi explained to us that Orsai was a small farming 
community. “We mostly raise sheep or cotton, or both, and the hara here make fine 
textiles. He took off the scarf he was wearing and showed it to us. It was made of so fine 
a weave I was sure it was silk. Kana looked at me and smiled. Both of us were due a 
change of wardrobe. “We do a lot of commerce with a town called Brand to the west,” 
Semmi continued, “which isn’t far from Galhea. To our north is the citadel at Fulminir. 
We do some trading with them as well.” 
  
“Fulminir?” Kana asked.  
  
“Fulminir is the Varrish stronghold of our archon, Ponclast. He mostly leaves us alone,” 
Semmi replied, “but we’re technically under his protection because the Varrs like to buy 
our products.”  
 
“So you’re not Varrs then,” Kana said, and shot me a look of uncertainty. 
 
“Theoretically, no. We were incepted by Varrs, but we’re so far removed from Varrish 
society out here that we don’t consider ourselves to actually be Varrs,” he said. “Here in 
Orsai we mostly just stick to our farming. Because we’re surrounded by hills, it’s easy for 
us to go unnoticed. We don’t like to draw attention. We really value our independence.”  
 
I thought the sight of Kana and myself would cause a stir among the townshara, but nohar 
really seemed to notice us as we made our way through the small village square. The hara 
in the street who stopped to talk to Semmi all smiled at us and nodded politely. They 
didn’t seem in the least bit alarmed by two strangers. Perhaps we were not as scary-
looking as we thought we were. I did notice they all wore very fine clothes, and I was a 
little self conscious of our dirty leather-and-fur ensembles. Compared to these hara we 
looked like barbarians. 
    



We rode on to a very large, old farmhouse just outside of town. It had an enormous 
kitchen, and as soon as we walked into it a delicious aroma filled our senses. Semmi 
introduced us to his chesnari, Jasc, who helped us with our packs. “Dinner should be 
ready in an hour,” he said, “so you’ll have time to freshen up.” Semmi then showed us to 
a large guest room upstairs with a high four-poster bed. It reminded me of the one I’d had 
as a child, in Bediatu. I felt that stab of regret, and thought of my parents again, but 
managed to shake it off. I went around the room looking at everything, picking up all the 
little decorative effects. Somehar had put some flowers in a vase. I wondered if Semmi 
had done it for us. My reverie was shattered as Kana leapt onto the bed, boots and all, and 
heaved a dramatic sigh of contentment. “This is too weird,” he said. 
  
“We should be grateful,” I said. “We were pretty nasty to Semmi up there, and he was 
just trying to make us feel welcome.” 
 
“I’m still not too sure about all this,” said Kana. “I mean, I don’t mind staying the night, 
or even a few days here if you want, but we should think about moving on. We’re starting 
to get into a more populated region, and I want to do a little more exploring.” 
 
“Mmm. At least get those dirty boots off the bed,” I admonished him. He grinned at me 
and didn’t move, so I went to investigate the bathroom. I doubted I still had any power to 
seduce him after all this time, but I tossed my clothes out piece by piece as I ran the 
bathwater. I was almost surprised when he appeared at the door, naked as the day he was 
born. Well, not quite like he was when he was born, but you get the idea. 
  
“I took my boots off like you told me to,” he crooned seductively. 
  
“So I see.” 
  
“I took everything else off too.” 
  
“And you look much better,” I purred, and lured him into the hot water where I 
reintroduced us both to soap.  
  
When we came out of the bath, nearly an hour later, I noticed somehar had laid fresh 
clothes out on the bed for us and taken our dirty things either to the laundry, or to the fire. 
These new garments were of that same soft, sturdy cotton Semmi had shown us before, 
and they felt like heaven when we put them on. We primped and made ourselves 
beautiful again, as we hadn’t bothered to do in a very long time, and then we ventured 
down to the kitchen where Semmi was getting supper together. I thanked him for the 
clothes, which fit us both well enough. 
  
“Keep them,” he shrugged and smiled. “They look nice on you.”  
  
Semmi could only be described as lovely. His looks were plain: pale blond hair that hung 
to his knees and green eyes against skin that was neither fair nor dark, but somewhere in 
between. Yet there was a sweetness to him that made him shine from within. Whenever 



he looked at Jasc his eyes danced, and the very air around him became brighter. Jasc was 
the opposite of his chesnari in looks. His skin was the color of caramel, and his eyes were 
almost as black as his hair. He looked like the sort who could kill you quickly and 
without a thought if he wanted to, but behind that there was a stillness, a sort of quiet 
strength. Whenever he caught Semmi’s adoring gaze, he returned it with equal warmth. 
The love between them was visible, and I almost felt ashamed to be in the presence of it. 
It had never been that way between Jade and I, I realized with a pang, and it certainly 
wasn't like that with Kana. 
  
“How long do you plan to stay in these parts,” Semmi asked me when Jasc and Kana 
went out to feed and water the horses. He poured us each a glass of wine as he put the 
finishing touches on dinner. 
  
“I don’t know really,” I said. “We’re just passing through. Kana and I left our tribe in the 
north, and we’re not sure where we’re going.” 
  
Semmi turned a quick green eye on me, and I could tell he had questions he wasn’t sure 
he wanted to ask. I suddenly felt uncomfortable. He was probably assuming we were 
outlaws, that we’d murdered somehar (if only he knew). Perhaps I shouldn’t have 
mentioned we came from the north. It had a reputation for violence. Perhaps he was 
having second thoughts about bringing us into his home. I thought he might ask us to get 
our things and go. 
  
“There’s work here in Orsai,” he said instead, and began taking dishes down from the 
cupboard. “A lot of building going on, and we have a need for hara who can work the 
land, too. As I said before, we’ve established a pretty solid trade with Galhea and Brand, 
and with Fulminir too, indirectly. We grow cotton here on our farm. We’ve already 
harvested our crop, and don’t really need anymore help this year, but there are other 
farms that do. I mean, if you don’t have any immediate plans, you could stay here in 
Orsai.” 
  
“The hara here do seem very friendly,” I said carefully. “How is it you’re not suspicious 
of strangers? This isn’t exactly what I’d call peaceful territory.” 
  
Semmi considered for a moment, then gave me that wary look again. “Are you trying to 
tell me something,” he said, and smiled at me suspiciously. “Perhaps we shouldn’t trust 
you.” he was only half joking. 
  
“You can trust us,” I said soberly, “but it just seems a little strange to me that you invited 
a couple of, um, blockheads was it? – into your home without a second thought. 
Especially since we were so horrible to you up there.” 
  
Semmi looked at me bashfully and said, “Well, it wasn't exactly without a second 
thought.” 
 
“What do you mean?” 



 
“I mean I had been scoping you out for a while. Since you got here, in fact. I’d been 
watching you, and listening to you, and I felt like I knew you both pretty well when I 
went up there yesterday. I had actually begun to like you. So I talked it over with Jasc and 
we agreed to invite you to stay with us. I was a little disappointed in the way you treated 
me, but I knew you weren’t really all that bad.” 
 
I appraised him now with a grin and wondered what Kana and I had walked into. “I see 
there’s more to you than meets the eye,” I said. If it was true, I was actually rather 
impressed he’d been able to pull it off without us knowing.  
 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “But we can’t just let strangers go unnoticed, now can we? I hope 
you’re not angry.” 
 
“Angry? No. I would’ve done the same. I don’t think I would’ve invited you to dinner, 
though.” 
 
He shook his head and said, “You’re not in any danger from us, Saniah.” 
 
“And you’re not in any danger from us, Semmi.” Maybe we weren’t in any danger, but 
we were still paranoid. I was glad we had packed our weapons. 
 
“Besides,” he said, “Orsai is so isolated that we don't get many visitors. After living here 
a while you get to know everyhar. Seeing the same faces day after day can get a little 
tedious. I suppose when we see a new face, we may get a little excited about it.” He gave 
me a sly grin, “And we do know how to defend ourselves if necessary.” 
  
Fair enough. I nodded, and changed the subject. “You said there was a lot of building 
going on?” 
 
“Yes. This part of the world was not untouched by the wars. This town was a disaster not 
so long ago. The Varrs did us a favor by raiding it. When Terzian’s soldiers came, they 
killed most of the men, and they took some of the women as slaves. They incepted the 
boys. It didn't bother me much because my own parents were long dead. I was living with 
an uncle, whom I hated, so I was actually happy to see the Varrs. Once we were all 
incepted, they left. A few of them stayed behind, though, to help us establish some order 
in the village. Jasc was one of those. We needed the help; we were just a bunch of kids, 
really, and we didn’t know what to do except go on as we had been. So that’s what we 
did. We kept on farming. So we’re Varrs, I guess, but only by blood. We don’t know 
what else to call ourselves.” 
 
I sat back in my chair and stared at him. “So they just incepted you, and then they left 
you all here?” 
 
“Basically, yes. Is that not how it’s done?” 
 



“To be honest, I don’t know how it’s done. I don’t even know if there are any rules about 
it. I only know I was saved from probable starvation by the har who incepted me. I was 
the only one left in my village, and he took me with him.” 
 
“Was your village raided too?” 
 
“I suppose it was. It was secluded, like this. I guess we thought we were safe. Then one 
night something happened and the next morning, I was the only one left.” 
 
“Orsai was practically untouched until Terzian’s soldiers came. We’ve been building it 
up, like I said, but it’s slow going during harvest time because all hands are needed on the 
farms.” 
 
Semmi seemed both young and old somehow. I was beginning to like him. “Well, I’ve 
never really worked the land before,” I said, “and I know Kana hasn’t either. But how 
hard could it be?”  
  
He regarded me with those unspoken questions again, but his silent appraisal was 
interrupted by a small voice announcing it wanted food, and Semmi put down his stack of 
plates to cater to it. He walked to the other side of the table and picked up a tiny child. It 
took a moment for me to realize I was looking at a harling. It was perfect, a miniature har 
with black hair and caramel skin like Jasc’s, and big green eyes like Semmi’s. Semmi 
introduced him as Ambree, his and Jasc’s son. He’d been napping upstairs the whole 
time.   
 
“I’ll never get him to sleep tonight,” Semmi said. “But that’s nothing new. Ambree, can’t 
you wait a few more minutes for your dinner?” 
  
“No, I cannot,” the beguiling little voice said, and he stared at Semmi with his enormous 
eyes.  
 
“Just fifteen minutes.” 
 
“Peese feed me, Semmi, I may die,” the harling said dramatically. His eyes seemed to 
grow larger and greener.  
  
“Oh alright.” Semmi cut a corner of cheese and gave it to him, and combed through the 
harling’s fine black hair with his fingers. I couldn’t stop staring at the child. There were a 
million questions I wanted to ask, but mostly I wondered what Jade’s child would have 
looked like, had I succeeded in giving him one. Would he have looked like me? Like 
Jade? Like both of us? The harling must’ve felt my attention, for he turned and regarded 
me shyly. I winked at him and smiled. When I held out my arms to him he ran into them 
giggling, and for the first time I touched the result of Wraeththu procreation. I knew I was 
face to face with a miracle. He offered me his cheese, which was fast becoming mushy in 
his little hands. I was holding him when Kana came inside with an armload of firewood. 
He gave me a quizzical look.  



 
“A harling,” I said, as though I’d just learned a new word.  
  
“So I gathered.” 
 
“We can do this,” I mused, “we can create life.” Holding this child, the reality of it hit me 
for the first time. Kana arched a brow at me. “I meant hara in general,” I clarified, “not 
you and me specifically.”  
 
“Right. Just so we’re clear on that,” he replied dryly. 
 
I set Ambree on the floor and he ran round and round me, chanting a nonsensical song as 
though he was performing some ritual. When Jasc came into the room, Ambree squealed 
with delight and grasped his father around the legs. Jasc, who’s angular, hawkish features 
made him seem somewhat severe, softened immediately. He smiled brightly at his son 
and whisked him up into his arms. During dinner, Ambree insisted on sitting next to me. 
He prattled incessantly and demanded my attention all through the meal, but Semmi 
hauled him away to bed before the rest of us were finished eating because he kept 
yawning. As soon as Semmi returned from tucking him in, we all heard his little feet 
padding down the stairs again. Ambree ran to me before anyhar could intercept, climbed 
into my lap, and gave me two quick kisses on the cheek. Then he jumped down and ran 
giggling back up to his room. 
 
“Barely a month out of his pearl,” Semmi said, “and already he’s such a little flirt.” 
  
A little heartbreaker was more like it, I thought. And only a month old? He looked more 
like a child of two or three. What kind of freakish creatures had we become? But I was 
completely mesmerized nonetheless. 
 
That night, as Kana and I lay in bed, I turned to him and tried to put on an air of 
seduction. “Kana,” I said, “are you awake?” 
  
“No,” he replied. 
  
“I want you to give me a harling.” 
  
I may have shocked him into silence, because he said nothing for a long time, and then, 
“There’s a harling in the next room. I can get it for you if you like.” 
 
“I mean I want to host a pearl.”  
  
“Don’t be stupid, Saniah,” he sighed. 
  
I raised myself up on one elbow and began to play with his hair. “What’s stupid about it? 
Have you ever seen anything cuter than Ambree?” 
  



“No, but that’s not saying much. I dare say neither you nor I have ever seen too much in 
this life that we could really call ‘cute’.” 
  
“Even more reason to have one. We should reintroduce some innocence into the world.” 
  
“Sure, they’re cute and innocent I guess, but we don’t even know where we’re going yet, 
or where we’ll end up. We don’t need to drag a harling around with us.” 
  
“Do you know how to make one?” 
  
I suspected I had made him uncomfortable. “Sort of,” he said, “I know it takes some 
special sort of aruna. You have to be at a certain level.” 
 
“I tried it with Jade once, but it didn’t work. You’re Acantha, aren’t you?”  
 
“Something like that. I don’t want to do it, though.”  
  
“Why not?” 
  
“Are you serious? I don’t want to be tied down with a family.” 
  
“If you fathered one for me, you wouldn’t be tied down. You could go once it was done, 
if you wanted to.” 
  
“You know I wouldn’t go.” 
  
“I’m just saying you wouldn’t be tied down.” 
  
“I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.” He turned to face me. “Look, 
Saniah. One day a har will come into your life and he’ll make your head spin, and you’ll 
feel like you’re walking in the clouds every time you look at him. You and I both know 
that I’m not him, and because of that it really wouldn’t be right for us to have a child 
together.” 
 
“I know that, you idiot. I don’t want you to settle down with me and start making pearls. I 
just want to experience it once, that’s all.” 
  
He touched my face, and for a moment I could believe he might be the one. “You will 
one day. I’m sure you’d make a great hostling.”   
 
Chapter 6 of 23 
 
The following morning Jasc and Semmi looked at us rather guiltily when we came into 
the kitchen. 
  



“We were discussing something last night,” Jasc said as we sat down at the table. Semmi 
turned his attention to the stove, and it looked suspiciously like an effort to hide. Jasc 
cleared his throat. “Semmi mentioned to me that you two left your tribe and that you 
might wish to stay here in Orsai,” he continued, “and, well, I know a good har who needs 
help with his horses. He’s got fifty head and his trainer left in the spring, so he needs 
help. I know he’ll pay fairly. I thought I might speak to him for you. That is, if you’re 
interested in a job.” 
  
Kana was drilling a hole into the side of my head with his eyes. I refused to look at him, 
even when he dug his claws into my arm. 
  
“Excuse us a moment, won’t you,” he said to Jasc, and hauled me up from my chair and 
out into the yard. “What’s this about staying in Orsai? Did you say something to them 
when I wasn’t looking,” he asked rather harshly. 
  
“So what if I did?” 
  
“What did you tell them?” 
  
“Not them. Just Semmi.” 
  
“Did you mention anything about–” 
  
“No, Kana, I didn’t say the ‘U’ word, and Semmi didn’t ask. Come on, they’re decent 
hara.” 
  
“They’re Varrs, Saniah.” His voice had dropped considerably in volume but he spat the 
words. “We don’t know if we can trust them or not, I don’t care how decent they seem to 
be. The Varrs have a reputation for violence.” 
  
“So do the Uigenna,” I commented dryly, and he shot me a look that might as well have 
been a bullet. “You didn’t seem so concerned about it last night,” I added, “when they 
offered us their hospitality. Besides, this place is so isolated. Semmi said they don't have 
much to do with the other Varrs.” 
  
“They trade with them!” 
  
“Still…” 
  
“I’ll take their hospitality,” he said bitterly, “but the Varrs as a whole can rot, as far as 
I’m concerned.” 
  
“What the hell is your problem,” I snapped. 
  
“Don’t you remember? It was Varrs who killed my brother,” he hissed. 
  



I felt as though I’d just been slapped. I stepped back. “Surely not these.”  
  
“No, but they mentioned Fulminir, and Galhea. Both of those are Varr strongholds. We 
don’t know these hara at all.” He huffed, and added, “They’re all just…too…I don't 
know…too friendly. I don’t trust them.” 
  
“Dammit, Kana, what’s wrong with you?” I genuinely liked these hara, and I was 
disgusted by his attitude. There was so much I wanted to say that I didn’t know where to 
begin. I finally sputtered, “How can you say they’re too friendly? Friendly is good, isn’t 
it? Have we become so warped that we don’t trust anyhar at all? Isn’t this what we set out 
to find?” I was yelling and he tried to shush me, but I went on. “We have nowhere to go, 
we’ve been on the road for over two months, and I’m tired, Kana. I’m tired of sleeping on 
the hard cold ground. I’m tired of being suspicious. I set out to find civilized hara, and 
now we’ve found them. You yourself said we don't know where we’re going. Well 
maybe this is it.” 
  
“We set out, Saniah. Both of us. Together. And we don’t know what we’ve found here, 
except a town full of Varrs.” 
  
I threw my hands up in the air in desperation and thought again of little Ambree, of 
Semmi’s genuine smile, and all the friendly hara who had greeted us in town the previous 
day. “You and I have no doubt done more killing than every har in this town put 
together.” I turned my back on him hotly and sulked. 
  
“Fine,” he said after some time. “Do whatever you want. But don’t expect me to stay 
with you.” 
  
I started. I couldn’t believe he’d actually said that. I began to panic at the thought that he 
would leave without me, and I couldn’t face him. This was Kana, my best friend. How 
could he even think of leaving me? Of course I would probably end up going with him. 
Well what did I expect? Hadn’t I known he would do this, try to drag me off my path and 
onto his? Hadn’t I argued with myself about bringing him along, and for this very reason? 
I continued to stare at the side of the house with all the panicky thoughts racing through 
my head. But I would not give into him. No, I would instead try to change his mind. I 
turned to him then, put my head to his, laced my fingers through his hair. “Listen to me, 
Kana,” I said softly, “Our original plan was to winter here. Let’s just stay until spring, 
and then make a decision.” I knew I could talk him into staying, given enough time. “We 
might as well earn our keep while we’re here.” 
 
There must have been some magic in it, because he sighed heavily and said, “Until 
spring,” and then he let me kiss him madly. 
  
As soon as we walked back through the door Jasc began to apologize, but we just laughed 
and Kana told him we’d be happy to speak to his friend. I caught Semmi’s eye and 
winked, and he gave me the most enchanting smile. 
 



* * * * 
 
The job came with accommodations, and they weren’t bad considering they were located 
above a stable. The apartment was quite roomy and well insulated, and the cedar walls 
and floor acted as a buffer against the smell of the horses below. We had four very large 
rooms and a bath. We had to meet with a har named Ginnesse, who was one of the other 
Varrs who had stayed behind with Jasc when Orsai was established, and who was now 
more or less in charge of it. He asked us a few questions, but it was mainly on Jasc’s 
word we were allowed to stay and work. We figured if we got tired of it we could pack 
up and go, just as we had done before. 
 
Semmi and Jasc loaded us up with food and supplies the day we left for our new home, 
and Ambree wept bitterly. Even though we had only stayed with them a week, I’d looked 
after him for Semmi and Jasc nearly every day. He had become quite attached to me in 
that short time. I made the mistake of picking him up to tell him good-bye, and he 
wouldn’t let go of me when I tried to hand him off to his father. He grabbed onto my hair 
and when Jasc told him to let go he only wailed, “I can’t!” I tried to quiet him, telling him 
I’d be just up the road and could visit him every day. He buried his little face in my hair 
and tried to tell me something in the language of harlings. Semmi finally pried him off 
me.  
 
“Unbelievable,” Kana commented dryly once we were out of earshot.  
  
“What?” 
  
“Do you know what he told me?” 
  
“Who?” 
  
“Ambree.  He said, ‘You can’t have Saniah, he’s mine’”. 
  
“No he didn’t.” 
  
“He did, but he called you Siah. He told me that I was going to have to let you go one 
day.”  
 
“Right.” 
 
“He did, I swear it.” 
 
“Maybe he’s a prophet. Did he give a reason why you’d have to let me go?”  
 
“Yes.” 
 
I waited for him to tell me, but when I finally looked over at him he was just watching me 
with a smirk on his face. “Are you going to tell me what it is,” I said. 



 
“Apparently the little prophet has foreseen his own future. He says he is to be your 
consort.” 
 
“If I leave you, it will be because you are a filthy liar. Consort my ass. He’s a month old; 
I doubt he even understands the concept.” I reached over and shoved Kana hard so that he 
almost fell off his horse.  
 
* * * *  
 
Life in Orsai was good, overall. The hara here had no shaman, and they didn’t care much 
about spiritual matters. (We learned to care about that later.) These hara were practical, 
basic, and beautiful in their simplicity. They wanted only to live their lives, raise their 
families, and be left alone to work the land, as I suppose their human families had done 
for centuries before them. They were happy, and I was happy there among them. I hardly 
ever thought of my life with the Uigenna anymore, and I thoroughly enjoyed working 
with the horses. Uladri, the owner of the farm, would often compliment my riding skills. I 
did not tell him how easily I could take off a man’s head at a full gallop. Bareback. 
 
Kana had helped me with the horses for a while, but had soon discovered he was good at 
fixing things. He hadn’t known he was an engineer until necessity forced it out of him. 
We were often left alone on the farm, just he and I, and being as it was an oldish human 
establishment, equipment tended to break. Uladri would often come back from some 
errand to discover an irrigation problem solved, or a generator repaired. The answer was 
always the same: “Kana fixed it.” Soon Kana was hired on with one of the building 
projects, but he continued to live with me above the stable. 
 
He did not leave me in the spring. 
  
A year passed, then two. We moved from the stable apartment into a house. Kana 
eventually stopped talking about leaving altogether. I think he was finally content, and 
had decided to settle down. During this time we’d made lots of friends, and had become 
especially close to Jasc and Semmi. They often invited us to have dinner with them at 
their house, because Semmi was an excellent cook and he loved to entertain. After each 
visit, just as Kana and I were leaving to go home, Ambree would appear with a few toys 
stuffed into a pillowcase and announce that he was coming to live with me. He was a 
persistent little thing, and capable of devising elaborate plots. One morning he showed up 
at Uladri’s farm carrying a little wooden toolset, which Jasc had made for him to play 
with. He showed it to me, and I admired it for a minute, and then he sat down on the 
ground and began taking out the colorful tools. He told me he would be coming to work 
there at the farm, to help me. He wasn't but two. 
  
“I’m going to work here forever,” he said as he picked up the little red hammer, “because 
you need me.” 
  
“Well thank you, Ambree, but is Uladri aware of this,” I asked him. 



 
He looked up at me and said, “Will you tell him?” 
 
“Yes, I’ll tell him,” I said, playing along. “I think he’ll be pleased to have you.” 
 
“And will you be pleased?” 
 
“Of course,” I said lightly. “But what about school?” 
 
“I won’t go to school. It’s silly anyway. I can already read, and you can teach me 
everything else I need to know.” 
 
I nodded. “What do your parents think of this plan,” I asked him. 
  
He heaved a dramatic sigh and said, “They don’t want me anymore. They sent me away, 
and said I should go live with you and Kana.” He began to hammer at the wall of the 
stable. He wouldn’t look at me. “So of course I’ll have to work.” 
  
“They don’t want you anymore?” It was very hard for me not to laugh. He looked so 
serious, hammering away at nothing. I was almost convinced he believed it. “Jasc and 
Semmi told you this?”  
 
He put the hammer down and stared up at me with those huge green eyes. “Yes.” Then he 
sighed and looked around him at a pile of bricks in a wheelbarrow. “It’s quite tragic, I 
know. But don’t worry about me. I’ll be alright, as long as I’m with you. Now what shall 
we do with those bricks?”  
 
I had to stop what I was doing and take him home. Semmi was frantic, and already had 
half the town out searching for him. He scolded Ambree sharply for running off. As 
Ambree was being led tearfully home he looked back and asked me why I had betrayed 
him. “Don’t you love me,” he sniffed. It shot me like an arrow through the heart. I 
thought, I must heal this injury. Never mind how spoiled he is, he adores me and I hurt 
him.  
 
By the following day he’d already forgiven me, and I realized then what a great amount 
of power he had, and he was only two.  
 
When I told Kana about it he said, “Imagine him at ten, and fully grown.” 
 
“He’ll by fully grown at ten?” 
 
“He’ll be fully grown at about eight or nine. Do you still want to have one?” 
  
That was how I came to understand the frightening velocity at which harlings grow. By 
the time Ambree was three he looked about the same as a six year old human child might 
look.  



 
Ambree was a constant source of fascination. Kana enjoyed reminding me regularly of 
the awe-inspiring crush he still had on me. I don’t suppose I did much to discourage it. I 
couldn’t; he was too enchanting. He seemed so hurt if I failed to acknowledge him, and I 
couldn’t bear to upset him. He’d look at me with those enormous eyes and I would be 
forced to pick him up in my arms, and say something to make him smile. At the time I 
thought it was just his tender age, but I later came to realize he was sensitive by nature. 
I’d usually bring him some little gift whenever I went to his home for a visit. Jasc often 
complained that I was spoiling him. 
  
“You and Kana should have a harling of your own,” Jasc liked to tease, “and stop trying 
to steal mine.” Whenever he’d say things like that, Kana would look uncomfortable and 
change the subject. We still had no intention of having children, Kana and I, at least not 
together. Everyhar seemed to think we were chesna, and we never enlightened them to 
the contrary. It didn’t seem to matter. We just wanted to fit into their simple way of life. 
We didn't think much beyond the present.  
 
It was a peaceful phase in our lives, and I was stupid to believe that nothing could happen 
to shatter it. But I should have known that the spider’s web is not so easily torn apart. The 
threads that bound us together were stronger than the distance that separated us. 
 
Chapter 7 of 23 
 
It was midsummer. The harlings in Orsai numbered about seven, and they were all 
around the age of six now, give or take. They liked to swim at a certain spot up in the 
hills where the river ran off in several small rivulets and gathered in emerald pools, but 
none of them were allowed to run off into the surrounding countryside to play by 
themselves. Usually, if they wanted to swim, one of the adults would go along with them, 
but on this particular day they had somehow managed to avoid supervision. There were 
four of them – Ambree, Kessel, Sabri, and Iryan – who were practically inseparable. We 
called them the eight-legged monster because they went everywhere together, and they 
made a lot of noise.  
 
So I heard them before I saw them. They were dragging him along the path which ran just 
behind a grove of persimmon trees at the back of Uladri’s property. I called to them, and 
they stopped, all four of them. All I saw, once they’d cleared out of the way, was a body 
wrapped in a blanket. Ambree asked me to go get Theta, who was Orsai’s doctor. I didn't 
waste any time. They waited for me at the farm, with the dead har. 
 
We dragged the body into Uladri’s office, still wrapped, and hoisted it onto the desk. 
Uladri was away. Theta made the harlings wait outside, and I waited there with them 
while he examined it. I didn't have to look at the har to know. I felt a stirring in the air 
between me and the body, a thread. I had felt it as soon as I’d touched the blanket; I had 
felt it through the door. I felt it now.  
 



Presently Theta came out and said, “This har is very much alive.” He was giving me an 
odd look.  
 
“What is it,” I asked him. But I already knew what he was going to say. 
   
“He has a tattoo…” 
  
“So,” I said quietly. “Tattoos are common enough.”  
 
“This har’s tattoo is identical to yours and Kana’s, and it’s in the exact same spot. I 
figured you two might know him?” 
 
The harlings wanted to see, but Theta told them to wait. To keep them occupied, I asked 
them to go and find Kana, and tell him he was needed at the farm. They ran off as a unit 
on their errand. I didn't want to know who the har was. I could only think that whoever it 
was, he would betray our past, and I didn't want the hara here to know what we had been. 
I didn't want our peace to be upset.  
 
It wasn't long before Kana came trotting up with the herd of children not far behind him. 
I told him mentally what Theta had said, and I felt a rather intense shock from his psyche 
in response. I was about to ask Theta what the har looked like when he opened the door, 
and I found myself looking at a familiar face. One I’d never expected to see again. 
  
“Oh good,” Theta said to him. “You’re awake.” 
  
He was a dirty, muddy mess with his matted black curls in a tangle about his face, but I 
recognized him immediately. Those pale blue eyes were cutting across the room to meet 
mine, much the same way they had the first time I saw him. I stared at him for a full ten 
seconds before I whispered, “Athanas…?” He was sitting on the desk with his feet 
propped up on the chair.  
 
He stared at us groggily, and then he said, “Am I dead?” 
 
Kana said, “Yes, you are. And we’re the welcoming committee here to sweep you down 
into the scorching depths forever and ever.” 
  
I ran to Athanas and fiercely embraced him. “You’re not dead,” I said, and took his face 
in my hands to look at him, clearing away his tangles. “You’re alright now,” I said. 
“We’re going to take care of you.” 
  
“Saniah?” He looked at me in disbelief. 
  
“Of course. Who else?” I added through mind touch, “Say nothing to any of them of who 
we are.” He looked at me, and understood. 
  



Kana had come to stand next to me and he said casually, “It’s high time you left that 
miserable tribe. What were you doing in the river? Did you think you could swim?” 
  
“Kana…”  
  
“Yes, I’m Kana and you’re Athanas.” He said again slowly, “Ath-an-as.” 
  
“You haven’t changed at all, have you Kana? You’re still a smartass.” 
  
“Better than being a dumbass,” Kana retorted, and they both smiled at each other.   
 
Athanas touched our faces and took us both in his arms. “I’ve been looking for you two,” 
he told us. 
 
“Were you mad at us for leaving,” I asked him. 
  
“I was,” he said in that calm voice of his, “but I’ve had a few years to get over it.” 
  
“Good,” Kana said. “You can stay with us then.”   
 
We took him home with us, even though Theta wanted to keep him under observation, 
Theta was nosy by nature, and it infuriated him that we didn’t offer any explanation at all, 
either about the tattoo or how we knew this mysterious har who had appeared from out of 
nowhere. Of course we said nothing to anyhar, especially the little ones, who were 
capable of some mighty fabrications. We knew we’d have to explain Athanas eventually, 
but we just needed some time to get our story straight. 
  
* * * *  
  
 “So what brought you here? What were you doing in the river,” I asked over coffee, once 
we’d given Athanas some decent clothes and settled him into a comfortable chair in the 
living room. We’d already inundated him with stories of Orsai, of the friends we’d made 
and the work we were doing and the wonderful simplicity of it all. Now we were ready 
for his story. It was weird seeing him here, because he hadn’t lost his Uigenna edge. 
Before Kana and I had left the tribe, I’d thought Athanas to be the most civilized har of 
us all. Now his rough exterior, the way he sat in the chair, the tattoo on his neck, the 
clothes he’d been wearing, all screamed at us a reminder of where we’d come from. It 
made me nervous, and I know he felt it. 
 
He shrugged. “The last thing I remember before waking up on that table was chasing 
after my horse. Something spooked her in the woods. I tracked her up to a high ridge. I 
must’ve fallen and hit my head.” 
  
“It’s been so long,” I said. “What prompted you to leave the tribe?” 
  



“I've been following a vision,” Athanas told us. “I’ve been meaning to follow it for a long 
time, but it wasn't until recently I was able to leave. Of course I was also curious about 
you two. You both left quite a psychic imprint on me, did you know that?” 
  
I suppose we had. “What happened that made you able to leave?” 
  
“It was time. A lot of things happened. There’s been increasing violence among the 
northern tribes, mostly Uigenna, of course, until recently. Seems the Varrs have been 
trying to form alliances lately, but the Uigenna are so fractured right now. Most are 
unwilling to negotiate, or they don’t know how to. That Varr leader who’s been 
campaigning up there has his work cut out for him.” 
  
“Who’s that,” I asked. “We haven’t heard anything about it.” 
  
“Your archon. Ponclast. I've never met him, but he’s supposedly a very dynamic leader.  
His hara would walk through fire for him, or so I've heard.” 
  
“I don’t doubt it,” said Kana. He added (and not without a little bitterness in his voice), 
“You’ll find the Varrs are very loyal, and they do adore Ponclast.” 
  
“We didn’t know he was on campaign,” I said, but that wasn’t so unusual. We didn’t 
know much of anything. 
  
“Well, he has good timing, I guess. The northern territories are ripe for it. With the loss 
of Steel, and then Jade and you two, our little tribe became more and more unstable. A 
couple of others left, and then Loren was killed. I wanted to move us away from the 
fighting. I tried to talk to them, to make them understand, but it was the same old story. 
They are completely apathetic and unwilling to change. They’re content to sit around 
their fires at night and drink themselves silly, then plunder the country dry on a whim. 
Well, we were an easy target for Ponclast. He sent emissaries to us. I spoke to them 
myself, but I was unimpressed. When they left I once again tried to push the tribe east, to 
the coast, or further north, where few hara have settled. But nohar would listen to me. I 
could only do so much. As soon as they started talking about alliances and consolidating 
the currency, I left.” 
  
“To follow your vision,” I asked him. 
  
He sighed. “Yes, I suppose so. That tired old dream of the perfect society we used to talk 
about.” He laughed weakly. “But I don’t know if it exists anymore.” 
  
“It does. I've found it,” I said, “It’s right here.” They both rolled their eyes at me. 
  
“With the Varrs,” Athanas chided.  “Saniah, you’ve no idea what they’re about.” 
  
“I know what Orsai is about. I’m quite happy here.” 
  



“I know you think this little village is paradise, and that Varrs everywhere are like these 
hara here in Orsai, but let me tell you, once you get out there among them and see who 
they really are, you’ll change your mind.” 
  
I looked at Kana, who was fidgeting and staring out the window. He got up and nervously 
pushed it shut. “Are you hungry, Athie,” he asked. “We’ve got lamb, and I could throw 
on some vegetables. I remember how you used to like my cooking.”  
 
Athanas looked at me and whispered, “When did he ever cook?” while Kana busied 
himself quickly about the kitchen. It was indeed very unlike him to cook, and he made 
quite a mess, but the dinner itself was actually pretty good. Afterward, the three of us 
went to the living room to drank our wine. We joked and laughed and reminisced, and the 
subject of the Varrs’ depravity seemed to have been forgotten for the moment. But we 
drank far too much, and ended up all three entangled in a naked heap on the floor. It was 
the first time I’d ever taken aruna with two hara at once, and the first time I’d ever been 
soume and ouana at the same time. The experience left me both speechless and 
motionless for a long time after. Kana too, and if his cries had been any indication, he’d 
enjoyed it as much as I had. In the end he and I both lay on either side of Athanas, curled 
up beside him in our bed with our heads upon his chest, while he spoke of old times. I felt 
very, very close to them both, and I told them so. I took Kana’s hand and could feel the 
energy between us. It had been a long time since we’d drunk from this cup, and we both 
had forgotten how powerful it could be. 
 
That night Kana woke us up yelling. I had to shake him hard to make him stop.  
  
“It’s gone,” he was saying. 
  
“What’s gone?” 
  
He shook his head as though he was shaking off cobwebs. Athanas rolled sleepily over 
and mumbled. “Shut up Kana.” 
  
Kana turned and looked at me, and I could see only the gleam of his eye in the darkness. 
It looked eerie against his black profile. “I don’t know. It was just a dream,” he said.  
  
I lay down again without saying anything. Presently Kana whispered, “Saniah, have you 
seen my necklace?” 
  
“I’ve seen all of them. They’re all over the house.” 
  
“I mean the one my brother gave me. You saved it for me during my althaia, remember? I 
lost it.” 
  
“Is that what you were screaming about?”  
  
“I guess so. I don't know.” I felt him shiver, even though we weren't touching.  



  
Just then Athanas sat up sleepily and drew Kana into his arms. “Don’t worry,” he 
whispered, “You’ll find it.” 
  
“Do you think so?” 
  
“Of course.” 
  
“Seeing you today made me think of it. I haven’t thought of it in a long time,” said Kana. 
Athanas kissed him lightly, and then gave him his soothing breath and told him to go 
back to sleep. Somehow I didn’t think they were talking about the necklace. Kana laid 
back down and was quiet for some time. I thought he’d gone to sleep when he whispered 
to me, “How long has it been since I… since Steel went away?” 
  
“We’ve been here about six years,” I whispered back.  
  
He stared at the ceiling. I continued to watch him until I got bored with it and turned over 
to go back to sleep. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen that stupid necklace in years. I 
dreamt I found it for him after I drifted off to sleep again. It was a silly dream. I found it 
in the coffee grounds in the trash bin. I dug it out, cleaned it up, and gave it to him. When 
I did, he ate it like it was a piece of candy and I slapped him. I woke up remembering 
where it was, or rather where I’d seen it last. Steel had been wearing it the day he 
disappeared.  
 
I turned to look at Kana, now sleeping peacefully between me and Athanas. The morning 
light was shining through the sheer curtains and it illuminated his face in a soft, filtered 
light. “What the hell happened that day,” I said softly.  
 
I didn’t wake them as I got up and got dressed. I was off to Brand that morning with 
Uladri to do some horse trading. I did leave a note, imploring Athanas not to go anywhere 
until I got back. 
 
* * * *  
 
I’d never been to Brand. I’d never been much of anywhere. It wasn't a large town, but it 
was larger than Orsai and not nearly as isolated. There were many hara bustling about its 
busy streets, and it was the most activity I’d ever seen in a city. We arrived in the early 
afternoon and corralled the horses at the trading grounds, leaving them in the hands of 
Uladri’s capable servant, Treya. Then we went into town to get something to eat. We 
didn’t stay away long, as the fair was lively and we were eager to get back to it. The first 
day we sold seven of the twenty horses we’d brought with us. The following day, a 
captain and some soldiers would be coming from Galhea. 
  
Uladri and I put up at an inn with very thin walls. I could hear him and Treya taking 
aruna together in the next room and it made me miss Kana and Athanas. So as I was 
unable to sleep, I decided to go out for a walk. 



  
It wasn't very late. The streets were somewhat crowded and the night was warm under the 
half moon. I ambled along and noted the positions of the stars until I came to a 
hospitable-looking tavern at the end of the block and sat down at the bar. A glass of wine 
would help me go to sleep, I reasoned, but I drank six of them and made a few friends in 
the process. It turned out they were Terzian’s soldiers who’d come from Galhea; I 
assumed the same ones Uladri had told me about, and they coaxed me into a drinking 
game. One of them was named Medea; I can’t remember what any of the others were 
called. When we were good and drunk I began to ask him questions about Galhea. 
  
“Terzian’s strict, and he demands a lot from his soldiers” he told me, “but his hara adore 
him.” 
  
“What’s he look like,” I asked, and realized that I was slurring my words. I wondered if 
he was seeing two of me, like I was seeing two of him. 
  
“Gorgeous. But you should see his consort. A soume har, hair as black as night, skin like 
porcelain. The epitome of beauty. He’s perfect.” He was staring off as though he had 
some vibrant memory of this har. Then he looked at me darkly. “He’s rumored to be a 
powerful witch,” he said. 
  
“Terzian?” 
  
“No, Cobweb. His consort.”  
  
“Cobweb… What an interesting name,” I said, and decided to flirt with Medea by tracing 
a fingertip over his jaw line. “Is he as beautiful as you,” I purred. I was determined to 
take him to bed with me. 
  
“Of course not,” he said, and we both exploded in a fit of drunken laughter. 
  
Medea accompanied me back to my room, as I had planned. We had intended to take 
aruna, but we were both too drunk and silly, and we never got around to it. In the 
morning I awoke with his hand across my face, barely recalling much of the previous 
evening. I leaned over him in the soft grey light of morning and looked closely at his 
face, his dark, curly hair (I have always had a thing for hara with dark hair), his slender 
hands. He looked like Jade. I laid my head down on his chest and pretended he was, and I 
drifted off to sleep once more. 
  
Uladri woke me a little later by knocking harshly on the door. 
  
“Saniah! Come on, I want to get to the trading grounds before the Galheans leave!” 
  
“Give me a minute,” I called to him in that husky, throaty, had-too-much-to-drink-last-
night voice. It woke Medea.  
  



“Hi,” he said to me sleepily. 
  
“Hi yourself,” I said, and began to get dressed. “Listen, I have to go. But you can stay 
here as long as you like. Just drop the key at the desk when you leave.” 
  
He sat up and rubbed at his face, yawning. “Sorry about last night,” he said sheepishly as 
he searched around for his trousers. “I usually handle my liquor better.” 
  
“Nothing to be sorry about. I enjoyed your company.” I gave him a smile, wishing I 
could still see just a trace of Jade in him now. The illusion had gone with the morning 
sunlight. 
  
“I have to go too.” He stood up shakily. “I’ll see you again?” 
  
“I hope so,” I said as I re-buttoned his shirt for him. He’d gotten it crooked.   
  
“Then I’ll look for you later at the trading grounds.” 
  
Uladri gave me an approving smile when he saw Medea leave the room. “Who was that,” 
he asked once Medea was out of earshot, “or do you know his name?” 
  
“Oh come on. The only reason I went out last night is because you two were making so 
much noise.” Treya ducked his head. He was young and shy, and happy to be going about 
with Uladri, but he didn't want anyhar to know it. I saw he was smiling under his veil of 
red hair. 
 
Medea and I met up again at the trading grounds that afternoon, where we were able to 
talk some more. He looked at me appreciatively when I hinted to him about finishing 
what we were too drunk to indulge in the night before, and so we made arrangements to 
meet for dinner. This time we included Uladri and Treya, at least in our dinner plans.  
  
Medea showed me the town of Brand, the bulk of which was built around a central park 
with a big fountain in the middle of it. We milled about in the shops that surrounded the 
park while we waited for a table at a popular tavern. There were a lot of night clubs here, 
and a lot of hara, and a lot of noise. I could hear all different kinds of music coming from 
the various establishments. Vendors called out to us, and all kinds of delicious aromas 
tickled our noses. I must’ve gaped like a wide-eyed harling; Medea laughed at me and 
bought me a fried cake with honey on it from one of the street vendors. He said, “Now 
don’t let that ruin your appetite.”  
  
“I’m not a child,” I replied with my mouth full. I had never seen anything like this place. 
I’d never seen so many hara together in one place, and the music and lights were thrilling 
to me. I was not ashamed of my naiveté, even though Uladri and Treya teased me about 
it. Of course now, nearly thirty years later, I can say I’ve traveled all over the world, and 
have even seen Immanion in all its splendor, and in comparison to it, Brand seems little 



more than a hole in the ground. But at the time it was wonderful. I wished Kana and 
Athanas were there.  
  
“Maybe one day soon you’ll get to go to Galhea,” Treya said to me. “It’s larger than 
Brand, but not as noisy. Terzian’s made it a nice place to live. I guess because he doesn’t 
want it to be a shithole like Fulminir, and who can blame him? He wants his heir to be 
raised in an environment worthy of a Varrish Lord.” 
  
“Fulminir is a shithole?” 
  
“From what I've heard it is, but I’m sure Ponclast has plans to make it great one day. Of 
course that can’t happen overnight.”  
  
I thought of Athanas and his appraisal of the Varrs. I mentioned it to Treya. 
  
“If he’s a well-traveled har, then maybe he’s been to Fulminir. Maybe he’s judging the 
rest of us by it,” Treya mused.  
  
“He did mention Ponclast. He’s been living in the thick of all the fighting up north.”   
  
“I see. Here in the villages, life is much different. If he could see it the way you and I see 
it, he'd change his mind. If he stays on Orsai, he’ll see.” 
  
We had stopped into one of the jeweler’s shops and were browsing around. I came across 
a lovely butterfly pendant made of gold and set with amethyst, and I immediately thought 
of Ambree. I thought it would look pretty against his caramel skin. His hatching-day was 
coming up so I asked the jeweler to put the pendant on a chain for me. The evening was 
warm, and all the shopkeepers had their doors open to the street. As I waited for the 
jeweler I looked about at the crowds outside. The music was dreamy and exotic; somehar 
was playing a flute, and I was lulled into a sort of trance by it. Then suddenly my vision 
seemed to shift, and all the noises became muted, like somehar was trying to contact me 
through mind-touch. I looked at Uladri and Treya, but they were both engaged in 
conversation. I then looked at Medea, but he was preoccupied with a pair of earrings. 
Who else would be trying to contact me? I stopped, and tried to pick up a voice. There 
wasn’t one. It was then I realized somehar was prying into my mind, or trying to. I looked 
around again, and just through the crowd, across the street, I briefly caught a flash of a 
flowing red cloak as a har quickly turned his back to me. Somehow I knew he’d been the 
one trying to read my thoughts. His cloak was hooded so I didn't get a look at him, but 
there was another with him, somewhat smaller in stature, who was also dressed in red. He 
wore a scarf around his head, and as I looked he pulled it around to cover his face, and 
then both of them quickly disappeared into the crowd. I was left staring after them, 
completely disconcerted.  
 
I was about to go outside and look for the pair, but the jeweler touched my arm just then 
and handed me the necklace, which he had wrapped in some pretty paper and tied with a 
silk ribbon. The atmosphere then seemed to settle back to the usual ambience, the noise 



from the street and the shops once again filled my ears. All was back to normal, except I 
couldn’t stop thinking about the two hara I’d seen. They had known me, I was certain. 
But who were they? All through dinner I found myself looking about anxiously for them. 
Any red garment caught my attention, but I didn’t see them again. It taunted me like 
wisps of a dream sometimes will, when you can’t really remember it, and it comes to you 
in glimpses. 
 
Then some of Medea’s friends joined us for dinner. When Uladri learned they were part 
of Terzian’s guard he was ecstatic, and bought them all round after round of drinks. 
Treya smiled and laughed with the rest of them, but I could tell he was really kind of 
bored. Nohar noticed that I was quiet and contemplative, or so I thought. Later, when we 
were finally alone, Medea asked me about it. I told him what had happened. 
  
“Hara come here from all over,” he said dismissively. “Brand is a trading center. It could 
easily have been somehar you’ve met before, or perhaps somehar you saw today at the 
fairground?”  
  
“Could be, but why would he try to pry into my head like that? Why not just approach 
me? I don’t bite, usually.” 
 
Medea smiled. “No? What a shame.” He pushed me back onto the pillows and showed 
me what he was made of, so for about the next hour or so I had better things to think 
about. He was so different from anyhar I’d ever been with. He was light and air, salt and 
rosemary. The smell of grass and freshly turned earth. Aruna was comfortable with him. I 
was soume, and I felt as though I was just floating along with him, rolling over and over, 
like rolling down a hill. We ended up on the floor, laughing, tangled in the sheets. He 
made me forget my worries for a while, but as soon as he went to sleep I was lying awake 
thinking once again of the hara in red.  
 
The following day I left, and I had to say good-bye to Medea, who told me he hoped we 
could see each other again. Uladri was happy to have met the Galheans. I was just happy 
to be leaving. Having my mind invaded had left me feeling very uneasy, and I couldn’t 
stop thinking it. But I was at least happy we’d sold all twenty horses, and picked up a few 
goods to take back to Orsai, like coffee and sheh, a local liqueur that was very popular. 
I’d drunk my fair share of it and was anxious to get some of it back to Kana and Athanas. 
  
Uladri tossed his thick brown locks over his shoulder and stole a glance at Treya. “Those 
Galheans were impressed with our stock.” 
  
“Oh?” 
  
“They said they looked like good war horses.” 
  
Uladri’s mares were the finest I’d ever seen. Strong and fast, and not easily spooked. I 
had trained them to be that way. “Is his army very large,” I asked. 
  



Uladri shrugged. “Oh yes. The Varrs cover an enormous territory. Terzian is Ponclast’s 
right hand, and he keeps us as safe as possible.” He reached over and brushed a lock of 
Treya’s hair out of his face. I had watched that relationship grow from mutual hatred to 
mutual adoration. Now they only hated each other in public. In private (and around me) 
they behaved like chesnari. It was funny to watch them, gazing into each other’s eyes and 
touching each other lightly here and there until it was evident they had an audience, at 
which point they would become mildly abusive to each other. Nohar knew why they 
behaved this way, but everyhar enjoyed the show. 
 
* * * *  
  
When I got home it was late, and Kana and Athanas were having an argument. When I 
walked into the house they both looked at me as if I could settle it for them. Apparently 
they had been an item about town while I was away, and as Orsai is small and hara tend 
to gossip, it was generally decided that they were somehow carrying on behind my back. 
When this news reached my most loyal devotee, Ambree, he came to my defense by 
throwing a potato at Athanas, hitting him square in the head and knocking him off his 
horse. Athanas, not caring he owed his life to Ambree, had threatened him rather harshly. 
Of course Kana tried to come to Ambree’s defense, but he was still laughing when he 
told me about it. “We were taking that shortcut that runs through the woods behind the 
school. Nohar else was around to see it. Ambree just aimed and threw, and Athanas was 
on the ground. Then Athie jumped up, chased Ambree down, and pinned him up against a 
tree with that hunting knife of his,” Kana said.  
  
“Oh, Athanas, how could you,” I scolded. “Ambree’s just a defenseless child!” I knew 
the knife. I’d seen it cut through bone. 
  
“Defenseless as a rattlesnake,” Athanas mumbled. 
  
“Oh, don’t worry, San. Ambree wasn't the least bit afraid,” Kana continued, “He just 
looked Athanas square in the eye and said ‘How dare you do this to Saniah!’ and ‘I 
should have left you in the river!’ Then Athie said, ‘I haven’t done anything to Saniah, 

but you’re going to pay for what you did to me, you little monster!’ and do you know 
what Ambree did?” 
  
“No.” 
  
“He bit Athie on the arm, ducked the knife and ran off! It was the cutest damn thing I've 
ever seen him do.” 
  
Athanas sulkily held up his arm to show me the perfect little teeth marks. I tried not to 
laugh. “Ambree bit you? And you held him at knifepoint. Jasc will be knocking at our 
door any moment now,” I said. I doubt Ambree had any idea how close to death he’d 
come. Athanas was level-headed by nature, but that was the danger of him. You could 
never tell when he was angry, and he was deadly when angered. I’d seen him in action 



many times, and shuddered to think Ambree could have been on the receiving end of a 
Uigenna blade. 
  
“Jasc? Is that his hostling or his father? I’d like to teach that har a thing or two about 
discipline,” Athanas mumbled. 
  
“Now, Athie,” I said, “don’t be angry. Ambree’s really a very sweet harling.” 
  
“He just happens to have a mad crush on Saniah,” Kana finished for me, “and sometimes 
makes a show of it.” 
  
“So he just happened to have a potato handy,” I said to Kana. 
  
“He had a whole sack of them,” Kana replied. “I guess he was on some errand.” 
  
“And he knocked a Uigenna warrior off his horse.”  
  
“With one throw!” 
  
“That little har has quite an arm,” I mused. “Kana, we should be teaching him the art of 
warfare.” 
  
“We should have been teaching him long before now,” said Kana. “You would have been 
quite proud of him, San.” 
  
I nodded. Athanas was glaring at us both and sucking on his arm where Ambree had 
bitten it. I went over to him and put my arms around him. “It’s a different culture here,” I 
said gently, “so much different than what you’re used to. Here, let me look at that.” I 
kissed his bite marks. I knew it was really his pride more than his arm that was hurting 
him. “Remember when Kana bit Steel?” 
  
Athanas grinned at the memory. “Which time?”  
  
Kana knelt on the floor in front of us. “Poor Athie,” he said. “Here.” He took the 
wounded arm in his hand and he kissed it, too. I began to do the same to Athanas’ neck, 
and to stroke his torso. “We’ll make it better, won’t we, Kana?”  
  
I suppose we did, or at least we made him forget about it for a while. Athanas stopped 
complaining, at any rate.   
 
He stayed in Orsai with us for about two weeks. I foolishly thought he could be happy 
there. He wasn't. Once again he was the princess trapped in the tower. Only now he was 
out of the tower, and I suppose it was selfish of me to want to keep him contained, when 
he needed to find this thing he had to find, whatever it was. I awoke one morning to find 
Kana staring out the bedroom window. “He’s gone,” was all he said. 
  



“Gone?” I wasn't sure I heard him properly. 
  
“Gone.” 
  
“Are you sure? I didn’t hear him leave.” 
  
“Neither did I. I thought maybe he was just in the kitchen but his things are gone, too.” 
  
I stared past Kana’s naked silhouette, onto the lawn, as if maybe Athanas was just outside 
and I could yet catch a glimpse of him. “I guess we deserved that. We’re the ones who 
left him last time, without a word of good-bye.”  
  
Kana didn't say anything for a long time. Then he sighed heavily and said, “He’s changed 
so much, Saniah. He seems so much harder than he was before. I mean, I may have 
laughed about it, and I still don’t think Ambree was in any real danger, but when Athanas 
was holding him at knifepoint I was actually appalled. I just don’t remember Athanas 
being so heartless.” 
  
“Don’t you? I do. I remember the both of us being that way, too. We would’ve cut anyhar 
to pieces who knocked us off a horse. Child or no. You were ready to gut Semmi when 
we first met him. Remember?” 
  
“I suppose you’re right,” he said. “It’s so easy to forget those things.”  
  
“I don’t think he’s changed at all. I think we’ve softened.” 
  
“I never wanted to become soft,” he said, “I just wanted to become better.” 
  
“Well, look at how we’ve been living. How could we avoid becoming soft?” 
  
“We need a good invasion or something to remind us of who we are,” he laughed feebly. 
I could see that he was only half joking. “But you know,” he said, “Athanas didn’t really 
fit in here. You know he didn’t.” 
  
“Poor Athie,” I said, “He’s never fit anywhere.” 
 
Chapter 8 of 23  
 
Ambree’s hatching-day arrived on schedule, and his parents threw a party for him. He 
was growing into such a lovely har, I thought. At the age of six, he was just moving out 
of that awkward stage, and was entering what I suppose in humans would be the 
beginning of his teenage years. It’s an age when harlings can be especially cruel to each 
other.  
  



Ambree’s little army of playmates was invited to his party along with nearly everyhar 
else in town. The children had all brought gifts for him, and when he’d finished admiring 
them he wedged himself in between Kana and I on the sofa to drink his coffee. 
  
“Oh, I almost forgot. I have a gift for you, too, Ambree,” I said to him, and he looked up 
at me with adoration while I asked Kana to hand me my coat. I drew the little box out of 
my pocket and handed it to him, amused that he took such care not to tear the wrapping 
as he opened it. He gasped when he drew the necklace with the little butterfly pendant out 
of the box, and he asked me to put it on him. Then he threw his arms around my neck and 
said, “I’ll never take it off.”  
  
Presently the harlings tired of our company and went outside to play. Kana asked me 
where I’d bought the necklace, and I told him, and I also made the mistake of mentioning 
the incident with the two hara in red, whom I’d seen outside the jeweler’s shop there. I 
hadn’t told him about it before because I didn't really think it was all that serious. Now he 
seemed acutely interested.  
 
“What did they look like,” he asked me.  
  
“I don’t know, Kana. I didn't really see them all that well.” 
  
“But you definitely think they knew you?” He was giving me an odd, almost hungry 
look. 
  
“I’m pretty sure they did. I’m sure at least one of them was trying to get into my head. 
Why? What are you thinking?” 
 
“You know exactly what I’m thinking. If they knew you, they likely know me too, and 
I’m just wondering…” He didn’t have to finish it. The idea that hara from our old tribe 
might be looking for us, and that we might be found, had always vaguely bothered us. 
Even Athanas’ presence in Orsai had bothered us a little, although we both knew he’d 
never betray us. I told Kana silently, “I guess these damn Uigenna ties don’t break so 
easily.”  
  
He didn’t respond immediately. He just sat there looking thoughtful, and then he replied 
in the same fashion, “Are you sure they were Uigenna?” 
 
I started to tell him no, I wasn't sure of anything, but just then there was some commotion 
in the yard, and Jasc went to the window to see Ambree and his best friend, Sabri, 
engaged in what appeared to be a face-off. Sabri said something to Ambree, and Ambree 
pushed him. Then Sabri knocked Ambree down. Jasc was already out the door, and I 
followed him. When they saw us the harlings all froze. All except Ambree, who got up 
and ran off to the stable. 
  
“What’s going on?” Jasc addressed Sabri, who started to answer, but looked at me shyly 
and ducked his head. I took the hint, and went off to look for Ambree, whom I found in 



the hay loft crying into the lap of an old rocking chair. Below us the horses snorted and 
stamped, perhaps sympathetic of his distress. As soon as I put my hand on his shoulder he 
threw himself against me. 
  
“What is it, Ambree,” I asked him softly. It was several moments before he could answer. 
When he finally did, it was between sniffs and sobs that I got the story. 
  
“Sabri’s always so jealous (sob) of everything, and he said (sob) something very cruel 
and (sob) hateful.” 
  
“What did he say?” 
  
“I can’t tell you.” 
  
“Alright. You don't have to.” I picked a piece of hay out of his hair and smoothed it back 
with my hand. 
  
“He said that I thought I was (sob) such a grown-up, but I was (sob) really just a stupid, 
ridiculous hatchling.” He began to cry again. 
  
“There now,” I said, “Why would Sabri say such a thing? You and I both know it’s not 
true.” 
  
“Isn’t it?” 
  
“I don't think you’re stupid or ridiculous, and you’re definitely not a hatchling. You’re 
smarter than most hara I know. I think you’re quite grown up for your age, too, if you 
want to know the truth,” I said, and it quieted him a bit. 
  
“You really think so?” 
  
“Yes. Not many hara your age can knock a veteran warrior like Athanas off his horse 
with a potato, especially at a canter.” 
  
He laughed through his tears. “Thank you for not telling my parents about that,” he said, 
and shook his head. “I just didn’t like that har. You won’t tell them, will you?” 
  
“No, I won’t tell anyhar. Why didn’t you like him?” 
  
“Because he was all over Kana, and in front of everyhar. He was making you look a fool, 
and I just couldn’t sit by and watch. I sought him out, you know. I meant to hit him.” 
  
I laughed appreciatively at that. “I’m sure he meant no harm to me. He incepted Kana and 
I. We’re old friends, and we’re all very close.” 
  
“Oh? Well, I’m sorry I did it then, but only if you want me to be sorry.” 



  
I smiled and kissed the top of his head. Loyalty was one of his strongest traits, and I’d 
always adored that about him. But I knew he wasn’t the least bit sorry, and would do it 
again if he thought he had to. “Thanks for defending me. Blow your nose.” I handed him 
a handkerchief. “I think you acted very bravely. Anyhar who could stand up to Athanas 
the way you did when he had you pinned to that tree would make a fine warrior. I bet 
Sabri wouldn’t have stood up to him.” 
   
“Sabri would have wet himself. Do you know he said the necklace didn’t mean anything 
at all? But I think he’s jealous because it’s so beautiful.” 
  
I tweaked his chin playfully. I thought indeed Sabri was quite jealous, but not of the 
necklace. I thought he was probably jealous of Ambree’s crush on me. They had grown 
up together and were actually quite close. Besides, I’d seen Sabri cast one or two adoring 
glances at Ambree in the past. They’d both be coming of age soon. 
  
“It does mean something, Siah, doesn’t it?” Ambree looked at me with red, hopeful eyes. 
  
“Of course it does. You’re very special to me, Ambree. You always have been. You 
know that, don’t you?” 
  
“Yes, I guess I do know it, but I’m glad you finally said it. Nohar’s gift was as nice as 
yours,” he said, and gave me that precious smile of his. 
  
We talked for a few minutes more. I dried his eyes and then I got him to come down from 
the hayloft. Sabri apologized, and soon the whole thing was forgotten. Some weeks later, 
Semmi told me that Ambree wore the necklace everywhere and refused to take it off, 
even for a bath. “It’s because you gave it to him,” he said, and laughed. “He’d wear a 
dead rat around his neck if you gave it to him.” 
  
“Aghama forbid,” I said, and scrunched up my face, but I knew it was true.  
  
“That necklace was what caused the fight between him and Sabri, you know.” 
  
“I don’t know the details. He didn’t tell me all of it.” 
  
“Apparently Ambree told his friends that he was going to be your consort, and the 
necklace just proved your devotion and so on. Well, Sabri told him to grow up, and to get 
over it because you would probably never be interested in him as anything more than an 
aruna partner, and even then only if he would ever grow up and stop acting like such a 
hatchling.” 
  
“Ah. The truth comes out. So he still wants to be my consort,” I mused.  
  
“It used to be cute, when he was younger, but he’s too old to be saying things like that 
now. And you shouldn’t encourage him the way you do.” 



  
I tried to look disappointed. “Don’t you like the match? Come on, Semmi. He could do a 
lot worse.” 
  
Semmi scowled at me. “What about Kana? Is there room for my son in your bed?” 
  
“You know I’m only kidding,” I said. I knew Semmi was right, and I even tried to 
discourage Ambree once or twice, but he always looked at me with such admiration, and 
I still couldn’t bear the thought of hurting his feelings, even a little bit. I thought, what 
harm could come from an innocent crush? I knew that one day he’d likely outgrow it. I 
didn't dwell on it, because that evening I came home to find Kana packing. When I asked 
what the hell he was doing, he told me he was going to Brand in the morning. He 
wouldn’t let me go with him, even though he didn’t know the way, so I argued with him a 
bit just for argument’s sake. He was worried about those hara I had seen there. If I had 
known he would freak out over it the way he did, I wouldn’t have ever said anything to 
him about it. 
 
 “I’m just on a simple reconnaissance mission,” he said to me finally. “If somehar’s been 
inquiring about you, or me, or both of us, I want to know it, that’s all.” 
 
“I suppose you’re right,” I relented. “It guess can’t hurt to be prepared.” I pictured our 
old tribe members filtering into Orsai in ones and twos, polluting it with their way of life, 
and I thought, I will kill them all before I let that happen. “But you could let me come 
with you.” 
 
“No,” he said adamantly. “I can’t.”  
 
It wasn't but two days to Brand, if that. I could sense nothing but a wild anticipation in 
him when we shared breath at our parting. “Don’t let yourself be recognized,” I said as he 
was leaving. 
 
“Saniah, I’m not stupid. I’ll be fine.” 
  
He was gone a week, and when he came back he seemed agitated, but he wouldn’t talk to 
me much about it. He hadn’t seen anyhar he knew, nothing had happened, no news of any 
strangers inquiring about us. But it seemed to bother him too much. Whenever we shared 
breath or took aruna I tried to draw it out of him, just to try to catch a glimpse of the 
trouble, but he masked it too well. Outwardly, though, I could feel a restless anxiety that 
seemed to be eating him alive. I tried and I tried to make him talk to me, but he wouldn’t. 
So I finally just decided I had to live around his weirdness. I knew he’d come out of it 
eventually. I doubt anyhar even noticed it but me, who was closest to him. 
 
His anxiety did even out in time, but he began to talk once again of leaving Orsai. I didn’t 
really think he would do it. He was comfortable there, perhaps even more comfortable 
than I. But I didn’t worry about Kana so much anymore. I had long since stopped trying 
to play nursemaid to his moods. I had other things to think about, like training the horses. 



Uladri’s reputation had grown, and with the increased activity going on in the 
surrounding areas, business was starting to increase. 
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About two years before, a colt had been born to a mare who’d died giving birth to it, and 
Uladri had given it over to my care. At first it had been nothing more than one of my 
many responsibilities on the farm, but as the colt grew older, I became increasingly 
attached. He was solid black, but on his left flank he bore a mark like a scattering of 
white specks in a spiral. It looked like a galaxy, and so that’s what I named him: Galaxy.  
I raised him as my own, and I was the only har he’d let ride him. Nohar else even tried. 
During those two years, he’d grown into a beautiful stallion, so strong and solid that 
Uladri decided to breed him, and didn’t geld him as I dreaded he might. 
  
“You might as well keep him, Saniah,” Uladri yelled to me one day as I showed Galaxy 
to some visiting merchants from Brand. I had already shown them several good horses, 
and now I was just showing off. I imagine Uladri was already attempting to negotiate the 
sale of Galaxy’s offspring.  
  
I cantered around the muddy corral once more and stopped in front of Uladri. “He only 
listens to you anyway,” he said to me, then turned to the merchants. “This one’s a 
breeder, and not for sale.”  
  
It was true. I’d trained him not to listen to anyhar else because I’d wanted him for myself, 
and now I suppressed a smile. I whispered something into Galaxy’s ear and he reared up 
on his hind legs and turned a complete circle. 
  
“You see, tiahaara, I have the finest trainer in Megalithica working for me,” Uladri said, 
and gestured toward me. 
  
“Magnificent creature,” one of the visiting hara agreed, and I wasn't sure if he meant 
Galaxy or me. They began to walk away toward the house, where Uladri could better 
work a deal. I dismounted and began to unbuckle Galaxy’s saddle. 
  
“Did you hear that, Galaxy,” I said, “they were quite impressed with you.” 
  
“I think they were more impressed with you.”  
  
I turned to see Ambree leaning against the fence on the other side of the corral. I don't 
know how long he’d been watching. “Hello, Ambree. I didn’t even see you there.” 
  
“Father sent me over with these.” He held up a bag. “They’re tomatoes. We had extras, 
and they’ll just go bad if somehar doesn’t eat them. Take as many as you like, and give 
the rest to Uladri. Or throw them against the side of the barn, whatever you want to do 
with them is fine with me.” 
  



“Maybe I’ll throw them at you,” I grinned playfully as I climbed between the slats in the 
corral to stand next to him. “Or at Kana.” Orsai was overrun with tomatoes that year; our 
garden at home was swimming in them. I took the bag. 
  
“Perhaps we could create a new holiday,” Ambree said, “and call it Tomato Day. All the 
hara everywhere would gather in a big field and throw tomatoes at one another until 
we’re all bright red and dripping with tomato juice.” 
  
I laughed out loud and said we had too many holidays already, but Ambree was serious. 
“It would be messy,” I told him. “We’d ruin our clothes.” 
  
“It would solve the problem of what to do with all this extra produce.”  
  
I remembered days when food was a precious commodity. I remembered having to search 
for it and fight for it. I remembered the hunger pangs, traveling with Kana across barren 
country, both of us so thin we’d had to tie our clothes onto our bodies with the straps 
from our traveling packs, wondering if we’d ever eat again, or die of starvation out in the 
wilderness. Ambree had never known hunger a day in his life.  
  
“Oh, I brought some carrots for Galaxy, too,” he said. Galaxy had followed me over. He 
liked Ambree because Ambree always brought him treats whenever he stopped by. 
Galaxy made a noise of recognition, and Ambree held up a carrot. “So what’s Kana done, 
that you should want to throw tomatoes at him?” He gave me an inquisitive, almost 
hopeful look. 
  
I had really only been joking, so I shrugged and said, “Oh you know Kana. Lately he’s 
been so restless. He’s talking about leaving Orsai, going south or some nonsense.” 
  
I caught a panic in Ambree’s stare. “You wouldn’t leave Orsai!” 
  
“No, I wouldn’t. Kana might.” 
  
“Would he go without you?” 
  
“I guess so,” I said, and then in order to get the subject off me and Kana I asked, “Are 
you ready for the festival tomorrow?”  
  
“Yes, I’m one of the dancers,” he said proudly. 
  
“Are you? Now that will be something to watch.”  
  
His cheeks turned three shades of pink and he looked down at the ground. Galaxy 
munched loudly on his carrot and I admired Ambree for a moment, thinking how quickly 
he’d grown up. He had turned into a disturbingly beautiful creature over the course of the 
past year, and he knew it, too, yet he seemed to be above petty vanity. Still, there’s great 
power in such beauty, and I wondered how long it would be before he discovered that 



fact. We began to walk toward the stable and he said, “Me, Sabri, Iryan, and Kessel are 
performing the dance to the Elements. I’m Water.” 
  
“Ah, the eight-legged monster will dance. I can’t wait to see it. What are you wearing?” 
  
He looked sidelong at me and smiled. “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.” 
  
“Oh come on, you can tell me.” 
  
“It’s a surprise. Semmi’s been working on my costume all week. Speaking of which, I 
have to get over to Epiphany’s before he closes up shop and get some more thread. Don't 
let Galaxy eat all those at once.” 
  
“I’ll walk you to the road.” I noticed he still wore the butterfly pendant I’d given him, 
and it made me smile. As we walked he was talking about the dance, how nervous he 
was.   
  
“No need to be nervous,” I told him.  
  
“Terrified’s more like it. I have to perform in front of everyhar.” 
  
I smiled at him. “They’ll just be looking at you and thinking how beautiful you are,” I 
said, and I saw that he was blushing as he ran off down the road. I shook my head, a little 
bit shocked at myself for flirting with him so brazenly. I wasn’t supposed to encourage 
him, in accordance with the wishes of his hostling. Oh well, I thought, what harm can it 
do? We are Wraeththu after all, and he’s beautiful. Then I remembered I’d loosened 
Galaxy’s saddle, and it was now dangling halfway down his side. He was giving me a 
look when I went back to him. 
  
“I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong,” I said to him. He snorted at me.  
 
* * * * 
 
Galaxy made his debut the next day at the Summer Festival. I’d braided yellow flowers 
into his long mane and his bridle. He pranced about, dangerously aware he was the best 
looking young stallion in Orsai. I’m sure all the mares were watching him. 
  
The festival was held each year in a huge field by the river at the edge of town. There was 
a lot of dancing, the harlings would play games and cause mischief, and the adults would, 
too, on a different scale, and everyhar would spend the day eating and drinking and 
generally having fun. It was just one of our many, many holidays. 
  
The dance to the Elements was a tradition, and it was always performed by four young 
virgins. This year the dancers wore long skirts that were little more than strings of 
colorful beads hung over a waistband. Their feet were adorned with henna and jewelry. 
They were all bare-chested for the dance, but wore beads in their hair and colorful bands 



around their throats and arms. Kana and I (and all of Orsai) watched mesmerized as they 
twisted and twirled around each other, moving rhythmically to the beat of the drums. 
Ambree looked lovely as he held his arms up to the sky, bathed in sunlight. His hair fell 
loosely to his waist and the pale blue beads clinked and sparkled like droplets of water.  
  
“I can’t believe only a few short years ago he was just a little wide-eyed harling,” I said 
to Kana. “Now look at him.” 
  
“He’s not a harling anymore,” Kana observed appreciatively. I caught glimpses here and 
there of Ambree’s thigh where the cover of beads fell away from it, flashes of his bare 
hip, the flex of his muscle as he moved to the beat of the drum. I suddenly realized just 
how sensual the dance was. Kana did too; he took my hand and began to stroke it. Just as 
he did, Ambree caught my eye, and I pulled my hand away. I don’t know why I did it; it 
was just a thoughtless reflex, but when I looked at Kana he was giving me a smirk and 
shaking his head. “I don't believe it,” he said. 
  
“Don't believe what?” 
  
“You want Ambree!” 
  
I looked at him as if he’d just handed me a plate of spiders and told me to eat them. 
“Right.” 
  
“I’m going to send word to that har who prints the newspaper in Brand. This is 
momentous! Finally, after all these years, Ambree’s wildest dreams have come true!” 
  
“Shut up” 
  
“Haven’t they?” 
  
“No!” I shoved him hard. “He’s just a kid! And you’re an asshole.” 
  
He was laughing at me. “Harlings grow up, Saniah. There’s nothing wrong with wanting 
him,” he said. 
  
The drumbeat was more urgent now, and the dancers were moving in a circle, leaping in 
the air and kneeling to the earth, then leaping into the air again. Ambree tossed his hair 
and looked at me again. For a moment I found myself thinking, if he danced a little closer 
to me, I could touch him. I pushed the notion out of my head and then the dance ended. 
Ambree was kneeling on the ground with his face to the earth and his arms stretched out 
in front of him. He was facing toward me, as if in worship.  
 
I was a bit relieved it was over, but now I was faced with the task of speaking to him, 
telling him how well he’d done. I guess he probably noticed I couldn’t stop looking at his 
thigh. He just smiled and ran off to change clothes. I turned to find Kana, but he was busy 
flirting with Kessel.  



 
Later I watched Ambree as he played in the field with Kessel and Semmi and a few 
younger harlings. He was playing as a child, when only an hour or so ago there seemed to 
be nothing of a child in him at all. Jasc and I were reclining lazily in the grass, full of beer 
and roasted lamb. It was late afternoon and the perfume of wildflowers hung thickly in 
the air as bees droned lazily in the sun. Most everyhar had already gone home to rest 
before coming back for the party that would be held later that night. Some hara were 
setting up the pavilion for it now. There would be a fire dance. I watched lazily as they 
argued over where to put the stage. 
  
“They’re not like us, are they,” I said to Jasc. 
  
“What do you mean,” he asked me. 
  
“Pureborns. They’re different from us.” 
  
“Yeah, I guess they are. Probably because they didn’t have to go through any wars, or 
they never had to witness all the violence that we did. At least none of our pureborns here 
in Orsai, and you know I’ve worked hard to make sure of that.” 
  
I remembered fondly what a happy, funny little harling Ambree had been. It had always 
been a delight to have him around, because he seemed to brighten even the darkest room, 
or the darkest thought, or the darkest conversation. “Ambree’s always been safe and 
happy here.” 
 
“All his life, and I’d not have it any other way.”  
  
I watched as Kessel chased Ambree and caught him around the waist, wrestled him to the 
ground, and began to tickle him. They both looked so happy. Semmi looked at Jasc from 
across the field, and I felt that passion that surged through the air whenever they looked 
at each other. It occurred to me suddenly that this paradise I’d found wasn't actually 
mine.  
  
“I really do envy you, Jasc,” I said. He looked at me sidelong. “I mean I envy your life. 
It’s perfect.” 
  
“Yeah,” he smiled. “But it wasn’t always. I sometimes think it’s too good to be true.” 
  
“Oh?” 
  
“I wasn’t always such a peaceful har.” he said. I didn’t respond to that, mainly because I 
didn’t want to get into a discussion of our tribal backgrounds. But I knew what he meant.  
Then he said, “I don’t understand why you and Kana haven’t started a family yet, but I 
guess that’s your business.” I had no answer to that, none that I wanted to give him. I felt 
that ache again, and I knew what was missing. I just didn’t know how to get it. Kana 



didn’t want the same things I did, or at least he did a good job of pretending not to. He 
always said the thought of having children turned his stomach.  
  
I don't know how it happened that I ended up giving Ambree a ride home later that night. 
I’d been talking with him as the moon was waxing, and by the time it was high and bright 
in the sky we realized we were the only hara left at the festival grounds. I put my cloak 
around his shoulders and offered to let him ride Galaxy while I walked beside. We went 
slowly and spoke of nothing in particular as we made our way, and when we arrived at 
his house we stayed outside, still talking of nothing. To this day I can’t recall what we 
talked about, but at some point I realized we were sitting on a bench in the yard, sitting 
very close together, and I wasn't listening to him at all because I could smell his hair and 
his skin, and I wanted to touch him in a way that I didn't think I should. 
  
“…Saniah?” 
  
“Huh?” I had to shake it off. If only he didn’t smell so good… 
  
“Do you want to see it?” 
  
“Ah…okay.” I had no idea what I’d just agreed to see. He’d somehow linked his arm 
through mine, which he now removed, and it felt like he was tearing my flesh as he did 
so.  
  
“I’ll go get it then,” he said. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
  
He was only gone a couple of minutes, and when he came back he handed me something. 
I turned it over in my hand. It was a butterfly, fashioned out of wire and colorful glass 
beads. It was attached to a short, thick chain with a hook on one end.  
  
“It’s a bracelet. I made it for you,” he said rather shyly, “out of the leftover beads from 
my skirt. It’s sort of our theme, isn’t it? Butterflies, I mean. Do you like it?” 
  
“It’s beautiful, Ambree. I had no idea you were so talented.” 
  
He shrugged. “I just wanted to give you something meaningful. You’re always giving me 
gifts. So there you are. My gift to you. You’re very special to me, too, you know.” He 
looked at me and I at him and suddenly I saw a beautiful stranger, ethereal in the 
moonlight. His skin was iridescent and his eyes were almost hidden in the shadow of his 
hair, but I could see the reflection of night in them. “Remember, you said that to me 
once?”  
  
“Yes I remember.” My stomach felt funny. I suddenly had the urge to share breath with 
him, but I stopped myself. Instead I kissed him on the cheek. I lingered there perhaps too 
long. “Thank you, Ambree,” I whispered, my lips brushing against his face. I didn’t want 
to move away.  
  



I barely heard him whisper my name as he turned to face me. There was a moment 
suspended in time, when we were so close together, but not quite touching, and I could 
have enfolded him into myself. But I didn’t. I had to pry myself away; the effort made me 
breathless. “I... I have to get home,” I stammered. But I did so want to touch him.  
  
“That’s too bad,” he whispered.  
  
Somehow I stood up and said good-night to him, although in my mind I was doing 
something else altogether to him. The images were so vivid; I was sure he could see 
them, so I turned away quickly. I found Galaxy grazing in the yard and rode away, 
shocked at myself. I’d known him almost since he’d hatched from his pearl. He was still 
just a child to me in so many ways. I was even more shocked at Ambree, for growing up 
so quickly and becoming so desirable. 
  
Kana was waiting for me in the kitchen when I got home. As soon as I walked in the door 
and the smell of coffee hit me, the surrealism of the last few hours with Ambree 
dissipated, and I was left feeling as though I had just woken up from a dream. 
  
“Where’d you run off to,” Kana asked as he poured himself some coffee.  
  
“I took Ambree home. It was dark.” 
  
“Oh? Anything interesting happen?” He gave me a conspiratorial smile and winked.  
  
“Really, Kana, how could you even think such a thing? He’s not even finished growing 
yet.” 
  
“Looks finished to me,” Kana said. “What’s this?” He picked up the bracelet, which I had 
absently set on the table. 
  
“Ambree made it for me.” 
  
“Very nice. Made it for you, huh? You do realize that you’re going to wear this all the 
time, and nothing you own goes with it.” 
  
“Mmm hmm.”  
  
“Your cloak’s gone.” 
  
I snorted. I was not about to indulge him. 
  
He handed me a cup. “You’re an idiot, San. You know that? A beautiful young har like 
Ambree offers himself to you on a plate, and you come home to me. I should refuse your 
advances tonight just to show you what a fool you are.” 
  
“For crying out loud, Kana, he’s just a kid, and I’ve no intention of advancing.” 



  
“Well then you’re twice the fool I thought you were.” He busied himself about the 
kitchen and I watched him vaguely as he went about making his usual mess. The way he 
was able to ignore me sometimes was infuriating, and then again it sometimes acted as an 
aphrodisiac.   
  
“I guess I’m a romantic fool, to keep coming home to you the way I do,” I said at last. 
 
“By the way,” he said, “Kessel’s parents spoke to me today about his upcoming 
feybraiha. They want me to take him through it. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
“Why should I mind? And why on earth did they pick you,” I teased. “Does Kessel 
know?” 
 
“Yes, and he’s very happy with their choice.” 
 
“Good. At least these harlings don’t have to endure the whole tribe like we did. Can you 
imagine?” He laughed and I pulled him into my lap so roughly that the chair tipped over 
and we ended up on the floor with coffee all over us. He was straddling me and laughing. 
He bent down and began to kiss my neck.  
 
“Now who’s making advances,” I said. 
  
“I’m not making advances. I’m licking the coffee off your neck,” he said in between 
kisses. 
  
“Let’s take this into the bedroom,” I suggested. It was my way of getting my mind off 
Ambree. Kana still had the power to do that.  
 
He didn’t refuse me. 
 
Chapter 10 of 23 
 
I sometimes worried Kana might leave. He began to talk more and more of our past, and 
he’d made one or two more trips, one of them to Brand, one of them to another village 
near Galhea called Ahmouth. He took Kessel with him that time. They were lovers now 
occasionally. He wouldn’t say much to me about either journey, but it was now clear to 
me he was looking for something. It almost made me want to rethink my theory that he 
had killed Steel. But no, I’d seen the blood on his hands. And Steel wouldn’t have left the 
tribe so easily. He wouldn’t have left Kana. They were bound to each other by some 
twisted chord, something like love, I guess, but chaotic and violent. No, I had sensed 
something had gone from Kana that day, that some piece of him had just disappeared. 
That was how I knew. That, and the blood on his hands. Seven years had now passed, but 
that day lived strongly in my memory still. He never spoke of it, but he didn’t have to. 
Kana and I were also bound by something, and that, I guess, was what made knowing 
him so easy. We never had to ask each other questions.  



 
We lived on, skirting around the unspoken questions and not speaking of our past. The 
friendships we’d established there in Orsai grew and thrived, and I wasn't really all that 
surprised when, the following year, Jasc and Semmi asked me to take Ambree through 
his feybraiha. The idea bothered me at first, but everyhar assured me it was a terrific 
honor. Of course I knew it was, I only hoped desperately that I would be able to do it 
properly, and not dwell on my memories of him as a harling. Ambree was dear to me. His 
first aruna was something that would be so important, so pivotal to his development, and 
I was certain I’d screw it up somehow. Even if I did manage to make it perfect for him, at 
the end I would go home to Kana, and Ambree’s little fantasy of being my consort would 
be shattered.  
 
Kana was the only one to whom I voiced my concerns, but he was no help because, as 
usual, he told me the truth instead of what I wanted to hear. 
  
“It’s quite an honor,” he assured me. 
  
“I know it is, but it’s Ambree, Kana. We’ve known him since he hatched.” 
  
“What are you saying? Do you think it’ll be weird?” 
  
“Sort of. I mean it should be perfect for him.” 
  
“Oh hell, Saniah, I’ll do it if you don’t want to. There’s really not that much to it. I’d 
known Kessel from a harling, too, and that wasn’t weird at all. At least I got no 
complaints from him.” 
 
“Yes and we’re all very shocked about that,” I said dryly. He made a face at me. “It’ll 
happen soon,” I said. “Semmi said he’s been irritable lately.” Then for some reason I 
added, “He’s in love with me.” 
  
“Well any fool can see that. He’s besotted. He always has been. I can’t figure out why 
you’ve never indulged him, with all the opportunities you’ve had.” 
  
“You do realize that what he wants from me is a chesna bond.” 
  
“Oh please stop being such a prude. Any fool can see that you’re just as infatuated with 
him as he is with you. You ought to at least let him be with you for a while. It’ll satisfy 
his curiosity, and he’ll soon realize you’re really not the big spectacular deal he thinks 
you are.” 
  
“I am not infatuated. Of course he’s gorgeous, and I’ll admit I’ve had thoughts…” I 
remembered the night of the festival, and how he had affected me then. That image of the 
beautiful stranger in the moonlight was still vividly imprinted on my mind. 
  
“But?” 



  
I sighed heavily. “I have trouble thinking of him as an adult.” 
  
“Oh good grief, Saniah. Stop lying to yourself. Open your damn eyes for once.” 
  
“I always thought his stupid crush would just go away. I really don’t want to hurt him.”  
  
“Then don't hurt him! Go to him! Be with him! It doesn’t have to be forever, and we both 
know you want to.” 
  
I had been sitting in the chair beside our bedroom window and I got up rather roughly 
and began to pace about the room. This conversation, or perhaps Kana’s candor, was 
irritating. I was a little shocked and hurt that he could be so flippant about the whole 
matter, could cast me off so easily. “Maybe from your viewpoint it doesn’t have to be 
forever, but try to look at it from Ambree’s. At his age, everything is about forever. And 
besides, I like being with you.” 
  
“I like being with you too,” he said quietly, “It’s just been the two of us for a long time. 
Everyhar in town seems to think we’re chesna. Maybe we’ve forgotten that we’re not.” 
  
“Maybe so. But it’s comfortable.” 
  
“Yes, it is comfortable. But it’s not fire and powder.” 
 
“Fire and powder? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
“’Which as they kiss, consume.’” I stared at him for about two seconds before he rolled 
his eyes and waved a hand in the air dismissively. “It’s a quote, from a book I read once. 
Listen, we’ll always be close, San, you know that. I mean , look at all we’ve been 
through. You’re the one who brought me out of hell, remember? You brought me here, 
and made me stay. I’m very grateful to you for that. How could we not be close? But 
whatever this is we have, it’s not fire and powder. It doesn’t spark and ignite and explode 
now does it?”  
 
I began to pace again. Was it supposed to explode? I really didn’t understand what he 
was talking about. Finally I said, “I’ll have to tell Jasc I can’t do it. I don’t want to hurt 
Ambree. And I don't want things to change between you and me,” and I walked out of the 
house and sulked on the front porch until he came out and began to rub my shoulders. 
  
“Do you want my honest opinion,” he said softly. 
 
“Do I have a choice?” 
 
“If you don’t do it, you’ll hurt Ambree worse than if you do. But if you do it, then 
whatever you decide to do when it’s over, at least he’ll have a beautiful memory to take 
with him of his first time.” 



 
I made a noise of resignation in response. “This shouldn’t be so hard.” 
 
“It isn’t. You’re making it hard. Do this for him, Saniah.” 
  
 “You know how sensitive he is, and I can’t stand the thought of hurting him.” I couldn’t 
believe Kana was actually trying to talk me into this. But my argument was becoming 
thin. 
  
“I don’t think you will hurt him. And if you want to be with him, then stay with him. It’ll 
make him happy, and I’ll understand.” 
  
“I don’t see how I can avoid hurting him.” I looked at Kana seriously. “But I won’t stay 
with him, Kana. He’s far too young to know what he really wants. It would be wrong of 
me to stay with him.” 
  
Kana sighed heavily and laid down on the porch, propping his bare feet on the railing. 
“He’s a pureborn har, Saniah,” he said, “I think he knows what he wants better than any 
of us.” 
  
I had nothing to say to that. I just looked at him and said, “Why don’t you care if I leave 
you?” 
  
He scrunched up his face at me. “I don’t know if you realize this, but you’re the best 
friend I’ve ever had. And one of the things I've always wanted was for you to be able to 
experience what I had with Steel.” I thought of their fights, and gave him a bewildered 
look. “I see how you react to Ambree,” he said, “I see how he reacts to you. When he’s in 
the room, you light up. The air between you lights up. I just want you to experience the 
kind of magic that happens when two entities like you and Ambree come together. Don’t 
you understand? You never had that with Jade, or me, or Athanas. I don’t know about 
that har you met in Brand, but I doubt it was anything, because you never tried to see him 
again. But when Ambree’s around I can almost see the sparks flying between you. All of 
Orsai knows it. If you can’t see it then you’re blinded by devotion, or else you’re stupid. 
The mere fact you’re even arguing with me about this says volumes. I think you feel 
something you’re trying to talk yourself out of feeling. I think it scares the hell out of 
you. Well Saniah, get over it. You’re not a human anymore.” 
  
“I think I do understand,” I said quietly, and went inside the house. I sat down at the 
kitchen table, still sulking. I understood perfectly. I understood he would let me go and 
not even give it a second thought. Kana and I had been through so much together, and we 
were so close, that to leave him now would feel like a part of me was breaking. Was there 
something wrong with me, that I should want to stay with him, even if it was just out of 
devotion? Was I wrong to care for Ambree enough to want what was best for him? 
Perhaps it was my human frailty showing again. But if that’s what loyalty is, I thought, 
then let me never lose it.  
  



He must’ve picked up on my silent deliberation. I heard him yell from the porch, “We 
can’t break the bond we have, Saniah, no matter what happens.” 
 
But then the thought occurred to me, perhaps he is going to leave Orsai after all, and he’s 
just trying to prepare me for it. 
 
* * * * 
 
It was hard for me to be around Ambree after that, and I think my reticence may have 
hurt him a little bit. I could honestly say he was the most beautiful young har I’d ever 
seen and I wouldn’t be lying. And the way he looked at me… sometimes I really just 
wanted to take him in my arms and crush him. But for his tender age, I would’ve been all 
over him. It would be so much easier if he didn’t think he was in love with me. Yet in the 
back of my mind there was always a scene that unfolded, a disturbing scene where he 
was sitting next to me on a bench, and he gave me a bracelet he’d made for me, and I 
didn’t like to think about it because I didn’t like the way it made my heart race. Yes, in 
the back of my mind I could see it. I could see myself bonded to him. I could see it very 
well. And I could see him waking up one morning, years down the road, and thinking, 
what have I done? I was so young and stupid. Saniah is not the big spectacular deal I 
thought he was. And then who’d be hurt?   
 
Then one day Semmi met me in town. We stopped for coffee at a place called The Coach, 
his favorite spot, and though he spoke lightly of little things, I could tell something was 
on his mind. He kept sighing, and he spent a lot of time stirring his coffee.  
  
“It’s time, Saniah,” he said finally. 
  
“Time for what?” 
  
Semmi seemed sad, and his beautiful eyes were brimming with tears. “Ambree’s done it. 
He’s grown up on us.” He played absently with a cube of sugar and one of the tears 
trickled down his cheek. “I can’t believe it’s happened so fast. Jasc and I discussed it last 
night, and decided the celebration would be held at the end of the week.” 
  
I stared stupidly at my friend and nodded. It was still hard for me to believe Ambree had 
only just a few short years ago been staring up at me from the height of my knees, 
handing me a clump of weeds because he thought they were pretty flowers. I forced the 
memory from my mind and put on my best game face, even though my insides were 
starting to churn up. 
  
“You will treat him well, Saniah?” 
  
I caught his eyes, pleading, and the tears now streaming down his face. “Of course,” I 
said, grabbing his hands in both my own. “Of course. You know I would never hurt him.”  
  



“I’m afraid he will be hurt. Not physically, of course. It’s just that… well you know how 
sensitive he is, and you know how he adores you. But he says it must be you. He says 
there is no other. I suppose we all know it’s true.”   
  
“I’ll be very careful with him, I assure you.” 
 
“You don’t have to do this, you know.” 
  
Oh if only that were true. I kissed his hands. “I’m honored to do it. I don’t think I’d trust 
him to anyhar else, if you want to know the truth.” 
 
I was so preoccupied with Ambree’s feybraiha, and now also with Semmi’s distress, that 
I stopped off at a tavern and drank quite a bit of sheh, after I left Semmi that day. When I 
stumbled home I found I was alone, and I was asleep almost as soon as I hit the pillow. It 
was that night I had the dream, and it was the first of many just like it. I was standing on 
an embankment, and in front of me was a river of smoke. The two hara in red were there. 
They were both just standing there facing me, much the same way they had done on the 
street that evening in Brand. Both of them had their faces covered so that only their eyes 
were showing. I knew instinctively I should be cautious of them, but in the dream I was 
just watching them across this river of smoke, and they were watching me. The smaller 
one (in the dream I understood he was younger) turned to the taller one and said 
something, then the taller one grabbed at the collar of the smaller one. It looked like he 
yanked something from around his neck and threw it into the smoke. The action sent me 
into a panic because I knew the thing he had thrown was important, and so I dove in after 
it. The dream ended as I was feeling around for the object on a cold surface I couldn't see. 
 
I sat up, and waited for the smoke to clear. I could just barely make out the object I was 
looking for, but it dissipated as soon as I put my hand out in front of me. I felt cold.  
 
* * * * 
  
The day before Ambree’s party I was all nerves, and I didn’t go to work. As concerned 
about it as I was, I knew Semmi was probably even more concerned than me. I decided I 
needed to talk to either him or Jasc, hoping perhaps we could reassure each other, but 
when I arrived at their house, nohar answered the door. I walked around back looking for 
them, but nohar was in the stable, and the garden was empty too. I noticed a small 
platform had been constructed, and post holes had been dug for a pavilion. I sat down on 
the platform for a moment, thinking it would be quite a party. I was about to go over to 
The Coach and look for them there when Ambree appeared from the tool shed at the 
opposite end of the garden. He was dressed in a pair of jeans and a work shirt, both of 
which were too big for him. He had the sleeves rolled halfway up, and even then they 
came almost to his wrists. It was obvious he’d been working in the garden; he was 
covered in dirt. He saw me and stopped, gave me a curious look.  
  
“I was just looking for your parents,” I said. 
  



I could tell he was just as nervous to see me as I was to see him. “They’ve gone into 
town,” he said. “They’re getting stuff for the party.”  
 
“I wanted to speak to them about that.” I thought I saw him blush. He appeared to take an 
interest in something on the ground and he mumbled something; I couldn’t understand 
him. “Did you say something?” 
 
“I said you’re not backing out of it, are you?” He looked straight at me and I could see 
the disappointment already spreading across his face. 
  
“Oh, no,” I assured him. “It’s nothing like that.” I fidgeted, unsure what I should say to 
him. We both just stood there awkwardly for a few moments. There was no trace of 
harling left in him now. Just a stunning young har with silky black hair and eyes that 
could melt steel. Dressed as he was, and dirty, he was still the loveliest creature I’d ever 
seen. He closed the door to the shed and backed up against it, all innocence and curiosity.   
  
“Is it something I can help you with,” he asked.  
  
I swallowed my heart and said, “I have to go.” 
  
“Why don’t you come in for a bit,” he offered. “Semmi made some gingerbread last 
night.” I wanted to run, but I was already following him to the house, as helpless as if 
he’d been dragging me by a chain. It was the power of his beauty. He could make me do 
whatever he wanted. Had he said, “Here, Saniah, step into this pit of vipers,” I probably 
would have done it.  
  
We walked into the kitchen, and I caught myself imagining it was our kitchen – 
Ambree’s and mine. Our house, our garden. I pictured a couple of harlings. One of them 
looked like him, the other like me.  
  
“Do you want to wait for them?” 
  
“What?” I forced the image from my mind and snapped back to reality. He’d cut a piece 
of gingerbread and was handing it to me. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep it down; 
my stomach was in my throat.  
  
“Do you want to wait for my parents?” 
  
“No…I mean it’s not a big deal. I don’t really need to talk to them.” 
  
“You’re nervous about tomorrow, aren’t you?” 
  
I let out a slow breath and nodded my head. We both looked at each other and laughed 
uneasily. 
  
“Well if it makes you feel any better, so am I,” he admitted. 



  
“You’ve nothing to be nervous about, Ambree.” I had taken his hand unconsciously and 
was suddenly aware it was trembling. I wanted to reach out and pull him into my lap, but 
I didn’t think that would be appropriate. “Maybe we should talk about it,” I offered. 
“Maybe that would do us both good.” 
  
“Let’s go for a ride,” he said. “I don’t want to talk here.” 
 
We rode into the hills at a full gallop. It was a spring day and very warm, and the flowers 
were blooming. It was hard for me to believe these were the same hills from which I’d 
caught my first glimpse of Orsai so many years ago, cloaked in the gold of autumn. Now 
they were all swaying grass and wildflowers and sunshine. We left the road and found a 
narrow forest path. Sunlight filtered through the trees in brilliant points of light like 
diamonds, but the path was cool and shaded and green. Hard to believe anything bad 
could exist in the world on a day like this one. Already I was beginning to feel a little 
better.  
 
We soon came to a meadow and let the horses graze for a bit, and Ambree led me toward 
a small rivulet. Of course I recognized it at once, and I told him, “I know this place.” I 
took his hand and we crossed over the stream, then I led him up the embankment and 
along a wooded ridge. Years ago, there had been a dirt path, and the remains of a fence. 
Now the path was overgrown, but the fence was there, and I followed it. Presently we 
came to a clearing, and there it was, exactly as I remembered it, the old house Kana and I 
had discovered when we first arrived. It was still standing, although now it was mostly 
covered in ivy and moss. I pointed to the terrace, now choked with weeds, and I said to 
Ambree, “That’s where I first met your hostling.” 
  
“You were mean to him,” Ambree said lightly. “He told me about it.” 
  
“Yes, I suppose I was, but Kana was worse. Kana pinned him to that tree over there with 
a tent peg.” I began to walk up the incline, through the tall grass, toward the house. 
Ambree followed behind me. The table and chairs were exactly as we’d left them on the 
terrace. I pushed open the door and looked inside at the cool blue-grey interior. Even the 
leaves were intact. The scrape of the door on the stone floor echoed, and sent a small 
colony of bats into flight. Everything was just as it had been all those years ago, and I 
was suddenly back in time, chasing Kana along the riverbank with a wet towel. I was 
trying to hit him with it, and he tackled me and we both ended up rolling in the mud, 
laughing. I closed the door again and was back to the present, wondering at how things 
had changed since then. We had been poor, hungry and free, and Semmi had brought us 
into the fold of Orsai. We had changed so much in just eight years. Now we were 
responsible citizens, and Kana was pushing me out of the nest. Pushing me right into 
Ambree’s eager, outstretched arms. I walked to where he was standing, just at the base of 
the terrace steps in the shade. He said, “Look, Siah, roses.” He’d discovered a tangle of 
bushes with a few buds on them.   
 



“This could be a nice house,” I said, “if somehar were to fix it up.” I picked one of the 
roses and put it in his hair and he smiled up at me. “Ambree,” I began, “about 
tomorrow…” 
 
“Yes?” 
 
“Don’t be nervous. I just wanted to talk to your parents because I wanted them to assure 
me I was the right one for this. I was afraid it would be difficult for me, because I’ve 
always thought of you more or less as my own, and sometimes I still see you as a child, 
even though I know you’re not.” 
  
“I knew that’s what was bothering you.” 
  
“But now I don’t think I’ll have any problem at all.” He’d taken off his shirt at some 
point, because it was so hot, and now I was gazing at his lean, muscular torso, and at his 
long black hair, blowing softly in the breeze. He began to pick at the rose bush again.    
  
“You’ve turned out to be so beautiful.” I couldn’t help but touch his face and he looked 
down, suddenly shy. 
  
“Do you think it will hurt,” he asked. 
  
I smiled. “I promise I won’t hurt you.” 
  
“Semmi seems to think it will.” 
  
“Did he say so?” 
  
“I heard him say something to father about you hurting me.” 
  
I had to breathe for a moment. Of course Semmi was afraid. He’d even said as much to 
me. I said, “Your hostling fears for your heart, Ambree, not so much for your body.” I 
saw him nod his head just slightly. “Look at me,” I said.   
  
I was about to share breath with him, to ease his anxiety, but he shook his head as if 
trying to shake away a bad feeling. He said, “Look, Siah, I know you’re Kana’s chesnari, 
and I do realize how weird this must be for you. I’ve known you both for so long, you’re 
like family. But I’ve always loved you madly, and I can’t help that. I can’t recall a time 
when I didn’t. When my parents told me about all the stuff that would happen to me with 
this coming-of-age business, they told me that my first aruna should be with a special har, 
and when they told me they had chosen you I was ecstatic. There is nohar else. I’m sorry, 
but I can’t help that. I never would’ve bothered you with all this if I could help it.” Great 
tears had channeled their way to his jaw, and were falling in drops onto his chest. Before 
I realized what I was doing I had gathered him close to me, and I was wiping the tears 
away.  
  



“You have never ‘bothered’ me, Ambree. Never once in your whole life. Don’t even say 
such a thing. This is a tremendous honor for me.” 
  
“Why don’t you want to do it then,” he sniffed. “Is it because of Kana?” 
  
“Is that what you think?” 
  
He nodded and looked up at me with those great eyes. 
  
“I do want to do it. I want to do it more than you know, but I’d be so devastated if I ever 
thought I hurt you. Do you understand?” 
   
“No, I only understand that I love you.” I pulled him close to me. Of course he didn’t 
understand. He was still so young. I kissed his hair, breathing in the smell of earth. His 
body felt so warm and comfortable against mine. I knew I shouldn’t be there with him, 
alone like that, and I had to fight my senses to keep from laying him down in the grass 
and taking him then and there. It didn’t help to know that he would’ve let me, had I tried 
it. 
  
I sat down on the terrace steps and pulled him down with me. We just sat there in silence 
for several minutes while I suppose we each wondered what the other was thinking. 
Finally he broke the silence. “Does Kana hate me?”  
  
“Of course not. Kana and I… this has nothing to do with him, and he knows it.” I let go 
of him reluctantly. “Ambree, promise me something.” 
 
“Anything.” 
 
“Promise me you won’t shut out other hara because of me.” He looked startled, but I had 
to at least give him a level playing field. “I know you think that I’m the one for you now, 
but one day you’ll meet somehar else, somehar who was made for you and you for him, 
and you’ll forget all about me.”  
  
“No,” he said, “that will never happen. I was made for you.” 
  
My confidence dissolved as soon as I looked into his eyes. For just a split second I caught 
a glimpse of the future. He was right. It would never happen. He would love me until he 
died. 
  
We found the horses and rode back to the house in silence. I was now fighting off a mild 
panic, and trying hard not to let it show. The sun was setting as I left him at the kitchen 
door; I didn’t know what to say to him. I’d said very little on the way back, but I knew I 
should say something now, something to make him happy. I hated to upset him. I had to 
make amends. It had always been that way. As I was riding away, I suddenly turned 
around. “Ambree,” I called to him. 
  



“Yes?” 
  
“You’re wrong about Kana and I.”  
  
“How so?” 
  
“We’re not chesna.” 
 
* * * * 
 
I hardly slept that night. I couldn’t get Ambree out of my head, the vision of him standing 
against the tool shed, dirty as he was from weeding the garden, and still the most 
beautiful creature I’d ever laid eyes on. Nor could I forget the way he’d felt in my arms, 
or how badly I had wanted to kiss him. I watched Kana as he slept, and I suddenly 
understood what he’d meant about fire and powder. Up there in the hills today I had felt 
it, that sizzle between Ambree and me. I had understood then, but I had been afraid of 
something. I’d been afraid all along of something I didn't want to admit, and all my 
excuses had been just that – excuses. I suddenly understood what my real problem was. 
“I’m not worthy of him,” I said to myself. “He’s perfect and I’ll ruin him.”  
 
Kana opened his eyes. “No you won’t,” he said sleepily. “He’s crazy about you.” 
 
“I am afraid I’ll hurt him, Kana, but not in the way I thought,” I said. “I’m afraid I’ll 
pollute him.” 
 
Kana touched my face and laughed at me. “I don’t think so,” he said, “I don’t think you 
can.” 
 
“All the viciousness and cruelty and bad things of my past, I’ve stuffed them down and 
hidden them, but they’re there. You know they are. It’s all going to come out, Kana, and 
Ambree will be the recipient.” 
 
“What are you talking about?” 
 
“You and I both know what we were before we came here. I can’t give that to Ambree.” 
 
Kana sat up and looked at me earnestly. “No, Saniah, you’re wrong.” He took my face in 
his hands and forced me to look into his eyes. “You won’t give him any of that. I don’t 
even think it exists in you anymore, if it ever even existed at all. No, look at me, 
dammit.” He was holding my face very tightly now. “Do you want to know what I see 
whenever I share breath with you? I see a river of light, and it’s pure and crystal, and 
there’s nothing polluted in it at all. I can breathe it if I want to. I see sunlit fields, and I 
smell honeysuckle. You taste of honeysuckle, San. When we take aruna, you fill me with 
a sense of safety I never get from anyhar else. I know the things you’ve done in the past. 
Hell, I've been right there with you. But you were never bad, not in your soul. You’re a 



good har. You won’t pollute him. You love him. Now stop making excuses. You’re only 
hurting yourself with all this denial.” 
 
He let go of my face and I knew he was right. I knew something else, too, and had I stood 
up it would have knocked me on my ass. I was in love with Ambree. Totally, madly, and 
completely. It’s a wonderful and terrible feeling, the moment it hits you.   
 
 
Chapter 11 of 23 
  
The following day I was a worse wreck than the day before, but now it was all nerves. 
Kana laughed at me when he came into the bedroom and saw the mountain of clothes on 
the floor: all of mine and most of his. I couldn’t find anything suitable to wear, and I was 
almost in a state of dementia.  
  
“What an unfortunate choice or attire,” Kana smirked, eyeing the pink shirt I’d only half 
buttoned, and the black trousers I’d thrown on in despair. He began picking things up off 
the floor while I stood in the middle of it all. He finally pushed me down onto the bed, 
where I sat motionless and stared at my reflection in the mirror. “This is a momentous 
occasion,” he said in a weird accent he’d just made up. “You should downplay your 
soume side, I think.”   
  
I wanted to throw something at him. “If you’re not going to help then just go away,” I 
said, but he only laughed. 
  
“Here.” He threw a thin, white shirt at me – one of his – and began digging around 
among the wreckage for something to go with it. “These blue trousers look good on you, 
and…here. Put this over it.”  He hit me in the face with one of his favorites, a sheer white 
blousy thing that was embroidered all over with tiny blue flowers. I put all of it on, and 
he fiddled with it for a bit. He decided finally I should go bare-chested with the blousy 
thing open so that my torso was exposed. Then he finished it off with a long silver chain 
set with three black stones. I had to admit, it was perfect.  
  
Once dressed, I couldn’t stop looking at myself in the mirror. Kana then began to comb 
out my hair. When he was finished, nearly three hours later, my head was covered in 
auburn braids which fell to my waist. He then tied them loosely at my neck with a blue 
velvet ribbon and kissed me. 
  
“You will be the envy of everyhar tonight, you know that don’t you?” 
  
“I know, but I’m still so anxious.” 
  
“Why? Here, let this braid hang free.” 
  
“Kana, how do I tell him?” 
  



He kissed me again, this time lingering enough to breathe a sense of warmth and calm. 
“It’ll come to you. It’ll be perfect.” I caught just a hint of sadness in his breath. I grabbed 
him and held him tightly. 
 
“We won’t dissolve, will we?” I sensed only perplexity, so I said, “I love him madly but I 
love you too. I have no idea what will happen, but I know that when tomorrow comes all 
of us will be in a totally different place than we are now. Hara will talk, and the last thing 
I want is to make you look a fool.” 
  
He put a hand to my face. “I never wanted to hold you back, Saniah, but I didn't count on 
your stupid loyalty. Now you’ve fallen in love, like I always knew you would one day, 
and so I’m sending you away, because otherwise you won’t go. And besides, I don’t 
mind being the subject of gossip. It’s not like it’ll be the first time.” He only seemed 
sentimental for a moment, and then he brightened and said, “Do you want to see what I’m 
going to wear?” 
 
I didn't answer him; he was already in the closet. I could hear him struggling with 
something and when he came out he was covered in red silk, with a scarf about his head 
that nearly sent me into shock. “Kana…?” 
 
“It’s stunning isn’t it?” He admired himself in the mirror. 
 
“Is this a joke?” 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
Stunning, yes. I was stunned. He looked too damn much like the har from my dream. I 
started to say something, but then I remembered I hadn’t told him about the dream. “It’s 
nothing,” I said. I wasn't even sure I’d ever told him what those hara had been wearing, 
that night I’d seen them in Brand. But even if I had, Kana wouldn’t have made a joke of 
it. He liked to push buttons, yes. And sure, we could be a little abusive to each other in a 
friendly sort of way, but he never played mind games. I stood up and rearranged the 
scarf, tying his hair so that it hung down his back. “Where did you get this?” 
 
Once again he looked a little bit sad, and he didn’t answer me. He just said, “You’re so 
lucky,” and then he sat down at the vanity and began to sort through all our trappings. 
  
“Are you sure you’ll be alright,” I asked him.  
  
“Of course. I’m happy for you,” he said quietly, “and for Ambree. I have to admit that 
once or twice I might’ve wished it could be this way between you and me. It’s a terrific 
feeling, isn’t it? That’s what I had with Steel.” 
  
I screwed up my face. “You say that, and I find it so hard to believe.” 
  
He laughed. “Why is it so surprising?” 



  
“I don’t know. I mean I never really understood you and Steel. I remember how you 
hated him at first, then after your althaia you wanted him. You threw something at me, 
remember?” 
  
He laughed. “I only pretended to hate him. When he came to me after my althaia he was 
all sweetness, in his demented way. I really loved him.” He stroked the fabric of his red 
scarf and stared off as if he was remembering something both happy and sad. Maybe 
these eight years or so had been enough time for him to forget Steel’s unpleasantness. “I 
really think that for some of us, there’s only ever that one.”  
  
“I’m sorry,” was all I could find to say. I was sorry he’d lost this thing I’d just 
discovered, sorry we couldn’t be that to each other.  
  
“It’s okay, Saniah. Really. You and I have something different, and in a way, it’s just as 
powerful. We’ll always be close, and I’m not hurt.” 
  
“I know but…I am.” 
  
He laughed. “Why?” 
  
I began to laugh as well. “I don’t know,” I said. “Not hurt, really, it’s just that 
everything’s changing.” 
  
He pulled the ribbon from my hair and began undoing my braids. “I don’t like these after 
all.”  
   
* * * * 
 
Feybraihas are momentous occasions, especially in a place like Orsai where nothing ever 
really happens. Semmi and Jasc had invited everyhar in town to Ambree’s celebration, 
and all of them had turned up. There was food everywhere, and the delicious aroma of 
roasting meat permeated the air. A small gazebo had been set up outside on the platform 
and a band was playing there. All the hara we knew milled about drinking and talking 
and laughing and dancing. In the yard was a huge pavilion draped with sheer white 
curtains. The floor of it was covered with carpets and strewn with rose petals and 
cushions and dozens of low round tables. All the doors to the house had been thrown 
wide open, and the atmosphere inside was like that of a barroom, complete with a well-
stocked bar. And throughout, an ocean of hara.  
  
Kana and I mingled with the crowd. I was teased and told how lucky I was until I thought 
I was going to throw up. My response was always the same: “Yes, thank you, yes I know. 
Yes he is exquisite.” I finally got fed up with it, and managed to flee to a quiet spot 
behind the stable for a moment of solitude. I sat down on a tree stump that was used for 
log-splitting and put my head in my hands until a familiar voice said, “Still nervous?” 
  



I looked up into Kana’s face and saw an expression there I’d never seen before. “You 
know I am,” I said. “Apparently, I’m expected to actually teach him stuff. You know, like 
Athanas taught us.” 
  
Kana giggled at my dilemma. “That shouldn’t be so hard. You do remember what 
Athanas taught you, right?” 
 
“Yes. About the power of aruna, you mean? Haven’t used it in a long time, but I 
remember.” 
 
“Well if it helps any, I’m pretty nervous too.” 
  
“What do you have to be nervous about?” 
  
He laughed grimly. “Well, very soon everyhar will be saying how I lost you to a fledgling 
har of incomparable beauty.” He sighed. “I’m going to be the subject of a lot of gossip, as 
you well know. So will you. I haven’t quite decided how I’m going to play the part yet.” 
  
I gave him a half-hearted smile and pulled him into my lap. “I’m sure you’ll come up 
with something.” 
  
“Yes, I’ll be all right, and so will you. And so will Ambree. He has no idea how you feel, 
does he,” said Kana 
  
“Not yet.” 
  
He threw his head back and laughed. “What a night this will be for our little Ambree!” 
Then he jumped to his feet and pulled me up with him. “Come on, give me one last 
dance.”   
 
It seemed the night would go on forever, and it was still quite early. I had already spoken 
to most everyhar. I wondered if they could tell what a jumble of emotion I was on the 
inside. Kana was the only one who knew, and he was no help once we were inside the 
house and he had an audience. I guess he thought the teasing was just as much fun for me 
as it was for him. The house was hot, and I think that contributed to my discomfort. I was 
anxious and a little drunk, and was trying to sober up before the big event. I finally 
decided I needed some fresh air, or a glass of water, or both. In order to go outside, 
though, I’d have to plow my way through the entire population of Orsai. But I felt so 
dizzy; I had to get out. When I finally began to push my way toward the door, Semmi 
stopped me before I was able to get to it. He must’ve noticed my distress. 
  
“Are you alright, Saniah?” 
  
“No, I’m not,” I said.  
 



Jasc had come over to us and was looking at me with concern. “What’s wrong, Saniah,” 
he asked me. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” 
  
I tried to focus. I really needed that fresh air. “No, no second thoughts. I…I had a talk 
with Ambree yesterday…”  
 
My words died on my lips. Semmi suddenly looked past me and smiled, his eyes shining 
with pride. “Speak of the devil,” he said. My eyes followed his line of vision to rest on 
Ambree, who was just coming down the stairs, and suddenly he was the only har in the 
room. He was beyond beautiful. He wore a flowing robe of white linen embroidered with 
black fretwork along the borders, and his eyes were made up in dark plum, so that the 
green stood out. He was biting his lower lip in a shy, almost seductive way. I couldn’t 
tear my gaze away from him. He was utterly and completely mind-numbing. When he 
caught my eye he smiled knowingly. For just a moment I thought the room had gone 
silent, and I could hear my own heart beating. Jasc touched my shoulder, perhaps to make 
sure I was alright. I wanted to scream. I wanted to grab Ambree and take him upstairs 
right away. Instead I swallowed the lump in my throat and turned to his father. “I’m 
alright,” I said. “Everything’s fine.” And it really was. 
  
I watched as Ambree made his way about the room, greeting all the guests with his 
devastating smile. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, and he kept stealing glances at me. He 
was radiant and angelic and perfect. Eventually he made his way over to me and we 
embraced.  He felt like cool silk against my skin, and he smelled of jasmine.  
  
“I can’t wait,” I whispered into his ear. 
  
“We don't have to wait. We could go up right now,” he whispered back. 
  
“No,” I said as I released him. “Waiting’s half the fun. Greet your guests. Have a good 
time. This is your night.” 
  
“I guess you’re right,” he said. “I’ve waited for you this long, what’s a couple more 
hours?" 
  
After that I wanted to stay close to him, but I managed to keep a bit of distance, and 
allowed him to mingle and talk to his friends. He positively glowed. I saw him talking 
closely with Sabri at one point, and they were looking at me. I winked at them and they 
giggled. I was sure Sabri was giving him instructions; he’d passed his own feybraiha not 
long before. At that point I walked over and asked Ambree to dance, and while we were 
dancing, Kana made a graceful exit. I noticed Kessel slipped out behind him, so I didn't 
worry too much. Kana had wanted us to stage a fight, to add to the drama, but I’d refused 
him the pleasure.   
  
At some point Semmi got Ambree away upstairs without any fuss and came down to tell 
me it was time. I swallowed thickly. “He’s ready then?” It was going to happen. It was 



really going to happen. Semmi didn’t respond but his eyes said enough, so I just squeezed 
his shoulder. “Don’t worry,” I assured him.  
   
Ambree’s room was strewn with flowers and illuminated only by the soft glow of a few 
candles. He sat on the bed with his hands in his lap, and when he looked at me, all 
trusting and innocent, I suddenly knew that what I had to do was as natural as breathing.  
  
I remember it like it was yesterday. The window was open and I closed it, shutting out 
the sounds of the party on the lawn below. I sat on the bed beside him and took his face 
in my hands. I had to gaze at his beauty for a moment before giving him my breath. He 
was cinnamon and spring flowers and chocolate, and I thought I heard distant laughter in 
my head. I could have kissed him forever, but I finally tore myself away from him. He 
sighed, and seemed to fold into me. I held him close for a long time. 
  
“Nohar’s ever done that to me before,” he said.  
 
It was the first time I ever really noticed his lilting contralto voice, or the gold flecks in 
his eyes, or the tiny freckle on his left cheek. “You’ve never shared breath?” 
  
“No,” he said softly.   
  
“Never with anyhar at all?” 
  
“No. Nohar’s ever touched me.”  
 
I melted. I actually melted. His big green eyes, so like his hostling’s, gazed at me with 
expectation. I pulled him closer, and something inside me ignited. “I always said you 
would be a heartbreaker,” I told him. 
 
“There’s only one heart I’ve ever cared about, and I would never break it.” He nuzzled 
his face into my neck and I kissed him again, and eased him back onto the plush, downy 
coverlet. It happened all by itself, as if we’d been practicing for weeks. Perhaps we’d 
been practicing for years. I got him out of his clothes somehow, and he got me out of 
mine. When we were both naked, he just looked me up and down appreciatively and 
began to trace his finger along my side. It surprised me how quickly I became soume; I 
don’t easily go that way. He said, “I’ve waited my whole life for this,” and he just 
seemed to know what to do. I let him explore a little bit, and when I perceived he was 
ready I guided him in. He gave a little sigh. I could hear a distant drum beat in my head, 
and as we moved it became more and more urgent. Suddenly we were awash in a bright 
light, a light we were creating. It was alive, and pulsing, and caressing us, it was all of 
our energy dancing around us, and it was becoming stronger and stronger with each 
breath. It carried us and coursed through us until we were just one big frenzied mass of 
tingling, dancing light. The drums were beating faster, then slower, then faster and faster. 
It seemed the dance would go on forever, then Ambree bloomed inside me, and every 
inch of me exploded in ecstasy. It was almost too powerful. I convulsed, and we both 
cried out. Then he was lying on top of me. I had completely lost myself. He made some 



small sound of contentment and told me his body felt all tingly. I told him it would feel 
that way for some time, and so we lay there together just enjoying it in silence. I was just 
as stunned and amazed as he was, and I thought, now I know. 
 
“Is it always like that,” he asked after some time had passed. 
 
“I hope so,” I said. It was all I could say. That was the best it had ever been for me. 
  
“Siah,” he whispered presently (he still called me that whenever he wanted something), 
“I meant what I said yesterday. I do love you. I always have. I always will.” 
  
“Ambree–” 
  
He put a hand to my lips to silence me. “Don’t say it. Listen. Let me believe just for 
tonight that you love me too. Please, just pretend for me this once.” 
  
I smiled, knowing that what I was about to say to him would make him happy. As I gazed 
into the green depths of his eyes I felt connected to him in a way I had never felt 
connected to any other har. Never. Not Jade, not Kana, not anyhar. I thought I might die 
of love, if that were possible. I said, “I don’t have to pretend, Ambree.”  
  
His eyes had always had a soft, fluid quality, and now they were two wide pools of liquid 
green, questioning me, disbelieving. “Do you really mean that?”  
  
“Ambree,” I said, “I think it’s always been you. Years ago it was just the knowledge that 
somehar like you existed somewhere, somehar who would make me feel this way, who I 
would want to be with. I guess all along I was trying to make it be Kana, even though he 
and I both knew it wasn’t. Then yesterday I knew it was you, when I saw you pressed up 
against the tool shed.” 
  
He pulled away from me, looking wounded. “Don’t tease me.” 
 
“I’m not teasing you,” I said a little defensively, but he still looked skeptical. “Alright,” I 
said, leaning into him. “I’ll show you.” He closed his eyes and inclined his head in a 
gesture that I could only describe as sweet, wanting to be kissed. I took his chin in my 
hand and studied his face. He opened his eyes, the very picture of innocence, and 
watched me expectantly.  “I need to show you everything, Ambree. All of it.”  
  
“What’s stopping you?” He closed his eyes and offered his mouth in a more obvious 
manner, as if perhaps I hadn’t known what he wanted. 
  
“You might not like everything you see.” 
  
He opened his eyes again. “Saniah, I may be young, but I know my heart. You can’t scare 
me away so easily.” 
  



With that I put my mouth to his and bared my soul. Everything, all of my past, I laid it 
out for him, like a bleak and tortured landscape, and we were skimming its surface 
together in a rush of passion. I felt his shock, and his sympathy, but not once did he show 
fear or contempt. In that moment I loved him more. It felt like coming home after a long 
journey. Like a wanderer in the desert who comes to water, and never wants to leave it. 
  
“You were right,” he breathed as he pulled away. I thought perhaps I had scared him, but 
he only said, “I could never hate you. It’s all over now, anyway. The bad times are over. 
This is your home now. They won’t follow you here.” 
  
I could only smile at him, at his complete and total trust. “I’m home, Ambree. Wherever 
you are, that’s home.”  
  
“Then come inside,” he said, and reached for my ouana-lim, which responded almost 
violently to his touch. I couldn’t argue, although I was still breathless and tingly. I wanted 
to appreciate every second spent with him, to touch every inch of him, to make this 
perfect for him. He had already snaked his legs around my waist, and it was too easy to 
just slip inside him. It was like I was meant to be there, like I was made for him. He 
whimpered once, at that first tinge of pain that comes, and then he opened up to me 
completely, as I had done to him. We were suddenly one giant enigma, twisting the very 
fabric of the universe once again. We were truly one being. His eyes were my eyes. His 
skin was my skin. His soul was my soul. I became lost in him, and perhaps reckless too, 
for it was in this moment that something irreversible happened. I didn’t know what it was 
until it was too late, but something stirred within my ouana-lim. It felt so wonderful that I 
urged it on, not thinking at all, just feeling. Something inside Ambree responded to it. He 
gasped and gave a little cry. His eyes were glowing, opalescent, pulsing with light. Then I 
knew, or I thought I knew, but it was too late to stop it. I had touched the doorway, deep 
inside him, and it had opened. His body and mine were suddenly fused together. The 
rapture of it was profound, and I tried to speak, but couldn’t, nor could I pull away. It was 
wonderful and terrible, and when finally his body released me I could do nothing but 
slump next to him on the bed. He was trembling, and his eyes were wide. I thought 
maybe it had been painful for him.  
  
I didn’t know what to say. How could I have been so careless? “I’m sorry.” 
  
But he said, “Are you joking? That was fantastic! If that’s what it’s like to be soume, then 
let me be soume all the time.”  
  
“No,” I said into the pillow. Then I looked at him. “Ambree, I think we just created a 
pearl. I didn’t mean to do it. I’m sorry.” 
  
I could count the heartbeats. I could hear drunken laughter outside on the lawn. I thought, 
I’ve sent him into shock. Then his face very slowly went slack and expressionless. He 
stared at me for several excruciating seconds like that, then said flatly, “What did you just 
say?” 
  



“I gave you a pearl. I’m sorry.” 
  
He seemed not to understand. “That is what I thought you said.” 
 
“Ambree, I’m, sorry.” 
 
“You’re telling me that I’m hosting a pearl…right now?” 
  
“I’m pretty sure.” I bit my thumb and tried to read his expression. “I’m sorry, Ambree. I 
didn’t even know I could do it.” I remembered my failed attempt with Jade the last time 
I’d tried. Well, now I’d done it without trying. “I don’t know much about it, really. I only 
know the basic mechanics of it, I didn't know it was so easy to do. I’m sorry. I’m an 
idiot.” He continued to stare at me blankly as I wondered how to fill the silence between 
us. “Apparently idiots can procreate, too.” 
  
“Just like that,” he whispered. 
  
For a moment I thought things were going to turn ugly. Ambree just stared at me in shock 
or disbelief while I cursed myself. I knew I’d screw this up somehow, and I did, and in 
the worst way possible. I’d ruined it for him. And not only that, I’d ruined his whole life. 
Jasc and Semmi would kill me, I knew that for certain. I started to devise a plan to get out 
of Orsai quickly and without being seen. Perhaps Kana would come with me. But my 
panic dissipated as Ambree slowly began to smile, and his smile became wider and wider 
until I thought it would keep going right off the sides of his face. He jumped up and stood 
on the bed, and started jumping up and down. He was laughing, and I was staring at him 
like he was out of his mind. 
  
“We’re going to have a son! Oh, Saniah! Let’s go tell my parents!” 
  
He would’ve run downstairs naked and announced it to everyhar had I not held him back. 
I had to grab both his arms and pull him down onto the bed, and hold him there. 
“Ambree! Have you lost your mind? This is not a good thing.” 
  
“Yes it is! It’s wonderful,” he said, smiling up at me.   
  
“Listen to me. You’re only eight years old. You’re awfully young to host.” 
  
“I’m a fully grown har,” he said defensively. 
  
“Yes, but just barely. Your parents are going to kill me.” I let go of him and rolled onto 
my back, stared up at the ceiling.  
  
“I won’t let them kill you. This is all I’ve ever wanted.” He propped himself up on his 
elbows and gazed into my eyes. “This is too perfect.” 
  



All I could think of was the slow death Jasc would prepare for me. I’d just knocked up 
his only son, and on the night of his feybraiha. Had I not promised Semmi I’d handle 
Ambree with care? I pictured Jasc and Semmi chasing me out of Orsai with knives and 
pitchforks. I pictured Ambree following me against their wishes, all of his pretty things 
tied up in a pillowcase and slung over his shoulder. There we were, Ambree and I, 
wandering the world as outcasts, all because I couldn’t control my ‘lim. I suddenly 
looked up at him. “Maybe it didn't work,” I said hopefully. “It was your first time, after 
all. Maybe it can’t happen the first time.” 
 
“It happened. I feel it.” 
 
“Maybe what you feel is all in your head.” 
  
“Stop it, Saniah, It’s not in my head,” he said to me in a warning tone. “Don’t ruin this 
for me. It’s there. I feel it. I know. A hostling knows.” 
  
Maybe he was right. I wouldn’t know, after all. I said, “I wish I could undo it.” 
  
He suddenly became very angry. “I said I’m happy! Look at me, Saniah!” He grabbed me 
roughly by the shoulders. “You should be happy! I’m happy!” He looked anything but 
happy. His face was so comically twisted in anger that I had to laugh. Then he began to 
laugh too, and the realization hit me. I threw my arms around him and we fell back onto 
the pillows. I was going to be a father. 
  
We finally went to sleep just before dawn, and awoke sometime in the late afternoon. I 
awoke before Ambree and for a few precious moments I contented myself to watch him 
sleep, still in awe that he was there next to me, and that he was so very beautiful, and that 
even now I felt all tingly just looking at him. When I put my hand on his belly he opened 
his eyes.   
 
“Hi,” I said.  
 
He touched my face. “You’re real,” he said, “It wasn't a dream this time,” and we both 
grinned. 
 
“How do you feel?” 
 
My hand was still touching his belly, and he covered it with his. “It’s really there,” he 
said. “I know it’s in there.” 
 
“What does it feel like?” 
 
“Like the tiny little vibration of another soul, and it’s part of me but separate from me. I 
can almost hear it.” 
 



Just then there was a soft knock at the door, and Semmi asked us if we wanted something 
to eat. He must have been listening on and off all day for some sign of life from within 
Ambree’s room. I knew he was dying of curiosity.   
  
“Just a minute, Semmi, we’re not quite finished,” Ambree called out, and we both 
giggled. There was a sizable pause outside the door. 
  
“He’s joking, Sem,” I said, when I realized Semmi was actually listening.  
 
I said to Ambree, “Let’s not say anything to them yet.” I had no plan, only a vague notion 
that Ambree and I would live together somewhere, and maybe we wouldn’t tell anyhar 
the big news until after the pearl had been born. I know it sounds like a bad plan. It 
sounded like a bad plan to me, too, at the time. 
 
But Ambree said, “He’ll know, as soon as he looks at me he’ll know.” I must have looked 
wretched because Ambree took my hands. “We might as well tell them, and get it out of 
the way sooner rather than later.” 
 
I knew he was right, so I took a deep breath and said, “Semmi, can you come in please?” 
Perhaps he would kill me quickly. 
  
Semmi opened the door slowly and stepped awkwardly into the room as I drew the 
blanket over us. He smiled at Ambree and asked him how he felt. I saw just a hint of 
worry on Semmi’s face, like he knew something was different, but he didn't quite know 
what.  
  
“Sit down, Semmi,” I began, and he sat hesitantly on the bed. I drew a deep breath and 
laid the whole story out to him. He listened to everything I told him with deadly calm. 
When I’d finished, I could see his fingers were digging into the coverlet and the veins in 
his throat were throbbing. There were probably a few choice words on his lips, too, but 
he looked too angry to speak them. 
  
“Semmi, it’s okay. This is what I want,” Ambree jumped in before his hostling could say 
anything. 
  
“How could you do this to my son,” Semmi growled once he found his voice. He glared 
at me with livid green eyes, from which I thought fire could shoot forth at any moment. 
  
“I didn’t know I was doing it until it was too late. I swear it,” I said, trying my best to 
look contrite. “I wasn’t even sure I could do it.” 
  
“How could you not know?  It takes a conscious effort!” 
  
Ambree made a noise of indignation and folded his arms across his chest dramatically. 
“Oh does it now? You of all hara know that’s absolute garbage!” 
  



Semmi ignored his son and focused his outrage on me. “You promised me you wouldn’t 
hurt him! He’s eight years old!” His voice was cracking. “What now?” 
  
“I’m an adult,” Ambree said adamantly, not sounding like one at all. “I have been an 
adult for over a week now. Isn’t that was all this fuss was about?” 
  
“Ambree, you have no idea what you’re saying,” replied his hostling. “Your reproductive 
parts have only just awakened. This is unheard of. I didn’t even think such a thing was 
possible. Your first time?” 
  
“Second,” Ambree and I said together, and smiled at each other. 
  
Semmi scrunched up his face. “We’ll have to speak to Theta about this.” 
  
“Are you going to tell father?” 
  
“I don’t see that I have any alternative,” Semmi said incredulously, and he launched into 
a speech which involved a lot of those choice words. When he’d finished he took a deep 
breath and put his face in his hands. “I want to knock your teeth in, Saniah, I really do.” 
  
“Semmi…if it makes you feel any better, Ambree and I are going to raise this harling 
together. I’m not going to leave him to do it alone.” 
 
Semmi looked at us skeptically. “Damn right you’re not.” Then he said, “What about 
Kana? How exactly is Ambree going to fit into that equation?” 
  
I rolled my eyes. “Trust me, it’s not a problem. Kana and I are very good friends, yes, but 
that’s all we’ve ever been,” I said, as if I was explaining it for the one billionth time, even 
though only Kana and I had ever really known it. 
 
Semmi continued looking at me, and then I heard his voice in my head. “If you hurt my 
son in any way I will kill you very painfully and slowly.” 
 
“Semmi,” I said out loud, “I’m madly in love with your son, and I would never hurt him.” 
I said is as much for Ambree’s benefit as his hostling’s. 
  
Then unexpectedly, Semmi softened. “This is just such a shock.” He looked at Ambree 
with concern. 
  
Ambree said to his hostling, “Don’t worry. My first aruna couldn’t have been more 
perfect. It was better than I could’ve hoped for. And you know I've always wanted to 
host. I’m actually very excited about it, Sem.” 
  
Semmi ran a hand down Ambree’s cheek. “It seems like only yesterday you were poking 
your little head out of your pearl. Now you’re all grown up and you’re going to have one 
of your own.” 



  
Ambree hugged him. “Don't be sad. You knew I would grow up eventually.” 
  
“It just happened too fast. It’s not fair how fast it happens. And now you’re going to be a 
hostling at a time when you should be having fun and exploring things with your friends. 
A harling is a huge responsibility.” 
  
“Semmi, I know you think I’m making the same mistake you did, but tell me, wasn’t I 
worth it?” Ambree asked.  
  
“Of course you were worth it,” replied Semmi. “I didn’t make a mistake. I’d not have 
traded you for anything.” 
  
“Well then I have no doubt my own son will be worth it, too.” 
  
I dug the heels of my palms into my eyes and rubbed them hard. I didn't really know what 
they were talking about, but at that point I didn't care. “We might as well tell Jasc now. 
Get it over with,” I said. 
  
We all sat there for a few seconds, just breathing. Finally Semmi said resignedly, “I’ll let 
you know when it’s safe to come down.” 
  
There were a few minutes of silence and then a loud crash. I heard angry footsteps on the 
stairs, and was considering the distance from the window to the ground, when I heard 
Semmi’s muffled voice dive into some sort of admonition. The footsteps ceased, and 
Jasc’s voice came back in an angry high pitch – higher than I’d ever heard it. Ambree 
nuzzled up against me, shaking with laughter. 
  
“This isn’t funny,” I said to him. 
  
“I’m just thinking that even though they’re furious now, one day, at our son’s feybraiha 
maybe, they’ll tell this story and laugh about it.” 
  
I smiled. Our son. It sounded so utterly weird and wonderful. I already wanted to buy him 
clothes and jewelry and toys, and a pony of his own. I would teach him to ride very 
young, and also how to use weapons. He would be well educated, too, I’d see to that. And 
when he came of age, I’d be much more careful choosing for him than Jasc and Semmi 
had been. “If our son gets knocked up at his feybraiha, we won’t be able to say anything 
about it,” I said. 
  
“Neither can they, really,” replied Ambree. “Semmi’s down there right now reminding 
my father how I was conceived.” 
  
“Oh? I don’t think I’ve heard this story.” 
  



Ambree sat up like he was about to launch into some juicy gossip. “They’d only just met 
that very night at a party. My father had had a lot to drink, and he and my hostling went 
out to that old...what do they call that old place by the river with all the windows knocked 
out?” 
  
“It was a water treatment facility at one time, I think.” 
   
“Yes, that’s the place. At the time, Semmi was only recently incepted, and they were both 
drunk. They made me without even meaning to, and Semmi didn’t even know he was 
with pearl until Father explained it to him a few days later. They had to get Theta to 
confirm it.” He laughed again. “Father was afraid Semmi would hate him for it, but that 
very day Semmi came here with his bags packed. The first thing he said when father met 
him at the door was, ‘Don’t think for one minute you are going to rob my son of a father, 
Jasc Zengaris!’ and that was it. They lived happily ever after.” 
  
“They told you this?” 
  
“No, I overheard it.” 
 
“Yeah, they lived happily ever after until a har named Saniah came along and ruined their 
only son’s life.” 
 
Ambree made a face at me. “They’ll have more sons.” 
  
Chapter 12 of 23 
 
You would think that I had strung Ambree up on meat hooks and beaten him with barbed 
wire, if you were judging by the way his father looked at me once I finally got the nerve 
to come downstairs. Jasc was absolutely livid, but he did not yell or pitch any fits. As a 
matter of fact he did not speak to me at all. His eyes, however, shot rockets of fire at me 
every time they happened to fall in my general direction. At the other end of the spectrum 
was Kana, who thought it was immensely funny what I’d done, after I told him about it 
the next day. I had gone home only to pack a few of my things. I ended up telling him 
every blessed detail and then some, mainly because I wasn't in a great hurry to get back 
to Ambree’s house and face the metaphorical firing squad. I unloaded all of it on Kana. 
  
“So you did manage to screw it up after all,” he said, once he’d stopped laughing. 
 
“Yes, but only because it was exactly like you said it should be. You know, fire and 
powder. I was completely out of my head.” 
 
“You’re happy then?” 
 
“Delirious. It’s just all so sudden,” I replied. “Yesterday I had all the time in the world, 
and only some indistinct plans for the future, and today I have a son on the way.” 
  



“Well, you did want a family.” 
  
“Yeah, eventually.” 
  
“We’ll be the talk of the town,” he said. “Especially you.” 
  
“Especially me. What about you, Kana? Do you think you’ll be able to handle all the 
gossip?” 
  
He laughed and fluttered his eyelashes at me. “Are you kidding? I intend to milk this dry! 
You’ve given me quite a lot to work with. I should be thanking you.” 
 
“Well then I hope my situation doesn’t distract everyhar’s attention from yours.” 
 
“You have a point. I can’t let you upstage me.” He ran a hand through his hair, then 
jumped back, pointed a finger at me, and put on an air of righteous indignation. “It serves 
you right, tiahaar Aramassic! I am vindicated by your plight.” I gave him an evil look, 
and he said, “I was just practicing.” 
  
“Needs work. I can’t believe I let this happen.” I put my head in my hands and he ruffled 
my hair.  
  
“Well, look at it this way. Everyhar respects you. And Ambree? Just look at him. What 
har wouldn’t want him to host his pearl? Your son will be gorgeous, and in ten years 
we’ll all look back on this and laugh. Even Jasc.” 
  
“Yeah, well get ready. You know how news travels around here. By tonight everyhar will 
know.” 
  
“Don’t worry. I will be the most tragic character. And you will be the har who devastated 
me. Don’t you feel wicked? I wonder how many days I can get off from work. This is 
what I’m going to wear.” He ran to the closet and brought out a black outfit I’d never 
seen before. I couldn’t believe how cheerfully he was handling the situation. But then he 
did love a good show, or even a bad one for that matter. 
  
“Tell me you didn’t buy that just for the occasion,” I said to him. 
  
“I did. Can I borrow your onyx necklace?” 
  
“You already have it.” I put my head in my hands again. “Where will we live?” 
  
“You can always bring him here. We can live together as one big twisted family.” 
  
I glared at him. “Won’t that ruin your tragic fun?” 
  
“I suppose you’re right.”  



 
“Besides, I’ve already lost that argument. I have to stay there, at least until he delivers the 
pearl.” 
 
I must have looked miserable because Kana sat down next to me and put his arms around 
my shoulders. “Okay, all kidding aside, you don’t have to stay there. You can come home 
if you like. I’ll put off my performance, if it’s really going to be that bad for you there.” 
 
“No, it’s okay. I promised Semmi. I think Ambree wants to leave as much as I do, but his 
hostling is very persuasive.” 
 
* * * * 
 
I was quiet for some time after I went back to Ambree that day, and it was very 
uncomfortable there in the house with Jasc giving me the silent treatment, but Semmi 
reproached me enough for both of them. Ambree’s room was my only sanctuary, and he 
and I spent a lot of time in it, which gave us a chance to really discover each other. You 
think you know a har, maybe you knew him all your life, and then you move in with him. 
Then you realize there are so many little things – subtle things like mannerisms and 
moods and habits – that you never noticed, or else never knew about. That’s when it 
really hits you. 
 
Jasc came around after about a week, when Ambree began to display signs that the pearl 
was growing inside him. One night at dinner, Ambree suddenly jumped out of his chair 
and sent a volley of peas into my lap. We all stared at him, and he said, “It moved.” I put 
my hand to his belly, but all I could feel was a hard little knot. Then for the first time 
since the night of his son’s feybraiha, Jasc smiled. After that everything seemed to take 
on an air of normality between the four of us.  
 
Also, the hype had begun to die down about what I’d done to Ambree. Soon it was no 
longer news that we were an item. We made it a point to be seen together about town. In 
the evenings we often went to The Coach for drinks.  
 
One night we met Treya outside just as we were leaving. He was handing out newspapers 
from Brand, which were causing some commotion. He tossed me one, but Ambree was in 
a hurry to get home, so I didn’t look at it right away.  
  
You would have to understand the social dynamic of a very small, very isolated town in 
order to appreciate the utter thrill a simple newspaper could bring. When we got home, 
Jasc, Semmi, and Ambree all sat around me and listened as I read the story on the front 
page: 
 

 “The Gelaming have infiltrated Megalithica, and it is believed they have 
established a stronghold somewhere to the south of Fulminir. The exact 
location of the Gelaming camp is unknown at this time, but, as a result of 
their presence, Ponclast’s forces in the north have formed alliances with 



several Uigenna factions, uniting both tribes in the event of further 
invasive action. Ponclast’s forces, along with Terzian’s guard, are now in 
the process of cleaning out the area of rogue humans and hara. A few 
unthrist hara who were caught near the borders of Galhea have been 
retained for questioning. Many humans have been caught moving toward 
the Gelaming encampment, and are to be shot on sight, by orders of 
Ponclast.” 

  
“Shot on sight,” Semmi exclaimed when I finished reading “Why?” 
  
“Ponclast is probably afraid the Gelaming will recruit them, either into their army or as 
spies,” I said, thinking of my parents again suddenly with a sharp stab, and Athanas, too. 
“It would make more sense to retain them,” I said. “They could be questioned.” 
  
“Tortured you mean,” Semmi countered. “I think it’s rather unfair the way humans are 
treated.  Not all of them are bad.” 
  
“But many of them would kill us as soon as look at us,” Jasc interjected. “We have our 
children to think about. Our families to protect. I’d rather shoot on sight and be safe than 
let the dangerous ones go and be sorry later.” 
  
“That’s your opinion,” Semmi retorted rather crossly. “I think it’s stupid to just kill 
them.”  
 
“And that, my dear, is your opinion,” Jasc leaned over and kissed Semmi on the shoulder, 
“to which you are entitled.” 
 
I realized I’d never heard them argue before. “I wonder what all of this means for us,” I 
said aloud. 
  
“I wouldn’t worry over a handful of Gelaming,” Jasc replied. “They wouldn’t stand much 
of a chance against the Varrs.” 
  
“I suppose you’re right,” I said, but it bothered me, especially now that I had a son on the 
way. After all, what did we really know of the Gelaming? We’d heard so little about 
them, only that they were powerful. Maybe they were only a handful now, but why were 
they here? Where had they come from? What did they want with us? Thoughts of 
invasion clouded my vision, and in the days that followed I began to carry my hunting 
knife with me again. I began to watch and listen, to revive the training Athanas had given 
me. He’d taught us how to stretch our minds out over an area, to feel for intruders 
through subtle nuances in the atmosphere. In this manner I began to keep watch over our 
borders. I did not mention my concerns to anyhar but Kana. I felt he was the only one 
who would understand my fears.  
 
“Yes,” he said to me, “I’ve felt it too. Something is definitely in the air.” We were at his 
house, sitting at the kitchen table. A storm had blown in that night, and we’d been talking 



of war and invasion and harish power as the wind howled outside and rain pelted at the 
windows. “I’m telling you, Saniah, there are hara out there who can do things, things that 
you and I can’t do with just the basic training we’ve had. We could probably learn to do 
them, but it would take some time.” 
 
“What do you mean? What things?” 
 
“They can manipulate the very air. They can generate power and use it as a weapon. 
They’ve learned how to harness the energy of aruna in ways we never dreamed, and they 
cut themselves to enhance the force of it. Pleasure and pain together is somehow very 
powerful.” 
 
I thought of the power that Ambree and I had generated the first time we’d taken aruna, 
and I wondered how it could be harnessed. I said to Kana quietly, “Is that what you 
saw…back then?” 
 
We had been speaking in whispers, and suddenly there was a loud crack of thunder. The 
lights went out and he said, “I saw my brother sacrificed to that lust for power. I don’t 
know what power is in death, but I know it scared the hell out of me. And I saw other 
things too, Saniah, things I never told you about. Things that our captives did to other 
hara that made my blood turn to ice.” I could only see his outline in the darkness, but I 
saw him shudder.  
 
“I don’t think I’d want to learn to do those things, whatever they are,” I said. Thoughts of 
Steel brushed across my mind. Thoughts of their sometimes bloody fights. It was 
something I rarely thought about anymore, but those old questions came to mind at the 
mention of pleasure and pain, and the power of death. Kana’s outline suddenly looked 
menacing. It sounded like he knew more about this power than he wanted to tell me. Had 
he tried to do these things before? Did I really want to know? Then the lights flickered 
and came back on, and I saw he was once again just Kana.  
 
He stood, and went to draw the curtains. “The Varrs are a deadly lot, Saniah, and I think 
the forces of Fulminir or Galhea could stave off a Gelaming invasion. But Orsai is a 
completely different story. The hara here are not Varrs. It’s just an obligatory title for 
them. They’ve never really stopped being human, if you want my honest opinion. They 
don’t train for war. Hell, they don’t train for anything. Jasc and Ginnesse are the only real 
Varrs here, and they’re completely out of touch with their tribe. They think Ponclast will 
protect them. I think it’s far more likely Ponclast would toss them to the Gelaming, as he 
would toss a bone to the dog that had him cornered.” 
 
I’d never heard Kana speak this way, but I was glad he was saying it, because it 
confirmed what I already knew. Orsai lay pretty much in between Galhea and Fulminir. If 
the Gelaming took it, they’d be surrounded by Varrs. And Ponclast was no fool. He knew 
how to lure an enemy into a trap. If that happened, Orsai would likely become a 
battlefield. I said, “What do you think we should do?” 
 



“We should remember who we are, and where we came from.” 
 
 
* * * * 
 
That night I had the dream again.  
 
There they were, both of them draped in red silk, and both of them watching me, but this 
time I could see them better. The taller one turned quickly when he thought I might 
recognize him. I almost did. The smaller one drew his cloak to cover his face. All I saw 
were a pair of eyes, which seemed familiar, and yet not familiar. As soon as I tried to get 
closer, the taller one fled, and the smaller one grabbed at something around his neck, like 
a necklace. He yanked it off and held it out to me, and I reached for it. Then he let it fall 
into the river of smoke that flowed between us. Again, I sensed the object must not be 
lost, and so I dove after it. Again I couldn’t find it, and I awoke. I was holding my hands 
in front of me, and it looked like they had blood on them. Then my mind cleared away 
the last wisps of the dream and everything went back to normal. But this time the eyes of 
that har stayed with me. I knew them. 
 
* * * * 
 
For the next two months Ambree was a transformed being. He was always restless. He 
was always hungry. He was always uncomfortable. I did my best for him. Semmi catered 
to his every whim, but never missed an opportunity to scold him. For some reason 
Ambree kept wanting to eat strawberries with salt on them, especially in the middle of the 
night. It was I who usually went downstairs and got them for him. The thought of eating 
salted strawberries made me ill, but once I tried one just to see how it tasted, and 
discovered it wasn’t just the thought of them that made me ill.  
  
His behavior had become irrational, too. He had always been somewhat of an emotional 
enigma, but now that he was hosting, the volume of it seemed to be turned up a decibel or 
two. He always seemed worried, and he tried to hide it from me, but of course he 
couldn’t. One night as we were about to go to bed, he asked me to talk to the pearl. I just 
eyed him suspiciously and went into the bathroom with no intention of obliging. 
  
“It knows us,” he said as he followed me. “It knows our voices.” 
  
“It’s probably asleep right now, and we shouldn’t bother it.” 
  
“No it isn’t. It’s scared.” 
  
I put my hairbrush down and gave him a look. “It’s scared,” I repeated flatly. “What does 
it have to be scared about?” 
  
“I don’t know. Maybe it had a bad dream.” 
  



“I don’t think pearls can dream, Ambree. What would they dream about?” I was 
beginning to think that this was probably the most ridiculous conversation I’d ever had, 
but Ambree fully believed every word of what he was telling me. He was still too cute to 
say no to, so I finally put my hands on his hips and said to his belly, “Don’t be afraid, 
pearl.” 
  
“Hug it.” 
  
I hugged him and said to his belly, “Don’t worry, you’ll be out of that crazy hostling soon 
enough.” I was joking, of course, but had forgotten how ultra sensitive Ambree had 
become recently, and I instantly regretted saying it. He pulled away from me roughly and 
went into the bedroom, huffing noisily so that I’d know he was upset.   
  
“I didn’t know you could be so cruel, Saniah,” he said when it was apparent I wasn’t 
coming after him. 
  
“Oh, come on, Ambree. You know I’m joking.” 
  
“You don’t care at all about me!” 
  
“How can you say that? I just talked to your stomach.”  
  
He screamed a couple of expletives at me; I didn’t know why. I went over to the chair in 
which he was sitting, all hunched up in a ball, and I knelt in front of him. “Ambree, 
what’s really the matter? Tell me.” 
  
He began to cry, and wouldn’t say anything at all to me for a long time. So after a while I 
got up and acted like I was going to leave the room. Then he said, “Saniah, I’m the one 
that’s afraid.” I went to him and took his hands. After living with him and getting to 
know him so intimately, it was sometimes easy to forget he was considerably younger 
than me. 
  
“Afraid of what? You have nothing to be afraid of.” 
  
He said softly, “I’m afraid I won’t be a good hostling. I’m afraid something will happen 
to the pearl. I have bad dreams about it.” 
  
“What sort of dreams?” 
  
He fidgeted, clearly not wanting to tell me. After I coaxed him a little bit he finally said, 
“I’m afraid I might drop it. In the dreams I always drop it, and it cracks open and ants 
come out. I try and I try to scream, but I can’t. It’s horrible.” 
  
“But it’s just a dream.” 
  
“They were right, Saniah. They were all right about me. I’m too young to be a hostling.” 



  
“Don’t be silly. You’ll be a terrific hostling.” 
  
“No. The dreams are a bad omen. Our son is doomed.”   
  
I was a good while reassuring him. I didn’t understand these outbursts. They weren’t 
typical of him, but I could only guess I might behave the same way when it was my turn 
to host. He was beginning to worry me, though. I guess I felt a little protective of him 
still, and I didn't want him to be stressed. So the following day I got an idea, and I drew 
up a sketch at Uladri’s, which I took to Epiphany’s shop (Epiphany is a clothier in town) 
on my way home. I explained to him what I wanted and he said it should be pretty easy to 
make. He even added a few of his own embellishments. Epiphany was a true artist. 
  
Ambree delivered our pearl the following week. That day he had been restless and moody 
and that night he wouldn’t go to sleep. He just paced the floor, keeping me awake, and 
nothing could make him happy. I finally went to one of the guest rooms because I was 
tired and wanted only to sleep. I had nearly drifted off when I heard a dreadful cry. As 
soon as I burst into our bedroom he shouted for me to get Semmi, but both of his parents 
were already at the door. 
  
“It’s happening,” Ambree cried. I picked him up and laid him on the bed, and helped him 
out of his shorts while Semmi went to get some clean towels and warm water, and Jasc 
ran off to get Theta.  
  
When Theta arrived, I wouldn’t leave him alone to help Ambree deliver the pearl in 
peace. Not that there was really anything peaceful about it. It was all pushing and 
screaming and blood. Ambree begged me not to leave, but there seemed to be no use for 
me. “What can I do,” I asked, trying hard not to panic. 
  
“Get behind him,” Theta said, and I sat on the bed with my back against the headboard. 
“Prop him up in front of you, yes, like that. Hold on to him.” He felt Ambree’s brow, and 
then pressed on his abdomen where the pearl was slowly working its way down. Ambree 
howled with pain, and Semmi came into the room to make sure we weren’t killing him. 
Soon Jasc was standing there too, watching the procedure with a wrinkled brow.  
 
Semmi handed me a cool, damp cloth. “Put that on his forehead,” he instructed. I did, and 
Ambree screamed as his soume muscles contracted again. Semmi knelt on the floor 
beside his son and took his hand, and Jasc sat down in the chair by the window. 
  
“You have to push,” Theta instructed. 
  
“It hurts,” Ambree whimpered. 
  
“You wanted this,” Semmi said to him, and Ambree started to cry. 
  
“I want it out of me,” he wailed. 



  
“You have to push it out then,” Theta instructed calmly.  
 
Ambree howled again, and his belly seemed to retch. “I can’t do this,” he cried.   
  
“You’re going to have to,” Theta countered. He seemed so calm and assured in contrast 
to the rest of us, but I guess he’d seen his share of pearl-bearing. Jasc kept remarking how 
weird the whole thing was, and when he made a noise of disgust Ambree screamed at 
him to leave. “No, I want to see,” Jasc argued. “One day Semmi’s going to make me do 
this.” Semmi turned to him and grinned, and then they both started giggling about it. 
  
“Stop it you two,” Ambree wailed, “I’m dying, and nohar cares!” 
  
“No you’re not. Breathe,” I whispered into his ear, and kissed his hair. “Soon it’ll be done 
and we’ll have our pearl.” 
  
“Easy for you to say,” he said, and he let out another painful cry as he was hit with a 
contraction.  
 
So it went, hours of crying and screaming and pushing until at last, with one great heave 
and a gut-wrenching wail, the pearl emerged into Theta’s hands. It glistened with blood 
and fluid, and Semmi held open a warm towel to receive it. Ambree tried to raise himself 
up to see it, but he collapsed onto me, whimpering softly. His soume-lam was wreck. I 
couldn’t watch as Theta tried to clean him up.  
  
“He seems to have lost a lot of blood,” Theta observed, and I winced at the massive dark 
stain on the sheet where Ambree lay. I took the pearl from Semmi. Ambree was weak, 
and I was growing more concerned. His hands were shaking violently and he was soaking 
wet. I settled the pearl onto his belly so he could see it, and touch it if he wanted to. He 
went completely limp. Semmi tapped his face gently to try and wake him.   
  
“Is he alright,” I asked, worried. 
  
Theta set to work quickly, packing the wound while Semmi sat next to us on the bed and 
fed Ambree his strength. I fed him as much as I had. He was drained, and very weak. 
Finally Theta turned his attention to the pearl. It was beginning to soften and I held it 
protectively. I didn’t want him to take it. My son was in there. And I could feel him, 
could feel the vibration of his soul, picking up our worry from within his shell. It’s 

alright, little one, I said to him with my mind.  
  
“It’s a large pearl,” said Theta. “It may have damaged his passage. I’ll have to examine 
him later. Just let him rest. The bleeding’s stopped, at least. I think he’s just exhausted. 
The pearl itself seems fine.” Theta looked at my chesnari’s face and then looked at me. 
“He’s very young,” he said. I needed no more clarification. Everyhar in Orsai pretty 
much had the same opinion of what I’d done to Ambree. Never mind Ambree was so 



happy about it. “Fetch me when he wakes,” said Theta as he gathered his utensils. We all 
thanked him and he left. 
 
Ambree was much better by evening. I’d kept the pearl between us on the bed, and at 
some point he’d hugged it to himself and slept with his arms around it. When he awoke 
he wanted to kiss it all over and talk to it, which made me laugh. I hoped our son would 
be just like him. Theta came by as promised, but not much examining could be done. He 
just ended up giving Ambree some herbal concoction for pain and said he should heal up 
in no time. The next afternoon we had another visitor. Kana brought a gift for Ambree, 
and he asked to see the pearl. Ambree let him hold it, all the while with outstretched 
hands, as if he didn’t quite trust Kana. I wasn’t sure I trusted him with it, either. I thought 
Kana might do something silly, like pretend he was going to throw it, or drop it or 
something, and I was prepared to beat the crap out of him. But he held the pearl very 
carefully and said, “You need something to keep it in.” I remembered then that I had a 
gift for Ambree, too. I’d been hiding it in the back of the closet since I’d retrieved it from 
Epiphany’s shop. Now I brought it out and showed it to him. 
  
“What is it,” he asked as he unfolded the sturdy, colorful linen, woven in a bright pattern 
and set with silver beads (the beads were Epiphany’s embellishments). It looked like a 
handbag with two extra straps at the bottom, just as I’d designed it.  
  
I took it from him to demonstrate. “It’s something to keep the pearl in,” I said. “You put 
this top strap around your neck, and you tie these two bottom ones around your waist, and 
it forms a little sling for the pearl in front. See, it’s really just a big pouch. You put him in 
there and you can button it up so he doesn’t fall out.” 
  
“Wherever did you find this,” Ambree asked. “I’ve never seen one.” 
  
“I drew up a design, and Epiphany made it for me.” 
  
“I never knew you were so clever, Saniah,” Kana said. 
 
I shrugged it off. “I’m probably not. I bet there are thousands of devices like this one 
floating around out there. I’m sure every har with a pearl has made up something to keep 
it in.” 
  
“I always knew you were clever.” Ambree smiled at me appreciatively. I helped him put 
it on. Kana carefully nestled the pearl into the pouch in front, and we all admired my 
ingenuity for a moment. Then Kana hopped up. “I should get going,” he said. “I guess 
everyhar will be talking about our little visit today.” 
  
“As if they haven’t been talking already,” I said dryly. 
  
“Did you make sure you were seen,” Ambree teased him. “We could stage that brawl 
you’ve always wanted. I could push you out onto the street and you could pull my hair.” 
  



They both laughed as co-conspirators, but I just shook my head. I was tired of this drama. 
Kana had thoroughly enjoyed playing the tragic figure for over two months now at my 
expense. At first I’d found it somewhat entertaining. Now I just wanted to smack all the 
drama right out of him. But it was mostly because of Kana’s behavior that I decided to do 
something rather drastic. I suggested to Ambree that very night we should have a blood-
bonding ceremony. He was very appreciative, and I always enjoyed reaping the benefits 
of his appreciation. But I also wanted everyhar to see that Kana was actually nowhere 
near as upset as he pretended to be, so I asked him the next day to stand up and say a few 
words during the ceremony.  
  
“What kind of words,” he asked me. I caught the gleam in his eye. 
  
“Nice ones,” I clarified, and he frowned. 
  
After some seconds had passed he said, “I don’t think I’m capable of that.” 
  
I had to agree. “I don’t think you are either. I’ll write something down on paper for you.” 
 
Ambree healed very quickly and was up and about in no time, making plans for the 
ceremony, carrying the pearl around with him everywhere in its little sling. Our friends 
were in and out of the house, congratulating us, bringing us gifts, wanting to see the 
pearl. All of us were quick to show it off.   
  
The Bonding ceremony was held the following week in the public garden behind the 
government complex. Neither of us had wanted to wait. It was early summer, and with 
the trees in full bloom, and surrounded by friends, Ambree and I stood before everyhar 
and were officially joined. I have never once regretted it. Jasc performed the ceremony, 
lightly cutting our arms and binding them together while I held Ambree’s gaze and we 
whispered things to each other. Kana made a beautiful speech, one he’d made up all by 
himself without even looking at the speech I’d written for him. Then it began to rain, and 
everyhar went inside, where we’d prepared a feast in one of the ballrooms. We all ate and 
danced and drank ourselves silly until nearly dawn. Kessel said it was good luck to dance 
in the rain, so we did that, too. I noticed he had become pretty cozy with Kana recently, 
or vice versa. They seemed to suit each other. Kessel bore some small resemblance to 
Steel, and Ambree said he had a fiery temper when provoked. Well, Kana certainly 
enjoyed provoking. 
 
 
It was only a few days after the bonding ceremony our son emerged into the world. I was 
out in the yard, and I heard Ambree screaming for me from inside the house, so naturally 
I went running in to see what was wrong. When I got to the bedroom, I saw the pearl was 
broken, and I began to panic, thinking for a moment his prediction had come true. But 
then I saw the perfect little hand poking out of it, and there was Ambree standing over it, 
coaxing the rest of it out. The little hand grasped at air, reaching for his hostling, I 
suppose. We helped him a little bit, and soon we were face to face with our son. Ambree 
lifted him up carefully and kissed him, and told me over and over again how perfect he 



was. He didn't have to tell me, though. I could see it for myself. Our hatchling pawed at 
us and made noises of recognition. I believe he somehow knew he was the center of our 
universe. 
  
We named him Oryx, and he quickly shattered all the romantic images I’d ever had of 
parenthood. From the outset he was talkative and expressive, and made it known he 
wanted his way. He didn’t want to sleep in the nursery; he had to sleep in the bed with us. 
If he couldn’t see us he would scream. Sometimes he would scream just for the hell of it. 
He came with teeth, and sometimes he would nibble my fingers and then look at me and 
giggle. Whatever we gave him to eat, only half of it went into his stomach. The other half 
went onto the floor, the walls, or whoever was near. This amused him more than any toy. 
I remembered my father once talking about feeding tubes going directly into a man’s 
stomach. It didn’t seem a bad idea. We finally learned to feed him only things that 
wouldn’t leave too bad a stain on our clothes.   
  
Ambree was ill-tempered most of the time because he wasn’t getting any sleep, and I 
guess I was too. Jasc and Semmi often gave us this look, which I can’t describe except to 
say it must be the opposite of sympathy. But as much as our plight amused them, they 
adored their high-harling and showered him with affection and gifts. He was the best-
dressed harling in Orsai, and by the time we moved into our own place, he had 
accumulated more toys than we could take with us. So Semmi held some of them as 
hostages to ensure we’d visit often. But we saw them every day, because the house we 
moved into was only a couple of miles down the road from theirs. It had been empty a 
long time and was sort of run down, but Kana, Uladri, Treya, and all the rest of our 
friends had been helping us make it livable. It was a solid house, not small, but not 
enormous either. Sabri and Ambree had planted a garden, and there was “plenty of room 
for lots of harlings,” as Ambree said. The message was not lost on me.   
  
So began what I guess could be described as the beginning of a pivotal time, not only in 
our lives, but also in Megalithican history. In all the fuss over pearl-bearing and house-
building and blood-bonding, we still hadn’t forgotten the Gelaming. They were still 
camped out in some remote area of Megalithica, being very still and very quiet. But we 
knew they were there. In spite of them, those days were the happiest of my life, and they 
didn’t last long enough. 
 
Chapter 13 of 23 
 
I could still hit within two inches of the center point of a target with my hunting knife, if I 
threw from less than thirty feet. Kana could do better. He’d never stopped using his, or so 
he said.  
 
“Do you still have those guns we brought with us,” I asked him one day, when we were 
out practicing in back of his house. I was sick to death of throwing and missing. “I’m 
much better with a gun.” 
 



“So am I,” Kana said as he retrieved both our knives from the tree, “but that’s the point. 
We’re good with guns. We need practice with knives.” 
 
“I guess you’re right,” I agreed.” 
 
“Besides,” he said, “we shouldn’t waste any ammo.”  
 
I looked at the spot where our knives had struck the tree trunk repeatedly, at the red mark 
we’d painted to throw at. It looked like the tree was bleeding. I pictured it grabbing it’s 
trunk and falling over dead, and I laughed grimly to myself.  
 
“I have something else to show you,” said Kana, and he opened the door to the cellar. 
“Come down here.” I followed him into the dark, musty basement and he said, “Athanas 
taught me a few of his tricks, too, when he was here.” 
 
“Tricks?” 
 
“You know how he used to experiment with chemicals.” I did. I told him I didn’t think it 
was worth much. He said, “Well, he and I found a good supply of them in the basement 
when you were gone. I’ve been experimenting, too.” 
 
“Experimenting how exactly?” My eyes began to adjust to the darkness, and I saw he had 
a table set up with all sorts of bottles and jars. There was even one little catapult-like 
device. I didn't want to ask what it was for. I’d never understood Athanas’ fascination 
with chemicals. Kana clarified it for me.  
 
“I’m learning how to make explosives.” 
 
* * * * 
 
When Kana burned his house down he came to stay with Ambree and I until it could be 
rebuilt. I guess he discovered the hard way not to mix the stuff in the jar labeled ‘Brake 
Fluid’ with the stuff in the bag marked ‘Chlorine’. It was a bad explosion; we were all 
surprised he escaped it. But we had plenty of room for him at our house, and Oryx adored 
him, which made me nervous. I kind of liked having him around again, though. He made 
very good coffee, and of course I had missed his verbal abuse.  
 
There was one old Uigenna trait we’d never lost, and that was the tendency to get up 
early. One morning I went downstairs before sunrise to find Kana already up and reading 
a newspaper. When he saw me he said, “News.” We were the only ones awake. 
  
“What news,” I yawned. 
  
“I’m surprised you haven’t heard already.” 
  
“What news,” I repeated, louder. 



  
“Terzian’s gone.” 
  
I looked at him with a fair amount of alarm. “Terzian’s gone? What do you mean? Gone 
where?” 
  
“He’s gone with most of his guard to take action against that Gelaming camp in the 
South.” He handed me the newspaper. Treya was still in the business of bringing them 
from Brand whenever he got the chance.  
  
“You can’t be serious,” I said. 
  
“Read it for yourself. I’m not making it up.” 
  
There it was in black and white “So we’re making the first move after all,” I said. 
“Actually, this explains a lot.” 
  
“What do you mean?”  
  
“About a month ago, remember I told you a captain from Galhea was inquiring about 
horses? He needed seventy. Uladri sold him eighty-seven. It was a huge deal. We 
should’ve realized then that something was up.” There it was again, that sense of 
impending doom. We still knew so little of the Gelaming, and there they were, just sitting 
there, watching. Waiting. Like a spider, luring the entire Varrish army into its web. Kana 
picked up on my thoughts. 
  
“Who knows what they’re up to,” he said, “but you and I, at least we know how to defend 
ourselves, if it comes to that.” 
  
“Better than Terzian’s Varrs?” I glanced at him darkly and he waved his hand in the air.  
 
“There can’t be that many of them,” he said. “Terzian’s forces I’m sure could kick their 
pretty asses in a day.”  
  
I smiled thinly at the notion of the great Lord of Galhea swatting a bunch of scantily clad, 
overtly soume hara like flies, knocking the soup out of them and returning home by 
dinnertime. I really had no idea what the Gelaming were like at that time, nor what they 
were capable of.  Nor, for that matter, what the Varrs were capable of. 
  
I learned more details from Uladri later, but I only had to walk out into the streets of 
Orsai to hear the buzz of speculation. Hara everywhere were talking about it, about what 
it could possibly mean for us. It’s finally happening, I thought. This is what’s been 
stirring all along. Now what? If the Varrs went to war, would we be recruited? Would we 
be protected? Or would we be the bone tossed to the cornering dog? And if we were, 
would the Gelaming take the bait? And what would happen to Orsai when and if they 
did?  



  
Kana and I still had an understanding. We’d been stockpiling weapons, now we began to 
wear guns under our coats, and to remember once again our Uigenna training. We had 
also been practicing some other defensive techniques we’d learned with the Uigenna, 
such as placing psychic ‘sentries’ at different points around the town’s borders. I noticed 
Jasc kept a few weapons handy, too, and Ginnesse posted guards at the road into Orsai 
(which was also the road out). For months we stayed on silent alert, ready to protect our 
families and each other from whatever dangers might come to us. But none came. By 
Winter Solstice the buzz had mostly died down. Terzian had not returned, had not even 
been heard from, and there seemed to be no great Gelaming threat looming above us, 
either. The situation seemed to have simply gone away. For now, we appeared to be safe. 
Perhaps a bit demoralized that our great and powerful guardian had disappeared, but safe. 
The horse trading business was slow, however, now that Galhea was no longer in the 
picture, so Uladri began to set his sights on Fulminir. “I have a feeling that if Terzian 
doesn’t return soon, Ponclast will mobilize against the Gelaming himself,” Uladri 
speculated. “He’ll probably recruit soldiers from the surrounding villages. If that 
happens, I intend to supply him with all the horses he needs.” 
  
“Suppose he recruits us,” I asked. 
  
Uladri shrugged. “Then I guess we go to war.” 
 
It seemed to be the general consensus that we would go on as we had been until we were 
forced to do otherwise. So we did, in spite of all that was happening elsewhere. What else 
could we do? It was as if, for us, the outside world didn’t exist, or it existed on some 
other plane. We heard news of Ponclast’s campaigns in the northern territories and tales 
of astounding violence, but it was like we lived in a magical bubble. It was another 
Bediatu. Nothing could touch us here.  
 
* * * * 
 
Oryx turned two, and still we heard no news of Terzian.  
 
Oryx was a precocious and beautiful harling, so much like his hostling, even in looks, for 
of those he had nothing of me in him. Jasc had hosted his and Semmi’s second son, Isa, 
shortly after Oryx turned a year old. I still worked as Uladri’s overseer, in charge of all 
operations at the farm. Uladri and Treya had finally stopped playing the love-hate game 
and were now living together happily. Ambree had his work cut out for him just taking 
care of Oryx. Kana was now working with Jasc and Ginnesse on the town’s governing 
council, making sure we all had electricity and water. He’d moved in with Kessel, around 
the time Isa hatched. They moved into a large, roomy apartment above a bar (aptly 
named “The Bar”) where Kessel worked.  
 
We hadn’t forgotten about Terzian, we’d just all learned to live with the idea he might be 
lost forever. 
  



Then one evening Sabri was over at our house, and he told us that Terzian’s son, Swift, 
had gone to look for his father and the missing Varrs. There was a spark of hope we 
hadn’t thought of: Swift. He was of an appropriate age now, and rumor had it he was an 
apt administrator and a fair judge. One could only assume he was a decent soldier too. I 
doubted his training in warfare had been neglected; he was, after all Terzian’s son. He 
might be a suitable replacement, if his father was indeed lost. “Where’d you hear that,” I 
asked Sabri. 
  
“I heard it from Treya,” he replied. “Swift went with two others, at least that’s what 
Treya said.” 
 
“Only three of them? What exactly were they planning to do to the Gelaming,” I laughed. 
  
“They say Swift’s hostling is a witch,” Ambree remarked. Somehow he was always 
current on what everyhar was up to, even those we didn't know in other villages. “A very 
beautiful, very odd witch. They say he can manipulate the very air around him.” 
 
I twitched at that last bit. “How, Ambree? How does he manipulate the air?” 
 
Ambree thought I was making fun of him, and so he just rolled his eyes at me and said, 
“If I knew how to do it, I’d show you.” 
 
“Well maybe he wove a spell around his son for protection. Maybe Swift has weapons of 
magic,” said Sabri. It was dark outside, and we were sitting in the den around the fire, 
just the right atmosphere for such conversation. 
 
“Let’s hope he has something,” I mumbled. 
  
Oryx stared up at Sabri with awe and said, “Tell me more about the witch.” 
  
Sabri put Oryx on his lap and whispered, “He’s beautiful and deadly, and he can turn 
himself into smoke. If you don’t behave, he’ll waft into your bedroom at night and choke 
you!” 
  
Oryx squealed and Ambree took him away from Sabri. “That’ll do. It’s hard enough 
trying to get him to sleep in his own room without you filling his head with nonsense.” 
  
I was two whole hours trying to get him to go to sleep that night, but Oryx wasn’t the 
only one who was troubled. News seemed to spread quickly. Hara began to talk about the 
possibility Swift had gone the way of his father, when several months had passed and 
there was still no word from him. Once again we all held our breaths, waiting for 
something, of the return of the tattered remnants of the Varrish army, of Terzian or Swift 
pulling a victory out of nowhere, of anything. The safety of Orsai, so everyhar here 
believed, rested in the hands of this army that had disappeared from the face of the earth. 
We waited, but no news came.  
 



Then something earth-shattering happened, something that astounded everyhar, and 
became known as one of the biggest shocks ever in the history of Orsai. Kana and Kessel 
were over one evening for dinner, along with several other friends. While we were eating 
dessert, Kessel announced he was with pearl. The table suddenly fell into stunned silence, 
and everyhar stared at Kana, completely mystified. Kana stared at me, with a tiny smirk 
on his face that said, yes, it’s mine. I dropped my spoon. I heard clatters all around the 
table as other spoons were dropped, too, and coughing, as Sabri actually choked on the 
news. I wondered how Kessel had managed to talk him into doing it. Fatherhood, or even 
parenthood, was something I could never picture Kana getting himself involved in. 
Apparently, nohar else could picture it, either. Ambree broke the silence rather 
awkwardly by offering congratulations to Kessel, and then everyhar else took the cue. 
Later, Kana and I were in the garden smoking and I asked him why he’d done it. Had 
Kessel threatened him? Offered him a bribe? Kana just shrugged and said, “It was time.” 
I knew then he’d never stop being a mystery to me, no matter how well I thought I knew 
him. 
  
One day not long after that I stopped off at The Bar on my way home from the farm, but 
Kessel told me Kana wasn’t there yet. I was already later than usual getting home, so I 
didn't wait for him. I finished my drink and went on my way. I was halfway to my house 
when I heard my name being called rather urgently. I turned and saw Kana racing toward 
me on foot, so I stopped Galaxy and waited for him to catch up to me. He was breathless 
when he finally did. “What is it,” I asked, and he handed me a slip of paper. “What’s 
this?” 
  
“It’s a flyer. It’s finally happened, Saniah. Ponclast is recruiting hara from the area to go 
to Galhea for training.” 
  
I rolled my eyes at him. “Don’t tell me you’re enlisting.” 
  
“I was hoping you might come with me.” 
  
“And march right into the Gelaming web? You’re crazy to go. And there’s no way I’d go 
with you, Kana. I have a family now.”  
 
“I don’t think Ponclast is stupid enough to just march all his hara into the Gelaming web. 
Perhaps he’s already thrown his bone to the Gelaming. Perhaps it was Terzian. Or Swift.” 
 
“Perhaps I don’t really give a shit. I can’t just leave, I don’t want to. Besides, aren’t you 
about to be a father?” 
  
“Oh come on, Saniah. Kessel can take care of a harling for six weeks. How hard could it 
be?” 
  
I bit my tongue. He’d find out soon enough. “We need you here,” I said. 
 
“Need me for what?” 



 
“Need you to not get yourself killed, or fall into whatever trap Terzian’s hara fell into.” 
  
“It’s not like we’d be going to war. The whole point of this is to set up defenses in the 
villages. We’re to train for six weeks with what’s left of Terzian’s guard, and then come 
back to form a militia locally.” 
 
He was serious. I thought about it for a moment or two. Then he said, “Terzian hasn’t 
been heard from, and neither has Swift. It seems to me like Ponclast might be planning 
some action soon. If that happens, and he goes south, don’t you want us all to be trained 
and ready?” 
 
“Kana, you’re not listening to me. I have a family, and I don’t want to leave them to go 
play army with a bunch of Varrs. If I’m needed here, I’ll defend Orsai to my death, and 
without any training from anyhar.” I squared my shoulders and looked down at him. 
“You forget I was a Uigenna warrior before you were even incepted.” I had never pulled 
rank on him like that, and I watched his face for a reaction, but it didn't even twitch. 
Perhaps he was immune to me, after all this time.  
 
Instead he just sighed like a restless child. “But don’t you think it’ll be fun to be in the 
army?” It wasn't really a question. “It’ll be like old times. And it’s only six weeks, San. 
The whole point is to unite all the outlying villages under the protection of Fulminir, and 
create a militia that will report directly to Ponclast. He has his regular army there; I don't 
think means to actually use us. But he will need to have a guard stationed here to protect 
his interests while he’s off on whatever military action he’s planning. We’ll only have to 
go to Galhea for six weeks training. That’s not so bad.” 
 
I sniffed at his words derisively. The whole point, as far as I could see it, was simply to 
increase the Varrs’ territory. Ravaged villages would be easy to bring into the fold. “So 
you don’t think he’s going to toss us to the dogs?” 
 
“I don’t know. It’s a theory, I guess, like any other. But if he does, I for one want to be 
ready.” 
 
“They can’t teach you anything about warfare that you don’t already know,” I said. 
 
“Maybe not, but I’m sure they could teach me other things. One can never be too 
educated, you know.” He studied me for a minute, then said, “Semmi enlisted.” 
  
It caught me off guard and I jerked my head at him. “What?  No he didn’t.” 
  
“Yes he did, I heard Uladri telling Kessel last night. They stopped in at The Bar.” 
  
“Uladri didn’t say anything to me about it at all today, that little weasel. And Jasc?” 
  
“Well I assume he’ll stay home and take care of Isa.” 



  
“Why are you so interested in this? I thought you hated the Varrs.” 
  
“True, I have no love for them, but I do actually love Orsai, believe it or not. If I have to 
join up with those miscreants in order to defend it, I will.” 
 
“You don’t think you’ll end up one of them?” 
 
With that I finally got a reaction from him. He looked at me as if I’d just hit him. 
“Saniah, don’t you know me at all? Do you think I’d be so easily influenced? I’ve killed 
Varrs before, when I was only human. I could’ve killed you, too, but I chose not to. I let 
you incept me because I chose to be incepted. I made you bring me with you when you 
left because I chose to leave. I chose to stay here with you, and I’ll fight on the side of the 
Varrs if I choose to. It’s just a means to an end. They’ll not turn me into anything I don’t 
want to be.” 
 
I was silent an uncomfortably long time, just looking at him and thinking, Aghama help 

the Varrs if he joins them. I remember even now how statuesque and fierce he looked 
standing there on his soapbox, looking up at me with his hair a mess and his eyes on fire. 
I thought, if something happens to him, this is the image I want to remember him by. I 
said, “What does Kessel think about you enlisting?” 
  
“He doesn’t know yet. So are you coming with me, or what?” 
  
I raised an eyebrow at him. “I don’t know. I’d want to talk it over with Ambree.” 
  
He leaned in and said in a low voice, “If it ever did come down to a campaign, a Uigenna 
warrior like yourself would rise quickly among the ranks. Ponclast could use hara with 
our skill. And they say he pays well.” 
  
I dismounted Galaxy and without looking at Kana I replied, “I don’t wish to rise among 
anyhar’s ranks. And I don’t think this would be quite the same as what we were used to 
up north.” 
  
“But don’t you miss it?” 
  
“Miss what exactly? Fighting for no reason, or killing for no reason? Living like outlaws 
and having to move every six months? No, I don't miss that at all. Do you?” 
  
“Sometimes. I mean I miss the excitement. You have to admit, this place can be pretty 
boring. Sometimes I think I could cut off my thumbs just for something to do.” He kicked 
a rock in emphasis and I gave him a sour look. We had arrived at my house and were 
standing on the walkway, speaking almost in whispers, and we jumped when Ambree 
opened the door. He was like a little ray of sunshine invading our dark discussion. 
  
“Hello, Kana,” Ambree said lightly. “Trying to steal Saniah back?” 



  
Kana winked at him and grinned, caught him around the waist and swung him in a circle. 
“No, I’m trying to steal you away from him,” he said, and gave him a peck on the cheek. 
“But he won’t give you up, sadly. Oh well, you never wanted me anyway.” He let go of 
Ambree and nodded to me as he turned to go. “Think about it,” he said. 
 
Ambree greeted me warmly. I only had time to embrace him quickly before Oryx started 
to wedge in between us, looking up at me the way Ambree used to when he was young.  
  
“Why are all the sofa cushions in the floor,” I asked. 
  
Ambree rubbed his forehead and gestured at Oryx. “Jumping lessons.” 
  
I sat down on the cushions and held our son at arm’s length. He was such a beautiful 
harling. He did look just like his hostling, and if possible he was more charming than 
Ambree had been as a child. “What have you got there,” I asked him. He was holding 
something tightly in his little fist. 
  
“A present for you.” 
  
“May I see?” He opened up his hand and revealed a ladybug that was barely clinging to 
life. I took it and let it crawl on my hand. “Thank you.”   
  
Ambree was watching us. I could tell he was tired from chasing Oryx around all day. I 
could tell it when he’d greeted me at the door; he was relieved I had arrived to take some 
of our son’s attention. I wondered if he sometimes regretted what I’d done to him. Oryx 
climbed into my lap and I kissed his forehead. 
  
“I made a house for your bug,” he said. 
  
“Oh? How clever of you. Where is it?” 
  
“In the back yard.” 
  
“Go have a look,” Ambree said and sank down into the soft chair by the fireplace in a 
way that suggested it was the first he’d sat down all day. I followed Oryx into the yard. 
He had built a house out of sticks, paper and string for the ladybug. It was actually quite 
good, for a three-year-old harling. It was shaped like a kidney bean, and the sticks were 
set vertically into the ground, forming the outer wall, with the string woven through at the 
top to hold them together. The roof was made of paper. It even had a little door and a 
window. I set the beetle down at the threshold and watched as it hobbled over the blades 
of grass around the exterior. 
  
“This is a very nice house,” I said, “for a ladybug.” 
  



“He’ll go in when he gets hungry,” Oryx explained. “I put a cookie in there for him to 
eat. You’ll need to feed him every day. I’m not going to do it for you,” he said. 
“Tomorrow I’ll build him a swimming pool.” 
  
“Very thoughtful of you. What shall we name him?” 
  
“We’ll call him Cylla,” Oryx said happily. He went on to tell me every detail about his 
day, and all the little adventures he and Ambree had encountered. I hung on his every 
word, and realized that my life was perfect. Yes, I would defend him to my death. 
   
“Are you ever sorry,” I asked Ambree that night as we lay in bed.  
  
“Sorry for what?” 
  
I was going to say sorry that we have Oryx, but I thought better of it. “Are you ever sorry 
I got you with pearl so young.” 
  
Ambree nuzzled into me in answer. “Don’t be ridiculous. I adore our son.” 
  
“So do I, but you seem so tired by the time I get home every day. I know he takes a lot 
out of you.” 
  
“Are you suggesting we get rid of him,” Ambree yawned. 
  
“Don’t be absurd.”  
  
He laughed at his little joke and said, “It would be nice to have some help around here, 
but I know we can’t really get to that right now. No, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not 
too much for me, really.” He yawned again, and I cuddled him. He was soon asleep. It 
was then I decided I’d go with Kana to Galhea. He’d said the pay was good, and with the 
extra money I could hire some domestic help for Ambree, or perhaps even buy him a 
slave. After all, nothing was too good for him. Uladri could do without me for just six 
weeks. Besides, I couldn’t let Kana go alone. There was no telling what kind of trouble 
he’d get into. 
 
* * * * 
 
Ambree was none too happy with my decision to go to Galhea, but he tried his best not to 
let me know it. Oryx wanted to enlist, too, and had a hard time understanding he wasn't 
old enough. He had a few weapons he’d made out of kitchen utensils (I honestly couldn’t 
make out how they’d be used) which he offered to lend me, along with a wooden sword, 
which Kana had made for him. Kana had told him it was a magic sword. I told Oryx he 
might need it, but he insisted I take it for protection, so I did. Who knows, maybe it really 
was magic. 
 



On the other side of town, Kessel threw what my mother would have called a hissy fit 
when Kana told him he was enlisting. Kana then fueled Kessel’s anger further when he 
told Kessel he couldn’t go because he was hosting, and that the Varrs have very specific 
ideas about hostlings, and typically don’t allow them to fight. Well that sent Kessel 
through the roof. They had terrible fights. One night, after several days of silent 
treatment, Kessel suddenly hurled a frying pan at Kana, hit him in the shoulder with it, 
and ordered him out of the apartment for no apparent reason. Kana showed up at our 
house with just a toothbrush, which he’d managed to grab on his way out. He told us all 
about it as we ate dinner that evening. 
  
“So he’s pretty upset about it,” Ambree remarked with his mouth full of bread. 
  
Kana sighed. “I’ll say. It’s unbearable. It must be the pearl making him act this way.” 
  
“It must be the fact he has to live with you,” I teased. 
  
“Oh, very funny, Saniah. Well then aren’t you lucky to have me here with you instead.” 
 
“I don’t feel at all sorry for you,” I said to him. “He was already pissed off at you, and 
you provoked him further. You ought to learn not to stoke the fire, if it’s already going.” 
He just shrugged at me and gave me that guilty grin of his. Of course he’d done it on 
purpose. 
  
“I’m glad you’re here, Kana,” Oryx said quite seriously. “You can stay here forever if 
you want to. Do you know that you’re my very best friend?” 
  
“Thank you, my dear,” Kana returned, mussing my son’s hair. “You’re my best friend, 
too.” He looked at me and winked. “Remind you of anyhar,” and nodded in the direction 
of Ambree. 
  
I knew Kana was only joking, but I went cold at the idea Oryx might have a crush on 
him. I said to Kana through my teeth, “You don’t encourage my son. Just stay away from 
him altogether,” and I kicked him hard under the table. He yelped and kicked back at me 
but missed.  
  
“That’s it. I’m going to talk to Kessel tomorrow,” Ambree said. “I can’t bear the torture 
you two inflict on each other.” 
  
Kana didn't stay with us very long. Kessel delivered his pearl on the eve of midsummer, 
and Theta came to our house to retrieve Kana when it happened, despite Kessel’s 
protests. Ambree went with them, and reported it all back to me. It was sweltering hot 
that night, and they went to the stockroom at The Bar because it was the coolest place in 
the building. Ambree said he thought they’d all die of heatstroke before it was over. But 
after six hours the pearl came, and it was perfect. Kessel screamed at Kana the entire time 
things like “Look what you’ve done to me!” and “I’ll never be the same again!” and some 
worse things than that, too, until Kana finally slammed his fists down onto the table and 



yelled back at Kessel, “You’re the one who asked me to fucking do this to you, so just 
shut the hell up and deliver the damn thing!” Ambree said he had to hold Kessel down 
when Kana took the pearl from Theta after it was born.  
  
“I think I managed to talk some sense into him,” Ambree said, “once it was all over with.  
Kana carried him up the stairs and put him into the bed, and once Kessel had the pearl 
with him he seemed to be fine. They were actually being nice to each other by the time I 
left.” 
  
I could tell Kana was proud of his accomplishment. He thoroughly enjoyed showing the 
pearl off to visitors, and he wanted everyhar to think that he was a responsible parent, but 
he wasn’t. He was supposed to keep it with him, to keep it warm and safe while Kessel 
was working at the bar, so he would take it to the government complex with him during 
the day. There he would often leave it. He would forget to button the pouch Ambree had 
lent him to carry it in, but fortunately it never fell out. Then about a week after the pearl 
was born, he was taking it upstairs and he dropped it on the hard concrete landing of the 
staircase. This caused another great brawl between him and Kessel, and of course they 
blamed each other. Kessel said that Kana was irresponsible. Kana said that if Kessel had 
not been yelling for him, he wouldn’t have been in such a hurry to get up the stairs. 
Everyhar was worried the harling wouldn’t be normal because of it. Theta included. 
Kessel wouldn’t let Kana touch the pearl after that, and he kept it with him at all times. It 
hatched after only nine days, and a tiny little replica of Kana came into the world. He 
appeared to be normal; he had no obvious defects. They named him Reyn. “After my 
brother,” Kana said.  
  
Ambree and I secretly called him Little Phenomenon because we thought it a miracle 
he’d survived Kana’s parenting thus far. He seemed to be okay. He was always curious 
and alert, which was a good sign. He began to crawl around after a few days, but he 
always kept a finger in his mouth and he seemed to have trouble talking. He just wouldn’t 
try it. We were all pretty sure he could understand us, though. Kessel was overly 
protective of the harling. He never said anything about it to Kana, but we all knew he 
never really forgave him for dropping the pearl.  
  
Ambree mentioned to me he thought perhaps the reason Kana wanted to go to Galhea so 
badly was just to get away from all this responsibility he’d inflicted upon himself. I said, 
“Do you think they’ll stay together?” 
 
He only shrugged and resumed braiding Oryx’s hair. “We only have a week until you 
leave,” he said softly. 
  
“I won’t be gone long.” He seemed sad until the night before I was to leave. I went into 
the bedroom that night and I nearly dropped my wine glass, when I walked into the room 
and saw him. He was wearing a completely sheer black robe with nothing underneath, 
and a pair of red leather boots that laced up to his thighs. I couldn’t imagine where he’d 
bought them. He looked absolutely delicious with his eyes made up in black and his lips 
painted a wicked shade of oxblood. He stretched himself out on the coverlet, seductively 



biting his lip and allowing the robe to fall away to display his fine musculature. I was 
almost too stunned to know what to do with him, but I figured it out pretty quickly. By 
the time I’d got him halfway out of the robe I decided it didn’t really need to come off, 
and as I was kissing his belly I said, “Leave the boots on too.”  
  
In the morning I couldn’t bear to tear myself away from him, but I managed somehow. 
Oryx still wanted to come with me, and had packed a bag – some toys, his favorite pink 
furry coat, and of course his assortment of kitchen weaponry. I can still to this day hear 
his protests as Ambree held him back while I rode away. 
 
Chapter 14 of 23 
 
I made the journey to Galhea with seven other hara besides Kana and Semmi. Epiphany 
was with us, and Iryan, Ginnesse, Treya, and a few others from town. They were mostly 
all pretty easy to get along with. Iryan was one of Ambree’s best friends from childhood 
– the son of cotton farmers and the youngest of our group. Ginnesse was the one I liked 
the least. He never let anyhar forget that he was a proper Varr, and a great soldier who 
was so much more experienced than the rest of us. We had all long ago come to 
understand why the other Varrs had left him behind to settle Orsai. They’d most likely 
founded it simply as a way to get rid of him. We all knew Jasc was really in charge. I was 
surprised none of Ginnesse’s fellow warriors had accidentally killed him in the raid. Kana 
had never hidden the fact that he thought he was an idiot, and offered a pretty good 
impression of him. Even Semmi, who always tried to find the good in everyhar, admitted 
he couldn’t take too much of Ginnesse all at once. I just tolerated him and tried to be 
civil. 
  
When we arrived in Galhea the first day, we were shown to the barracks, where we were 
met by a har named Ithiel, who was Captain of Terzian’s guard. He seemed to be very 
disciplined, and as he showed us around the soldier’s quarter I noticed how straight he 
walked and how precise his movements were. I could tell that Terzian’s guards, even at 
leisure, were the sort who could quickly organize and fall into formation at a word. But 
Ithiel seemed especially sharp. I desperately didn’t want to appear as though I was some 
ignorant, simple country har who didn’t know how to behave in front of soldiers, so I 
remembered to stand up straight and not say too much, unless I really had something to 
say. There was something about him I liked, something in his manner that made me want 
to impress him. Soon he handed us off to another har who was just as disciplined. I 
assumed then that they all were like that in Galhea. I assumed it was how we were 
expected to be also.  
  
We met hara who’d been recruited from other villages as well. All totaled there were 
fifty-six new recruits in Galhea. Most of the soldiers had gone with Terzian, so the 
soldiers’ quarter was mostly empty. The town of Galhea itself, from what we had seen, 
was very clean and orderly, and even the barracks were a bit upscale. I shared a room 
with Kana. It reminded me starkly of the room I had shared with Jade back in Paradise. 
When I realized it I stood absolutely still and let myself get lost in that time warp. I 
hadn’t thought of Jade in years, and as soon as I entered the room, with its thick crimson 



curtains and smell of old smoke, the memory of him came flooding back to me, almost as 
if he was there, and it was then, and nothing in between had happened at all. I could 
almost smell his perfume. Kana knew, and kissed my shoulder.   
  
“Is it the same for you,” I asked him. 
  
He nodded, and neither of us spoke of it again. I didn’t really want to recall those 
memories, and I suppose he didn’t either. But it was too late. That night when he held out 
his arms to me I sank into them. It went completely unspoken. We just sort of fell into 
each other, sharing that old familiarity that was unique to the two of us. As soon as we 
shared breath we were clawing at one another’s clothes. It was familiar and comfortable, 
and nice to be close to him again in that way, but it was nothing compared to what I 
experienced with Ambree. That was just too deep to even attempt to put into words. 
Afterward Kana and I lay in each other’s arms and spoke of Kessel and Ambree, and of 
our children. Kana proudly told me that Reyn had spoken his first word just two days 
ago. 
  
“Finally,” I said. “What was it,” I asked. 
  
“Mababa.” 
  
I laughed. “Mababa? What does it mean?” 
  
“I don’t know. He’s brilliant, though I know he is.”  
  
“Wait until he starts walking,” I said, “you’ll never get a moment’s peace.” 
  
Kana sighed. “I can’t wait to see them again.” 
  
It surprised me that he and Kessel could treat each other the way they did and yet assume 
they would stay together. I suppose they liked the idea of each other, more than the 
reality. Perhaps they could deal with each other better from a distance. “Are you saying 
you want to go home? Weren’t you the one who was so excited about coming here in the 
first place?” 
  
“Well of course I can’t wait to start our training, either.” 
  
“Treya said we’ll be learning to use swords.” 
  
“What? No! Why?” 
  
“Because ammunition is scarce.” 
  
He sighed again. “Well that’s no good.” 
  



“Cheer up. I’m sure we’ll get to show off our skills with firearms as well, sooner or 
later.” 
  
“I hope so.” He seemed genuinely put out. “I hate to think I’ve come all this way just to 
be shown up by a bunch of Varrs.” 
  
I laughed and ruffled his hair. I doubted anyhar could show him up. I said, “For the most 
part, I think we are Varrs.” 
  
“No we’re not,” he said, mortified. “Don’t say that, Saniah. We can dress ourselves up as 
Varrs, and we can play the part, but we’re Uigenna, you and I. We were incepted with 
Uigenna blood, and it’s who we are.” 
  
I lay back on the pillows and folded my arms behind my head. “I guess we’re whomever 
we choose to be,” I said. 
  
He yawned, and turned over to go to sleep. “Then I choose not to be a Varr.” 
  
Treya was wrong about the swords. We were given revolvers and a box each of 
ammunition the first day of training. Our instructor, a har named Torris, treated us all as 
if it was our first time holding one, but we quickly educated him. As soon as Kana loaded 
his weapon he winked at me. ‘We could show them a few Uigenna tricks,’ he said through 
mind touch. 
  
‘Which ones,’ I replied back to him in the same way. 
  
‘Remember how Ice was killed?’ 
  

It took all my energy not to laugh. It hadn’t been a pretty death for a har at the time, and I 
had been rather fond of Ice. It was just the idea of death by peanuts that was funny to me 
now.  
  
“Care to elaborate on that,” Torris said. He had obviously picked up on our silent 
exchange. He handed Kana the butt-end of his revolver and nodded toward the target, an 
outline of a figure painted onto a board and suspended from a line about thirty feet away. 
  
Kana took the weapon. “Well,” he began. “I was just telling Saniah that some things you 
might not normally use as ammo, like nails, or cigarettes butts, (he slid his eyes at me) or 
even peanuts, can kill a har if they hit him at the same velocity as a bullet. Of course a 
peanut won’t inflict the same sort of damage as a bullet, but if it hits the right spot, if you 
put five of them to the head, for instance, it could kill a har.”  
 
I remarked under my breath, “Or three to the jugular.” 
 
Torris seemed interested. He picked up an acorn from the ground and handed it to Kana, 
but it was too big. Then Semmi fetched a cigarette from his pack and Kana tore the filter 



off the end and loaded it into one of the chambers of the revolver. He aimed, and fired, 
and when Torris retrieved the target, everyhar saw a perfect hole right in the center of the 
figure’s head that smelled faintly of tobacco. 
  
“Nice shot,” Torris commented, and appraised Kana thoughtfully. The way he did it 
made me uncomfortable.   
  
That day went by quickly. We spent the rest of the afternoon experimenting with 
different types of ammo. We fired almost all the cigarettes we had between us, a few 
small rocks, a feather (which didn’t work out so well), a piece of broken glass (which 
melted), and a nail. None were as accurate as a bullet, with the exception, oddly, of the 
cigarette butt. 
  
We were almost too tired to eat when we were finally allowed to have dinner. We were 
given something – I call it something because I was never actually certain what it was – 
and we all sat down together at a long table in the dining hall at the barracks to eat it. 
Whatever it was, I didn't mind it, but then Epiphany pretended to sneeze into it, and after 
that I didn’t want to eat anymore. We fell into our beds shortly after that, and I was asleep 
as soon as my head hit the pillow. I dreamt of home, and when I awoke I was whispering 
Ambree’s name. 
 
* * * * 
  
I was able to send Ambree some money after three weeks. A courier went out to Orsai, 
and along with money we all sent letters. I sent Oryx a few toys. To Ambree I sent just 
the words that were in my heart, and a pale green silk scarf of very fine quality. The har I 
bought it from told me it came from the Sulh, in the south. I’d never heard of them, but I 
thought it fine quality, for a scarf not made in Orsai. Ambree liked to tie up his hair, and 
pale colors suited him.   
 
We all waited for news to come back from Orsai. While we waited, we spent our time 
learning the finer points of swordsmanship, guerilla war tactics, and sharp-shooting. We 
learned how to form up, how to interpret and respond to signals, and most importantly 
how to think and move as a unit. I had expected it to involve quite a bit of aruna, like it 
had with the Uigenna, but not once was such a thing even suggested. I thought the 
Uigenna system was much better as far as bonding and communication. But then, the 
Uigenna are more in touch with their psychic abilities. It was very intense training, 
however, and I wondered one thing. If our duty, once this was over, was really to form a 
guard in Orsai, then why were we being drilled for battle? But in the end I just figured 
Ponclast wanted all of his hara to be well prepared, so I kept my questions to myself. 
  
It wasn't all war games. Occasionally we went to parties. These were usually low-key 
affairs at somehar’s house in town and involved a lot of sheh. It was during these 
occasions we got all the gossip, and learned everyhar’s opinion on subjects such as the 
Gelaming, Ponclast, the possibility of war, what had happened to Terzian, and so forth. 
Most hara were of the opinion that Terzian was being held prisoner, and the idea either 



demoralized them, or geared them up for a fight. Swift, too was a hot subject. Some hara 
thought perhaps he had turned Gelaming, or perhaps they all had. It was at such a party I 
heard some soldiers talking about Terzian’s consort, Cobweb. It was the scandal of 
Galhea that Cobweb had been upstaged by another legendary beauty named Cal, who was 
either famous or infamous, depending whose camp you were in. The Cobweb camp was 
considerably larger than Cal’s. Cobweb had been with Terzian a long time. The Galheans 
loved him. He was, after all, the hostling of Terzian’s firstborn son. Apparently he was 
not only a legendary beauty, but very soume. It seemed to be the way of most Varrs, to 
take on one or the other role. All of the soldiers here had more or less suppressed their 
soume sides. I found it a little weird. Too human. The others from Orsai said they felt the 
same, and we made a pact that we would not conform to their cultural mores. Fortunately, 
it didn’t seem we were expected to.  
  
One day, at the market in town, we actually saw Cobweb. Torris pointed him out to Kana 
and me. He truly was a stunning creature. I’d heard he was mysterious and magical, and 
looking at him I could believe it. He caught me staring, and I turned away. I clearly heard 
the word Uigenna in my head as I did so, and I knew he had said it. I could feel him 
watching me as I walked away. It was all I could do not to turn around for one last look. 
  
Later, when I told Kana about it, he said “I heard something too, in my head, when he 
looked at me.” 
  
“Did he say the ‘U’ word to you too?” 
  
“No…he just said something about Fulminir.” 
  
“I wonder why? I hope it’s not an omen.” 
  
Kana began fiddling with the myriad of objects on my vanity. “I don’t know,” he said. 
There was a tremor in his voice. He wouldn’t look at me, and I knew him well enough by 
now to know that whenever he evaded a question and turned his attention to something 
else, I’d never get any more out of him.  
 
* * * * 
 
A week after our letters and gifts had gone to Orsai, another courier arrived with 
messages for us. In Ambree’s letter to me, he went on about the scarf, and thanked me for 
the money. He said he was looking after Isa during the day while Jasc took care of the 
farm and all the town business, and that Oryx had been busy devising plans to come to 
Galhea. He’d drawn fantastic maps of what he believed to be the route from Orsai to 
Galhea. He’d even gone so far as to pack himself up in a crate labeled “Tiahaar S. 
Aramassic, Terzian’s Guard, Galhea.” in hopes of being delivered to me by courier.   
  

 “Oryx thought he was being clever, and that I’d actually send him off with the rest of the 
mail,” the letter said. “Of course I knew what he was up to, but I didn’t let on. I let him 
stay in the crate for as long as he wanted, pretending I didn’t know where he was. Then 



Isa asked me to mail him to Semmi, so I had to find another crate and show him how to 
label it, and pack him up in it so he’d stop whining. When I unpacked them later to feed 
them their dinner they were both sound asleep. I wish you could have seen them, 
Saniah…” 
 
He went on to say that Reyn had started walking, and he was saying a few words now, 
but his speech seemed to be impaired. He also said that Kessel had pierced his nose, his 
tongue, and both his nipples, and that one of the bartenders, a har named Cynne, had been 
staying with him a lot. When I told this to Kana he looked sad.   
 
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” I said. “Kessel’s young, and he should experiment. Ambree does 
it.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. We’d had a very nice night or two with Sabri the previous 
winter. 
  
“Oh it’s not that,” Kana said. “It’s just that he didn’t mention any of it to me in his letter.”  
  
Ambree went on to say how much he missed me, and he added some very private things 
which I cherished. It made me want him so desperately that I couldn’t sleep that night. It 
actually hurt physically just thinking of him. 
  
I could tell Semmi missed Jasc desperately, too. He’d become quite sulky and 
temperamental lately, and when I joked one day that all he needed was a good roll in the 
hay, he got very angry and slapped me. Later at dinner, when I finally coaxed it out of 
him, he admitted he had taken a tumble with one of the guards, and regretted it.   
  
“Jasc and I have never been apart before, Saniah,” he said to me. “When I first saw him I 
knew in that instant he was the one. I knew it before I ever even spoke to him. I saw him 
across a room, and he saw me, and... well, after that night we’ve never spent another one 
apart.” He looked at me a little sheepishly. “Ambree was conceived that night. I know 
we’re not supposed to be possessive, but I can’t help the way I feel. Neither one of us has 
ever taken aruna with anyhar else until now.” 
  
“I understand, Semmi, I do.” I had been witness to the intimacy between them. It was the 
kind of intimacy that made you hurt. “But you didn’t fall in love with this guard?” 
  
“No! Of course not.” 
  
“Then there’s no reason to feel guilty. Jasc would understand.”  
  
“I know. I just hate being away from him. And being with that guard just made me miss 
Jasc all the more.” 
  
I stroked his arm sympathetically. “So what possessed you to enlist?” 
  
“I don’t know. I guess I just wanted the experience, and they made it sound so appealing 
in the flyer. I didn’t realize I’d miss him and Isa so much. In his letter, Jasc said Isa asks 



for me every night, and he watches out the window until Jasc makes him go to bed. That 
nearly broke my heart.” 
  
I told Semmi about Isa asking Ambree to pack him up in a crate to be mailed to Galhea. 
  
“Oh, don't tell me that. It just makes it worse,” he said. 
  
“I don’t know what to say, Sem,” I said to him. “But it’s more than halfway over now. 
We’ll be going home soon.” 
  
He gave me a disconcerting look. “I hope you’re right,” he said. 
  
“What do you mean? That was the deal, right? Six weeks of training and then we’re to be 
stationed in Orsai as guards.” 
  
He began to fidget. “Saniah... I have to tell you. I heard something,” he said quietly and 
looked around quickly. 
  
“Heard what?” 
  
“I didn’t want to say anything, but it’s been bothering me. I heard we might be going to 
Fulminir.” 
  
“Fulminir?”   
  
“Ponclast is taking some sort of action soon. He needs all his troops, apparently.” 
  
“Where did you hear that?” 
  
He drew me further away from the others, even though no one was really paying us any 
attention. “The guard I spent the night with had a few friends over that night, and they 
were all tanked on sheh. They got to talking. One of them hinted to me that some of us 
would be coming with them to Fulminir. I asked why, and that’s what he told me.” 
  
I stared at him, completely stunned. “I can’t go to Fulminir. I don’t want to. I have a 
family. I need to get back to them.” 
  
“So do I.  So does Kana. Hell, Saniah, most of us do.” 
  
As his words sank in they began to feel like a weight around my neck. “Maybe I can try 
talking to Torris,” I said. “Maybe he’ll understand. Fulminir wasn’t part of the deal.” 
  
Semmi snorted. “Do you really think Torris gives a shit?” 
  
“What can we do?” 
  



“I don’t know.” 
  
We both fell silent, brooding over it. “Damn,” I said at last. “I want to go home.” 
  
“Then stop being so good at everything,” he whispered. 
 
I began to realize that we had probably been brought here under false pretenses after all. I 
decided not to say anything to Kana. He’d become a favorite of Torris and I could tell he 
was enjoying himself immensely. His skill with firearms was a little frightening, even to 
me. My own skills, too, had improved since coming to Galhea, but after my talk with 
Semmi I watered them down a bit. It occurred to me that they’d have to send some of us 
back to Orsai. They wouldn’t leave it totally unguarded. Looking around, out of the ten of 
us who had come, the best were me, Kana, and Iryan. Semmi was good with a sword, but 
he was also smart, and had deliberately been acting lazy and making rookie mistakes 
lately during our training games. Treya might be a pick for Fulminir, but his eyesight 
wasn’t that good. Epiphany was too easy-going and silly. He could shoot straight, and we 
all liked him, but I doubted he’d be anyhar’s pick for an invading army. Ginnesse didn’t 
have anyhar fooled. He’d most likely be more dangerous to his own troops than to the 
enemy, if it came to fighting. Semmi joked that perhaps Ponclast could offer him up as a 
hostage, and he could annoy the Gelaming to death. 
  
Finally, with only a week more to go, we were given our marching orders. It was as I had 
feared. Kana, Iryan, Treya, and I were selected to go to Fulminir. The others would go 
home, to Orsai, to form a guard. But we didn't have to go straight away. We were given 
two weeks to put our affairs in order. Ambree was going to be pissed, and I wondered 
what sort of damage Kessel would to do to Kana, when he heard the news. 
 
* * * * 
 
We arrived home in time for the summer festival. Ambree was helping with the stage-
building, and so he wasn’t at home when I arrived. With the house empty and silent I had 
time to breathe a little. I realized it was the first time I’d actually been alone in six weeks.  
I guess somehar told Ambree I was at the house, because soon he came bursting through 
the door with Oryx trotting along behind, trying to keep up with him. They nearly 
knocked me down. Both of them had obviously been painting. Ambree had blue and 
green splotches all over him, and Oryx was mostly covered in paint.  
 
“Why did you paint our son,” was the first question out of my mouth, once they’d let go 
of me.  
 
“I didn't,” Ambree said. “He got into it on his own. I was helping paint the scenery for a 
backdrop. This year some of the harlings are performing a play they’ve written. Oryx is 
in it, but he won’t tell you anything about it, so don’t even ask him.” 
 
“No,” Oryx agreed, “It’s a surprise.” 
  



It was a story of a caterpillar, and an evil frog who kept the caterpillar in a pit. Isa played 
the frog, and there was even a part for little Reyn, as a ladybug. I must admit my son was 
quite a performer. I wish I could take credit for that trait in him, but all of it came from 
Ambree. It was moments like those I lived for, and I dreaded telling them I’d have to go 
away again. When I finally did tell them, Ambree sulked for two days, and Oryx again 
argued that he should be allowed to come with me. 
 
“You and Ambree have taught me all I need to know,” he argued, “and I can ride a lot 
better than I could when I was a harling.” 
 
“You’re still a harling,” I said to him, looking down into his serious face.  
 
“But I’m much bigger than I was before. Can’t you at least test me, and if I pass, then can 
I come with you?” 
 
“Oryx, it isn’t up to me. Torris wouldn’t let a harling who hasn’t at least passed 
Feybraiha join his unit.” 
 
“Well it’s their loss, then,” he said, and tossed his hair the way Ambree used to do. I 
learned from Ambree that my son had become the ringleader of the dozen or so harlings 
in Orsai, and part of me feared he might rouse them into an army of his own, and launch 
his own invasion. 
 
Two weeks wasn't long enough. I had just enough time to get used to having my things 
around me again when I had to leave for Fulminir. Ambree wasn’t so easy to let go of 
this time. This time, there was the unspoken fear that I might not come back.  
 
“If anything happens, I’ll come after you,” he said. “I’ll find you, I swear it. Or else I’ll 
die trying.” 
 
* * * * 
 
We rode northwest from Orsai, through its verdant hills and neat little farms, and our 
spirits were as high as they could be, I guess. But soon the grasslands gave way to 
rougher, rockier terrain, and the going wasn't so easy. We met the other recruits halfway. 
I rode with Kana, Treya and Iryan, hanging back a bit from the others. I wondered how 
Semmi and the rest would go about forming a guard to begin the policing of Orsai. It did 
not inspire me, the idea that Orsai had now become fully part of the Varrish empire, and I 
was silent and sulky as we traveled.  
  
We were two days on the road, and toward evening the second day Treya told me we 
were getting close. “You can smell it,” he said. I did notice a metallic sort of tinge in the 
air. “It’s just past those hills up ahead.” As we rode on I noticed Kana had fallen back 
from the rest of us. There was a weird expression on his face. I hung back and fell into 
step with him. 
  



“What’s wrong,” I asked. 
  
“Nothing. I’ve been here before, that’s all” he said noncommittally. I didn't think much 
about it. He had, after all, traveled these regions when he was young. No doubt he 
could’ve taken this road. We were riding along a wide highway through open land that 
might have once been beautiful, but decades of war had scorched it nearly black. 
Occasionally we’d pass a burned out building, long abandoned by its former occupants. 
In places the ground would open up into large craters, and I thought about bombs, about 
what they might have looked like, what it might have been like to see one drop and blow 
the earth apart in order to make such great holes as these. It reminded me of dead places 
and hunger, and I tried to keep my eyes on the horizon. But even that was gray and 
foreboding. 
  
I rode next to Kana in silence for some time. As we went on the air began to feel thicker, 
as with the onset of a storm, or more like the phantom of a storm, because we could feel 
the thunder, but we never heard it. Presently we topped a small hill, and from its apex we 
could see the city ahead of us. It didn't look so bad. Treya had once told me it was a 
shithole. I was neither impressed nor dismayed by it, and this was the first real city I’d 
ever seen. But I was very tired, and I just wanted to get to wherever we were going and 
have a bath. 
 
Then Kana stopped, his expression was vague. “This is the place,” he said.  
  
“It smells bad,’ I replied, and kept going. When we reached the city gates Kana stopped 
again, and when I turned to him he was staring at a spot on the ground. I said to him, 
“Come on, Kana. Hurry up.” He looked right through me, so I asked him, “What’s 
wrong?” 
  
“This is the place,” he said quietly. 
  
“I know this is the place. You’ve said it twice.” 
  
“No, Saniah. I mean this is the place where they killed my brother.” He looked 
thoughtful, rather than upset by the sight of it, and so it took me a moment to fully grasp 
the impact of what he was saying.  
 
“Kana…?” 
  
“I wanted to come here, to see it again.” 
  
“Wait a minute. Are you saying you knew? You knew Fulminir was the place all along?” 
He nodded. I said, “Why didn't you tell me this before?”  
  
“I didn't want to.” 
 



I was thinking how odd it was that he could sound so detached from it, but then again, 
many years and his humanity had passed since that thing happened to him. Then I 
suddenly went cold. Suddenly, I understood something. I read it in him, could feel it in 
him, and I suddenly just knew that his entire journey – from the very beginning – had 
happened in order to bring him here once again, for some reason, and he knew it. He 
knew the reason, his destiny, or whatever it was. He knew it lay in Fulminir and he had 
known it all along. I felt he had tricked me into coming with him. He knew exactly what I 
was thinking when I looked at him. 
  
“Kana,” I said, “I think it’s time you told me the truth.” 
  
He was still staring right through me. I don’t even think he could see me. He said, “I 
can’t, Saniah.” 
  
“Kana…” 
  
“I can’t.” 
  
I thought about strangling him. I wanted to, and oh so badly. All I could think about were 
the stories he’d told me of the Varrs. Of his brother, and what they’d done to him. And 
now I was here. We were here, in the very place where that thing had been done. And to 
make matters worse, now we were the soldiers. He spurred his horse forward, then 
cantered away from me. I was left staring after him. What else hadn’t he told me? Oh, 
who was I kidding. He’d never told me anything. Only what he chose to make known, 
and all of it riddles.  
 
It was a long time before I stopped wanting to strangle him. 
 
Chapter 15 of 23 
 
When we got into the city, we were taken to a very large brick building, and each given 
our own rooms. We were told that this was the army barracks. I didn’t quite believe it. I 
had thought our accommodations in Galhea were well-appointed, but these were 
luxurious in comparison, although somewhat dark. My room was at the very end of a 
long corridor of high, paneled walls. It was a tall room, with walls much like those of the 
corridor and one large picture window hung with red velvet curtains. There was a brick 
fireplace opposite the window, and a high, wide bed with thick, downy dressings. I 
switched on the lamp and noticed the room had a private bath at one end, and a sizable 
closet. The only other appointments were a chair and a writing desk. The room was never 
very bright, even with the light on.  
 
Through the window I could see Ponclast’s citadel in the distance, sprawling and dark, 
and not as tall as I’d expected it to be. Fulminir itself, from what I could see of it, seemed 
plain and uninteresting. It wasn’t ugly, really, just very business-like. I noted the absence 
of gardens straight away. Even the grass was struggling to exist. In the distance, closer to 



the citadel, loomed a line of tall black pines which marked the southern border of 
Fulminir. I wondered if the border was guarded. Our quarters weren’t far from it.  
 
A servant knocked on my door as I was finishing my bath and told me that dinner would 
be at eight in the dining hall. I wondered if perhaps we had been mistaken for important 
guests instead of regular soldiers, but when we went down to dinner we were among the 
same hara that we had arrived with. Several long tables had been set with linens, crystal 
glasses, and better dishes than I was used to at home. I had trouble understanding that this 
was all done for us soldiers.  
 
I still wasn't speaking to Kana, but he didn't notice. He was too preoccupied with his 
consternation, or whatever it was that was eating him. 
 
After dinner was over we discovered that we had all received invitations to a party that 
evening, and since most of us hadn’t brought clothes for recreation, we were forced to 
make do with what we had. I chose to go completely off character and dress like a Varr. I 
wore black, and pulled my hair back in a tight braid. But I couldn’t go completely Varr, 
so I put on lots of makeup and painted my nails black. Iryan came to my room and asked 
me to help him choose an outfit. He ended up wearing one of mine. I helped him do his 
hair, and then Kana came into the room and we both turned to look at him. I dropped the 
hairbrush. He was breathtaking in his uniform. He’d cut it off at the midriff, and he’d also 
removed the sleeves. His hair was loose, and he wore a hint of color on his lips.   
  
“Wow,” I said, forgetting I was mad at him. 
  
“Yeah,” said Iryan. 
  
Kana smiled and threw himself lazily onto the bed. “You both look stunning too,” he 
said. “We’re meeting our new captain tonight.” 
  
“So I heard. Treya says he’s supposed to be lovely,” Iryan remarked dreamily. He was 
young, and a bit starry-eyed. I glanced at him and remembered him as the little blond 
harling who used to run around with Ambree, and I wondered where the years had gone. 
But then, there hadn’t been that many years, really.  
  
Then Treya came to stand in the doorway. He looked like a cat, stretched out with his 
hands grasping the top of the door frame. I thought he’d grown until I looked down and 
saw the height of the platforms of his boots. “Well maybe you’ll get lucky, Iryan,” he 
offered. 
  
“Not with Kana in the room,” Iryan said. “Nohar will stand a chance.” 
  
Kana threw a pillow at Iryan. I put the finishing touches on his hair and we decided we 
were ready to go. A young har in uniform met us in front of our barracks and escorted us 
by car to a sprawling pavilion that had been set up in a field near the citadel. We strolled 
in, whispered among ourselves until we saw familiar faces, and then joined some of the 



other soldiers from Galhea. It was hard to believe these were the same hara we’d ridden 
in with from Galhea. Now they were all dressed for a party. I wondered which one of 
them had been Semmi’s companion, but I had a sneaking suspicion it had been Ithiel.  
They’d gotten on quite well at first, then Semmi had seemed to turn a cold shoulder to 
him for no apparent reason. Ithiel, however, was not with us in Fulminir. 
  
We mingled, sipped our sheh, and chatted until Torris motioned for silence. He jumped 
up onto a platform at one end of the pavilion and began to speak. His strong voice carried 
easily. “Tiahaara,” he said, “as you all know, the next few weeks here will be spent in 
some very intense training exercises of various natures. But tonight is for celebrating, and 
to kick things off, I would like to introduce your new captain.” He stepped aside and 
everyhar applauded as the new captain jumped onto the dais. I did not see him. I was 
looking down at my empty glass at that particular moment. Kana and I were standing 
near the back of the pavilion and could barely see through the thick crowd anyway. I had 
just turned my head to flag down a passing servant when Kana grabbed my hand 
suddenly and made a gagging sound. Thinking he was choking, I looked at him 
anxiously, but his eyes were wide and fixed on the platform. I followed his gaze, and 
when I saw who he was looking at, I began to choke as well.   
  
“Get me out of here, Saniah,” Kana said breathlessly, once he found his voice. 
  
“Shit, Kana, it’s–” 
  
“I see who it is,” he hissed. “I have to get out of here. I’m going to be ill.” 
  
“…Steel…” There was no mistake. Kana hadn’t killed him after all. I heard Kana saying 
he wanted to go and I felt his urgency, but I stood rooted to the floor. How could this be? 
Could he possibly know we were here? Kana was already dragging me backward, past 
the buffet tables, out of the pavilion onto the lawn. I finally turned around to face him, 
and he was ghostly pale. He did indeed look as though he might be ill. 
  
“I can’t go back in there,” he was saying, but I was still too stunned to respond. Steel was 
alive. Whatever Kana was feeling, I felt only relief in knowing that Kana was not a 
murderer. And, of course, I felt a degree of surprise as well. 
  
“You have to go back in, Kana,” I said. 
  
“I can’t.” he had already started to walk off into the night. I doubt he knew in which 
direction the barracks lay. I trotted off after him. 
  
“Kana, I know it’s a shock to you. Hell, it’s a shock to me too, but we’re going to have to 
face him sooner or later. Best to get it out of the way now.” 
  
“I can’t face him tonight, Saniah; you go ahead if you want to.” 
  
I finally caught up to him and grabbed his arm. “What are you afraid of?” 



  
He stopped and deflated. “I’m not afraid, it’s just…like you said, it’s just a shock. That’s 
all.” 
  
So Steel was alive and well. My mind wandered back to that day, which now seemed so 
long ago. I thought of the look on Kana’s face when he’d come back to us, and of the 
blood under his fingernails. I wondered if maybe Kana had tried to kill him, and had left 
him for dead that day. I wondered if Kana had been just as surprised as me to see him 
alive tonight. I decided I’d finally ask the question that had been plaguing me all these 
years. “Kana…maybe it’s none of my business, but I have to know. Did you think, all 
this time, that Steel was dead?”   
  
He shook his head vehemently. “No, Saniah, he was very much alive when he left me 
that day.” 
  
“So he really did leave.” 
  
“Of course he did. I told you he did.” 
  
“Because I thought all this time that you had killed him.” 
  
Kana snorted. “Is that what you thought? Hell, I wish I had. If I had killed him he 
couldn’t have taken… things would have been a lot different.” 
  
“So what really happened,” I asked. In answer he wrenched his arm free of my grip and 
ran off into the night. I was too baffled even to go after him. I just stared after him as he 
blended into the darkness. Then I walked back to the pavilion shaking my head and trying 
to work it out. If our new captain had made a speech it was over now, and I didn’t see 
him anywhere. Everyhar had gone back to their flirting and conversing and drinking. I 
grabbed two glasses of sheh from a tray (because I could only carry two) and found Iryan 
and Treya.  
  
“Where’s Kana,” Iryan asked me. I started to tell him that Kana had gone, when he 
suddenly looked past me and said, “Oh, look at that.”  
 
“Kana drank too much and felt ill,” I lied. “He went back to the barracks.” 
  
“Oh, that’s too bad,” said Iryan without even looking at me. He started toward the edge 
of the pavilion, making a not-too-subtle beeline toward a beautiful dark-haired, dark-eyed 
young har who was dressed in a crimson tunic. When Treya and I caught up to him, he 
already had his hand on the shoulder of the young har, who in turn had his head cocked to 
one side and was looking at Iryan as if he was some fascinating new discovery. Iryan was 
babbling some nonsense, but the har merely seemed amused by it.  
  
“Who’s this,” I asked, smiling sweetly at Iryan’s new friend, as Treya crowded in to get a 
look as well. 



  
“My name is Dragon,” said the young har demurely, and gave me a dreamy look. My 
inclination was to say, “what a stupid name,” but I just smiled and extended a hand. 
Dragon took it and smiled back at me. He seemed young, not any older than Ambree if I 
had to venture a guess. I said to him, “Is it possible we’ve met before?” I wasn't flirting 
with him, though it was hard not to. He really did look vaguely familiar to me. 
 
“I think I’d remember you,” he said to me, and at that point I felt Iryan’s outrage. Iryan 
nudged me out of the way and I heard his voice in my head saying ferociously, “I saw 

him first!” I stepped aside to allow Iryan a better shot at the new har, and watched him in 
action for a few moments before I wandered off. It didn’t take long. Dragon seemed to be 
eating up Iryan’s attention. 
  
Treya and I made small talk for a bit, and then I was pulled away by Torris and 
introduced to some other hara. I chatted with them and answered some meaningless 
questions about Orsai. I hadn’t forgotten about Steel, and I kept glancing around the 
pavilion looking for him until I heard his voice behind me. Strange that it still affected 
me the same way after all those years. His was the sort of voice that could freeze you 
right up. I turned, thinking that I must keep my composure, but when I faced him he was 
smiling. I realized it was something I’d never seen. Even more perplexing, he embraced 
me warmly and kissed both my cheeks.  
  
“Saniah, you look well,” he said. “It’s always nice to see old friends.” 
  
Friends? I was almost too flabbergasted to respond, and maybe it was evident to him 
because he said, “Yes, I’m still alive.” 
  
“So I see,” I sputtered. 
  
He put an arm around my shoulder and began to lead me away from the crowd. “So what 
brought you this far,” he asked, “to Fulminir?” 
  
I relaxed a little. The sheh had gone to work and I was loosening up. I shrugged and said, 
“Time and circumstance. I must say I was shocked to see you up there tonight. I mean, 
after your abrupt disappearance all those years ago.” His eyes still had the effect of a drill 
boring into you. I quickly masked all thoughts of Kana.   
  
“Those were troubled times, Saniah. You know that. I think all of us were looking for 
something better.” He gestured around us. “Well, this is where I ended up.” 
  
I smiled thinly at him. We talked for a slightly uncomfortable fifteen minutes or so, 
reminiscing about our former lives. He asked about Jade, and Athanas, and a few others 
to whom I had no idea what had happened. I thought it odd he didn’t ask about Kana, but 
I thought it best not to reveal anything. Steel had changed, it seemed, but there was 
something beneath his surface. It was like he was wearing a mask. When he finally did 
ask about Kana, it seemed he’d taken several excruciating moments to muster the courage 



to do so, and I was unprepared to answer him. I stammered, but was saved by Torris. He 
interrupted our conversation just as I was about to admit to Steel that Kana was here. 
Fortunately Steel’s attention was required on some urgent matter. I breathed a sigh of 
relief when he left me. It was then I decided to go and find Kana. 
  
He wasn't in his room, and the barracks were pretty empty, as most everyhar was at the 
party. I wasn’t acquainted with the town, but decided I’d give it a once-through anyway 
to see if I couldn’t find him brooding over a drink in some tavern. So I found Galaxy and 
galloped off toward the citadel. 
  
I walked through strangely quiet streets, and as I did, I put out mental feelers for Kana, 
but I couldn’t find his thread. Nevertheless I looked into a few taverns, but I didn’t see 
him. I was about to turn back when I noticed three hara stumbling down the street whom 
I recognized from Galhea. It was obvious they were all quite drunk. I watched them until 
they ducked into a building at the end of the block, and I followed them into it, more out 
of curiosity than anything, but by the time I got inside they had disappeared.  
 
I was in a sort of lobby, from the looks of it. Perhaps this was where these hara were 
staying. I didn't see them, but I noticed a descending staircase, and I thought I could hear 
faint laughter coming from below. The sound was haunting and musical, and I listened to 
it for what seemed a long time. I don’t know at what point I began down the stairs, but I 
remember thinking they would descend forever. The further down I went, the thicker the 
air became until I reached the bottom, and I knew I must be deep under the city. It was 
dark, despite the dim candelabra lining the walls. My head cleared a little when I stepped 
off the staircase, but I still heard some sort of music. I followed a long corridor, lined 
with plush red carpet, until it ended. When I stopped I realized I could no longer hear the 
music; perhaps it had just been an illusion.  
 
Now I was faced with two options. I could either go back, or I could peek inside the 
enormous wooden door to my right. I should have gone back, but instead I chose the 
door. When I opened it I found myself in a very bizarre room. 
 
It was a large, dark room with dark stone walls, and a platform at one end. It was dimly 
lit, although I couldn’t see what was lighting it. I could hear the faint sound of sobbing 
coming from somewhere in the room, but it was too dark to be able to make out where it 
was coming from. Then my eyes adjusted, and I saw the cages. Dozens of them, all lined 
up against the wall at the opposite end of the room. In one of these cages I saw 
movement, and when I approached, I saw it was a young har with blond hair almost to his 
ankles. He was sitting in his cage, all hunched up in a ball, and he was naked. His body, 
what I could see of it, was covered with gashes, as though he’s been ritually cut with a 
knife. He looked up at me mournfully. He was very thin. I made a noise of indignation at 
the sight and started forward. My instinct was to release him, but as I moved toward his 
cage I saw it was padlocked. The young har looked at me with the saddest eyes I’d ever 
seen, and said, “It’s no use. Go, before they–“ His words ended abruptly and I knew then 
that somehar was behind me, not so much because his words ended, but because there 
was a knife at my throat.  



 
Fortunately for me, old Uigenna habits die hard. It happened quickly and by no 
contrivance except the fighting instinct Jade had beaten into me years ago. I flung my 
head backward, as hard as I could, and hit what felt like a jawbone when I did. It stunned 
the har who was holding me, and also got my throat away from his knife. I pressed back 
into him, and in the same movement I grabbed the stiletto that was at my ankle and sliced 
backward. It sank into flesh, I heard a hiss come from the har, and I managed to roll away 
from him. I didn't stop long enough to assess the damage. All I could see was a crumpled 
body, and a har writhing on the floor as I fled.  
 
My first night in Fulminir and I’d managed to sink a knife into somehar. I ran as fast as I 
could back to the barracks. 
 
* * * *  
 
When I arrived, breathless and almost completely unhinged, I stopped outside long 
enough to regain my composure. I was still holding my stiletto, and one look at it told me 
it had found an organ. The blood was dark. I sheathed it without even bothering to clean 
it. When I went upstairs I found Kana in my room, sitting on the floor with his back 
against the bed. “I talked to Steel,” was the first thing out of my mouth. I wondered if 
Kana could tell how shaken I was. 
  
“I knew you would,” he said blandly. 
  
“As far as I can tell, he has no idea you’re here,” I said. 
  
Kana sighed. He looked tired and resigned, as if he’d been fighting. “I can’t hide,” he 
said. “I’m going to have to face him sooner or later. I just wish things hadn’t happened 
the way they did all those years ago.” 
  
“I know,” I said. I still had no idea just what exactly had happened between them, but I 
didn’t believe Steel held a grudge. “I think it’ll be alright,” I said to him, and he smiled 
weakly. 
  
“You don’t know Steel as well as I do,” he said. 
  
Our conversation was interrupted just then by noises coming from Iryan’s room, which 
was adjacent to mine. We stopped talking and listened to the ecstatic moans of two hara. 
One of them was distinctly Iryan, telling the other har what he wanted to do to him, and 
the other har was begging him to hurry up and do it in no uncertain terms. We laughed, 
and Kana said, “Didn’t take Iryan long, did it?” 
 
“That was his mission for this evening,” I said. “If it’s the pretty thing he was talking to 
at the party, he did quite well.” 
 



Then Kana suddenly looked up at me with pleading eyes. “Let me stay with you tonight, 
Saniah.” 
 
* * * * 
 
I couldn’t sleep that night. The evening’s events had electrified me, especially what I had 
encountered beneath the city. Were it not for the blood on my knife, I would have thought 
it hadn’t really happened. Kana and I had stayed up late and talked, but I didn't tell him 
what I had seen. Actually Kana had done all the talking, and I had listened to him until he 
fell asleep. I watched him for a moment, until I was certain he wasn't pretending, and 
then I decided to go take a look around the grounds. It was nearly dawn.  
 
The expansive lobby of the building was quiet and empty. The deep gray marble floor 
gave off a weird luminescence in the darkness, and it took a moment for my eyes to 
adjust. Before me, across the expanse, a wide hallway separated the lobby from the 
dining hall. There were many doors along this hallway, and I peeked into a few of them 
out of curiosity. Perhaps I wanted to make sure there were no hara being kept in cages 
here. I didn't find any. I did find a lounge, and a meeting room, a bathroom, and a room 
where they stocked liquor. This was a happy discovery, and I thought it wouldn’t hurt to 
take a bottle. I had, after all, earned it tonight. Earlier in the evening, I had noticed a 
terrace just off the dining hall. I thought perhaps there might be a garden out back, and so 
I went out there to explore it, and also to have a cigarette. It wasn’t exactly a garden. 
There were a few rocks, and dirt, and more of that struggling grass. Somehar had made a 
feeble attempt to decorate by putting a bench and a couple of mismatched chairs on the 
terrace. I had just lit my cigarette and taken my first swig of scotch when I heard voices, 
and so I backed into the shadows.  
 
I watched as Iryan and his young conquest strolled out onto the terrace hand in hand, 
speaking quietly. They didn't see me, so I continued to watch them as they shared breath 
for an unusually long time. When they broke away they both sighed and gazed into each 
other’s eyes. Iryan caressed the har’s cheek and kissed him again.  
 
“Tomorrow then,” I heard Iryan say softly. “You’re sure you can come back?” 
 
“Yes, of course,” his young companion replied.  
 
“Well then you’d better get going before your father wakes up and finds you gone,” Iryan 
said. “The sun will be up soon.” 
 
“I don’t want to leave.” 
 
“I wish you could stay, Dragon, I really do.” Iryan pulled the young har close to him and 
they seemed to cling to each other for another long while. Part of me wanted to say, “Get 
on with it already,” but another part of me thought the scene was far too romantic to 
break it up with the sound of my voice. So I watched as Iryan unfolded a red cloak and 
wrapped it around Dragon’s shoulders. Dragon then pulled the hood over his head, and 



when he did he turned toward me. I had to suck in my breath when I saw the full effect of 
him. Of course he had looked familiar to me; I had seen him at least three times before. 
Once in Brand, the other two times in my dreams. Looking at him now, I was sure it was 
the same har. I watched as he kissed Iryan again lightly and then took off into the night. 
Iryan stood watching him, and so did I. When Iryan finally turned to go inside, I called 
him over. I wanted to find out just who exactly was this har named Dragon, and why had 
he haunted my dreams. 
 
“Holy shit, Saniah, you scared the hell out of me,” said Iryan, after I startled him. “Have 
you been standing there the entire time?”  
 
“Yes, I saw the whole touching scene.” I offered him the bottle. 
 
He sighed, and grinned broadly at me. “He’s beautiful, isn’t he? I think I might be in love 
with him.” 
 
I laughed out loud. “You’ve only just met him.” 
 
“I know but he’s perfect,” he said, and handed the bottle back to me. “Only I’m afraid I 
may not get to see him again.” 
 
“Why’s that?” 
 
“He’s sort of being kept under lock and key. Apparently his father is some important har, 
and very protective. Dragon is going to be presented to Ponclast as a consort soon.” 
 
“Well that’s a kick in the teeth. Presented to Ponclast as a consort? That’s a little bizarre 
don’t you think?” 
 
“I sure think so. But he said that up until he met me he wasn't opposed to it.” 
 
I smiled to myself. The young ones are so much more passionate than those of us who’ve 
been around a long time. I asked Iryan who Dragon’s father was, but he didn't know. 
Suddenly I didn’t feel like asking him anymore questions. I was very, very tired. We both 
walked back inside and went up to bed. 
 
* * * * 
 
Of course the confrontation was inevitable. I only hoped it could be done without a scene.  
But just like in the old days, Kana and Steel couldn’t do anything without creating a 
scene.  
  
It happened the following evening, at dinner. Kana even dressed the part. Black was 
certainly his color. When he walked into the dining hall he was alone, and a vision. I 
wanted to crawl under the table. I knew he was going after Steel in a way that was 
potentially dangerous, not to seduce him, but to make him wish they’d never met. 



  
Kana acted exactly as if he had no idea Steel was even in the room. He came and sat 
down beside me and smiled wickedly. I couldn’t do anything but smile back at him and 
shake my head. By now I was just curious, and I wanted to see how this would play out. 
  
Treya was sitting across from us and remarked, “Kana, you’re looking lovely tonight.” 
Kana smiled at him wickedly in a way that said, “Aren’t I just.” He knew perfectly well 
that Steel was watching him from across the room, where he sat with the other officers. I 
stole a glance at Steel out of curiosity. He was indeed watching Kana with that 
penetrating gaze of his. It was only a matter of moments, I thought, before their dramatic 
reunion. I felt like I was back at Necropolis, tense and nervous, expecting disaster to 
strike at any moment. 
  
But Steel didn’t make his approach until after we had eaten. Kana seemed to have 
forgotten about him, or so I thought. Of course it was all part of his act. When Steel came 
over, Kana pretended not to recognize him at first. I put my face in my hands as Steel sat 
down between Kana and me. 
  
“Well if it isn’t Steel Belancour,” I heard Kana comment with mock enthusiasm. “It’s 
been a long time, hasn’t it?” 
  
“About twelve years,” Steel replied. It was difficult to read his tone of voice, so I 
uncovered my face to watch the scene unfold. 
  
“So what brings you to Fulminir,” Kana asked lightly. 
  
“Kana, can we go somewhere to talk privately?” 
  
“No, I don’t think so, tiahaar.” 
  
“Kana, I really would like to talk to you. I think we have some things to work out.” 
  
Kana fixed him with an icy gaze. “Really, tiahaar, other than to deliver a long overdue 
apology I don’t see how you have the gall to even approach me.” 
  
“Kana…” 
  
“And besides, I believe you took something that belonged to me.” 
  
“That’s what I’d like to talk to you about, tiahaar,” Steel responded in a voice that was 
barely able to contain his temper. Most everyhar in the room was now watching them. 
  
It was as if no time at all had passed. We were back at Necropolis. When I looked at 
Kana he wore a miserable expression. He had gone pale, almost green.  
  
“Come to my office after dinner,” Steel said quietly. “We’ll chat then.” 



  
Kana gave Steel a mock salute with an icy smile behind it and said flatly, “Aye, aye, 
Captain.” He looked like a block of stone sitting there next to me. Steel nodded his head 
to Kana, then to me, and then he walked away. 
  
“Nothing’s changed, has it,” I said to Kana. The block of stone did not reply. 
 
Kana didn’t talk about their meeting. When he came to my room later that night he was 
shaken, but he refused to talk about Steel. I tried to draw it out of him. I questioned him 
relentlessly and plied him with wine, which he only tossed quickly down his throat in 
mass volume. “Just let it go, Saniah,” he said at last with a sigh, and looked at me rather 
apologetically. “It was always a turbulent relationship.” 
  
“You once told me you loved him.” 
  
“I once did love him.” He tossed down the last of the wine and said, “I still do.” 
  
“Was it a mistake to come here,” I asked. 
  
Kana sighed and thought about his answer. “No, I don’t think it was a mistake. I think our 
past was unresolved, and it’s led us here, because it’s trying to finish the things we ran 
away from.” 
  
“We ran away from a bunch of shit, Kana. It was a non-life with the Uigenna. You know 
that as well as I do. What could possibly have gone unresolved?” 
  
“For you? Nothing I guess.” 
  
“And for you?” I wanted him to say it, to solve the mystery for me. 
  
“Well, there’s Steel, for one thing. I’d always wondered where he’d gone.” 
  
Yes, I could relate to that. I knew what it was like to wonder about those who were gone. 
“But that’s not all of it.” 
  
He stared at his reflection in the window for a long time and I said nothing, only watched 
him. He was a puzzle to me. He always had been. Then he looked at me as though he just 
noticed I was in the room. “Forget it, Saniah. It is what it is.” 
  
I sighed heavily and drew the thick curtain across the window. The past had come back to 
us at last, or perhaps we had chased it down. Or perhaps, in a subtle way, it had chased us 
down. Had we really thought we could run away from it? Yes, we could. We just hadn’t 
run far enough yet. We’d been distracted along the way. We’d grown comfortable in 
Orsai, made families, and in doing so, perhaps we had doomed them to share our fate. Or 
maybe we were just now getting around to beating ourselves up for being Uigenna. Once 
again, I began to think of leaving, only this time, there was a lot more to consider. This 



time, it wouldn’t be running away. It would be desertion, and I might be executed for it. 
But I thought about what I’d seen under the city. I knew enough to know the difference 
between a prison and a ritual chamber. That har had been used in an awful way, and I 
wanted to go back to him, to rescue him. But a more disturbing thought was this. In this 
great war that had yet to be fought, what if the Varrs won? I certainly didn't want Oryx to 
grow up in a society that could keep hara in a cages and use them like that. Perhaps the 
Gelaming way was better after all. What did we know of them? Perhaps they had it all 
worked out, and they were trying to bring the Varrs to enlightenment. Perhaps if I could 
get Ambree and Oryx away, get them to Imbrilim… 
  
“Kana,” I said slowly, “Would you run away again? Will you leave with me if I go?”  
  
He didn’t answer, just stared at the floor. “I can’t,” he said. 
  
“Why the hell not? Don’t tell me it’s because of Steel.” 
  
“It is, partly. It’s those unresolved things I was telling you about.” 
  
“What about Kessel? And your son? Don’t you want your son to grow up in a better 
place?” 
  
“We shouldn’t be talking like this.” 
 
“Kana, I have to tell you something.” He looked at me expectantly, and I told him what I 
had seen beneath the city, about the har in the cage. When I finished he said nothing. He 
just continued looking at me, but his eyes were clouded over with some dark thought. 
“I’m not making it up, Kana,” I said. 
  
“I know you’re not making it up,” he replied.  
  
“Do you?” 
  
“Yes. Because I never told you about the hara in cages. I saw it too, when I was here 
before, only I got to see the ritual, too.” 
  
I shuddered. No wonder he was such a puzzle. I probably would be too, had I been 
through that ordeal. I said, “Will you come with me if I leave? Because if things get too 
weird around here, I swear I’m leaving, Kana.” 
  
“I can’t, Saniah.” He stood up and walked to the door. With his hand on the latch he 
turned and said to me, “There’s more at stake than you know.”   
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 16 of 23 
 
When Kana left the room I had time to freak out a little bit over all that had transpired in 
the past two days. Every time I closed my eyes I saw the har in the cage, his eyes, and the 
expression on his face.  
 
I was now pretty sure I would leave Fulminir, but I wasn’t quite sure how I would do it. I 
didn't say any more to Kana about it, however. I knew this time I was on my own. For the 
first time since my inception I felt alone, and very small, like an insignificant little 
splatter on the world. What did it matter to anyhar whether I left or not? The Varrs would 
launch this campaign with or without me. Who could tell what the outcome would be? 
 
But I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn't at least try to get that har out 
of his cage, so I went back into Fulminir a few nights later. This time I was more vigilant 
about being followed. I didn't know whether or not I’d killed the har I’d stabbed. Perhaps 
he’d been important. Perhaps his friends were out looking for his attacker. What if he 
hadn’t died? What if he had seen me? I took my hair down, and covered up my Uigenna 
tattoo – my only identifying mark. Who knows, I might just find him lying dead and 
unnoticed, exactly where I’d left him. 
 
But I couldn’t even find the door to the place. I couldn’t be sure of the street, or the 
building. I hadn’t exactly been sure of my whereabouts before, either. The architect of 
Fulminir hadn’t been very creative in designing it, and all the streets and all the taverns 
and shops sort of blended together in an almost eerie kind of way. It was almost as if it 
had been designed as a giant labyrinth. One might get lost in those streets, and never find 
his way out again. I followed street after street, and finally ended up back at the barracks, 
where I decided to forget about rescuing the har and concentrate on formulating a plan to 
get away before Ponclast gave us our marching orders. We still didn’t know when that 
might be. 
 
A week passed. Apart from hearing about Kana’s dramatic run-ins with Steel (which he 
described to me every day in exquisite detail) and hearing about Iryan’s obsession with 
Dragon (which was also described to me), my time was spent in training exercises for 
which I was certain I would have no use. Every day Kana and Steel were forced to 
interact in some capacity, and I’m sure there were plenty of silent exchanges between 
them, because Kana often became enraged for no apparent reason. He once called Steel 
(Steel is our captain, remember) a manipulative, thieving bitch right in front of our entire 
unit, and then as Kana was walking away somehar remarked that he was too soume to be 
a soldier. Kana heard it, and showed the har what a well-placed kick could do, soume or 
no. The har lost a tooth over it, and for us any such disfiguring thing is a tragedy. Nohar 
ever made any off-the-cuff remarks about Kana again, at least none that I heard.  
 
Then there was Iryan, who constantly complained that he could only see Dragon in 
secret, and that was difficult since Dragon had to sneak around his father’s watchdogs. 
Apparently, he was pretty good at it, though. I don’t know where their secret meeting 
place was, but Iryan was often out until just before dawn. I encouraged him to talk about 



Dragon, because I wanted to find out who his father was, but Iryan didn't seem to know 
much. When I inquired about Dragon’s hostling, Iryan just shrugged. Dragon had never 
mentioned him. “But of course the family dynamic here is much different than what 
we’re used to in Orsai,” Iryan reminded me. “Their hostlings seem to be designated as 
hostlings, and that’s all they’re good for. They don’t seem to have any other 
significance.” Then he smirked and said, “I’d like to see them try that with my hostling. 
They’d get an education.” 
 
It was true; Iryan’s hostling was a fireball. I said, “Maybe you can educate Dragon on 
what a har should be,” I suggested, “If you can steer him away from his assigned destiny 
as Ponclast’s consort.”  
 
Iryan smiled broadly at the suggestion. “My goal in life,” he said, “Is to do just that.” I 
wondered then if perhaps Iryan and Dragon might also be forming a plan to leave 
Fulminir. How else could they be together, unless they ran off? But I said nothing of my 
own plan. I didn’t really have it quite worked out yet anyway. 
 
Then early one morning I received another blow, quite literally. I was awakened by a 
mad rapping at my door. It took me a moment to get out of bed, and I still wasn't quite 
awake when I opened the door. I didn't recognize the har at first, and so we both just 
stood there looking one another up and down. He was wearing black leather, and dark 
sunglasses, even though there was no sun, and his shoulder-length black curls flew 
haphazardly about his face. On his neck was a colorful tattoo of a dragon. There was no 
expression on his face whatsoever, and by this I knew him. I said, “Athanas!” and he 
reached back a fist and decked me so hard on the jaw that I spun around once before 
hitting the floor. 
 
“That’s for stabbing me,” he said. “I’ve only just recovered, thank you very much.” 
 
I sat there for a moment or two, just trying to focus. For a few seconds I had four hands 
and twenty fingers, but then they all came together. “You…?” 
 
“And damn near broke my jaw.” 
 
I stood up like a newborn colt, and I had to hold onto the bedpost in order not to fall 
down again. “You deserved it for putting a knife to my throat,” I snarled at him. “You’re 
lucky I didn’t kill you.” 
 
“I didn’t know it was you,” he said in a voice that sounded more like a growl than 
anything. 
 
“Well I didn’t know it was you, either, did I?” 
 
We both just stood there, staring each other down until he said, “I guess there’s no point 
arguing about it then.” I just stared back at him, perplexed, until he began to relax. He 
said, “Why can’t I ever stay mad at you?” 



 
I had so many questions I didn't know where to begin. First Steel, then Dragon, and now 
Athanas. “What the hell are you doing here,” I asked him. “How is it you’re in Fulminir, 
and I didn’t know it until now? I’ve been here for two weeks.” There was something 
different about him, something I couldn’t quite place, and not just his looks. I guess time 
and distance had worn the threads that connected us pretty thin. I stared at the tattoo on 
his neck. “You’ve changed it,” I said, and ran a finger over the dragon’s tail, which 
wrapped around his neck and continued on down his chest. It completely covered his old 
Uigenna tattoo, the mark of our tribe. 
 
He came into the room and shut the door. “I had to change it. I didn't want anyhar to 
know where I’d come from.”  
 
I offered him a seat, which he took, and wondered why the Varrs would care whether or 
not he was Uigenna. They’d been forming alliances with the Uigenna for years. “How is 
it you always show up in the most unexpected places, at the most unexpected times?” 
 
He gave me half a smile and said, “Fate?” I made a few remarks about how odd it was 
he’d join up with the Varrs. Last time I’d spoken to him, he’d been dead set against them. 
But he just said, “I didn't have much of a choice,” and wouldn’t elaborate. 
 
“You could’ve always come back to Orsai,” I said to him. “Does Steel know you’re here? 
Or Kana?” 
 
“No, neither of them, and I’d like to keep it that way, if you don’t mind. Just for now, 
anyway. I’ve been busy healing for the past couple of weeks, in the infirmary at the 
Citadel, so I haven’t really had time to run into any old friends. Except you, that is. And 
that was quite by accident.”  
 
“How bad was it?” 
 
“The wound? Not so bad it killed me, but it could have. Ponclast has a good healer on his 
staff. I don’t think he could afford to lose me right now.” 
 
“Ponclast? So you’re…?” 
 
“One of his strong-arms, I guess you could say.” He took his glasses off then, and I 
noticed a thin scar along his cheek, and one above his right eyebrow. I guess being 
promoted to Ponclast’s strong-arm had its price. 
 
I said, “Am I in trouble?” I thought the penalty for stabbing a member of Ponclast’s staff 
might be pretty harsh in Fulminir. I’d have to hurry up and plan my escape sooner, if that 
was the case. 
 
Athanas looked slightly amused at the question. “Yes,” he said, “Your execution is 
scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. It will be the tea time entertainment, after the dancing 



bears.” I must’ve looked stunned for the split second before I realized he was teasing me. 
He relented quickly, and said, “You would be in trouble if I’d seen who it was stabbed 
me, but I didn’t, and the har left no clues.” 
 
I realized I’d been holding my breath. “How did you know it was me?” 
 
“While I was in the infirmary, Ponclast came to me and said he wanted to find the har 
who’d been snooping around in the chamber. He has a har on his staff who does a lot of 
work with latent memories. That har guided me subconsciously through the ordeal again, 
and when he did, I recognized you. I never told him that, though, and he couldn’t get it 
out of me. So don’t worry; nohar will know.” He added under his breath, “I’ve become 
very good at hiding things.”  
 
“I can’t believe this is happening,” I said. “I get to Fulminir, and one of the first hara I see 
is Steel, whom I thought was dead. Then I meet this har named Dragon, whom I’d seen 
before in Brand a long time ago, and now here you are, and you’ve actually met the 
Archon.” 
 
“Met him? I see him nearly every damn day,” he said. “I live in his house. I eat at his 
table.” 
 
I knelt in front of him and took his hands, as if I was a har pleading for clemency. “I’m 
sorry I stabbed you,” I said, and looked up at him with the biggest, roundest eyes I could 
manage.  
 
He laughed at my effort. “Forget about it. I lived. Want to see the damage?” He showed 
me his scar, in a spot right about where his liver should be. “Pretty clever trick, Saniah, 
the head-butt I mean. Nice to see you haven’t lost your killer instinct.” 
 
“Some things just can’t be forgotten,” I said. It came out with a little more bitterness than 
I had intended. 
 
He turned his penetrating gaze on me. He studied me for a few uncomfortable moments 
and then said, “I know you probably hate it here. I know you just wanted to settle down, 
and have a peaceful life. Perhaps Fulminir reminds you too much of the past, when we 
were all screwing around up north?” 
 
I looked at him a bit incredulously and said, “Well, yeah, Athanas. There’s a lot wrong 
here in Fulminir. I mean, who was that har in the cage? Why was he there? What had 
they done to him, and why? And this war – or invasion, or whatever it is with the 
Gelaming – why can’t we just hurry up and get it over with? And who are they anyway? 
What do we know about them? They could be playing with us. What if that settlement at 
–  Imbrilim is it called? What of that’s just bait? What if the real threat is much, much 
bigger? Oh never mind. I shouldn’t be talking like this. Forget I said anything.”  
  



He just sat there appraising me. I couldn’t read his expression, but I thought it might be 
disapproval. He lived in Ponclast’s house, and ate at his table, and I was practically 
speaking treason to him. But this was Athanas, and he had been my friend. He had been 
my inceptor. He finally said, “I can’t tell you much, Saniah. But that har was part of a 
blood ritual. He’s one of many. He’s a kanene, and his fate led him to this. I really can’t 
tell you any more than that. As for the Gelaming… I really can’t tell you anything about 
that either.” The way he said it made me think he knew something about them, and he 
wanted to tell me. 
 
“Why were you there that night,” I asked him. “Were you trying to help that har?” 
 
“No. Why were you there, Saniah?” 
 
“I don’t know. I was looking for Kana, but I ended up there somehow. I want to go back. 
Athanas, I want to go back and help that har. He looked pathetic. Surely you can do 
something to help him. You’re close to Ponclast.” 
 
Athanas took my face in his hands. “He’s beyond our help. There’s nothing either of us 
can do, Saniah, and if Ponclast even knew I wanted to help he’d have a fit. But it’ll be 
over soon. You have to trust me.” 
 
I wanted to throw up. “How can you live here, in the middle of all this, and let these 
things go on? I know you better than that, Athanas. This isn’t you!” 
 
“Look, Saniah, I have to do what I have to do. And so do you. It’s life. We just have to 
deal with it as it comes. Those hara are part of a very important ritual. They’ll create the 
power that will destroy the Gelaming. That’s all I know about it, really, so just leave it.” 
 
I didn't know what to say to that. We were both quiet for a while. After my mind had 
calmed down, we talked a few minutes more. He invited me to dinner at the citadel, but I 
didn't want to go there. We agreed rather to meet somewhere in town, for drinks, and to 
catch up. When he left me it was with a big question mark hanging over my head, as 
usual. He seemed to have changed so much. 
 
But I never got to meet Athanas for drinks, not in Fulminir. The following day, Steel 
called me into his office and told me he was sending me back to Orsai. “But only for a 
few days,” he said. “I need you back here by week’s end. I have a mission for you while 
you’re there.” He wanted me to deliver a package to Ginnesse. I asked him why he was 
sending me, and he said, “Because out of all the hara in Megalithica, you’re the one I 
know I can trust.” All I heard was that I got to go home for a few days. I made 
perfunctory good-byes and left straight away. I couldn’t get there fast enough.  
 
* * * * 
  
Orsai, I noticed, was not as I’d left it. The road was wider and more worn, for one thing. 
There was a guard house now in front of the old ‘Welcome to Orsai’ sign, and Semmi 



just happened to be the har on duty when I rode up to it. He stared at me hopefully for a 
moment, and I explained to him I was only there on official business. “What’s all this?” I 
gestured at the guard house, once he’d let go of me. 
  
“Orders from Fulminir,” he replied dryly. “There have been a few changes around here.” 
  
“Obviously.” 
  
“Nothing too drastic, though. Ambree will be ecstatic to see you,” he said. “Is he 
expecting you?” 
  
“No, it’s a surprise.” 
  
“Come to dinner tomorrow night. I’ll invite all our friends and you can give us all the 
latest.”   
  
I agreed and went on my way, urging Galaxy to a gallop in my fury to get home. Ambree 
tackled me as soon as I dismounted. I held him for far too long. I was home. I was really 
home. None of the other stuff seemed real to me now, only this. It was such a sharp 
contrast to Fulminir. Even the very air seemed brighter.  
  
Kessel came by as soon as he heard I was home. I gave him what news I could about 
Kana, and commented on how much Reyn had grown. Reyn had his father’s fine black 
hair, and his enormous dark eyes. Kessel had dressed him so that their outfits matched. I 
picked the harling up and he regarded me shyly with his finger in his mouth. He was so 
small. I hoped it wasn't because Kana had dropped him. I kissed him on the forehead and 
told him, “That was from your father.”  
  
“My baba,” he said, and looked around, looking for Kana, I guess. I said to Ambree via 
mind touch, shouldn’t he be speaking normally by now?  
  
Ambree shot me a look full of concern but didn’t comment, and Kessel took his son from 
me hastily. “Look, Saniah, he dances,” he said nervously, and setting Reyn down on the 
floor he started to sway back and forth and clap his hands. The harling laughed and did 
the same, bobbing up and down and twirling to music we couldn’t hear. Kessel then 
picked him up and swung him around, then hugged him like a little treasure. Ambree 
invited them to stay for dinner. Halfway through the meal Uladri stopped by with some 
things for me to take to Treya, so he ended up staying for dinner, too. 
 
* * * * 
 
“I was so afraid I wouldn’t see you again,” Ambree told me later as we were doing the 
dishes. Kessel had just taken Reyn home to clean him up after Oryx drew spots all over 
him with a red marker. Oryx was now playing with his dolls on the floor of the den. I 
could hear him talking to them. “And Kessel’s pretty certain he’s seen the last of Kana.” 
  



“Tell him he hasn’t,” I said. I didn't tell Ambree about Steel, and Kana’s history with 
him. I didn’t tell him much of anything about Fulminir. I wanted to forget it altogether. I 
told him I thought it likely Kana appreciated Kessel a lot more now, and he definitely 
cared about his son. “I think he’ll come back when this is all over,” I said. “Could be a 
while, though. They don’t tell us much, so I don’t know how long this campaign will last. 
But then again, it may be over pretty quickly.” 
  
“It hasn’t even begun yet.” He picked the remains of the chicken off the bone to give to 
the cat and then gave me a sly look. “Are you tired?” 
  
“Not too tired,” I said with a grin, and slid my hands under his shirt. He gave me a 
throaty laugh and stuck his head around the corner to make sure our harling was well out 
of the way before he lifted my shirt and began to play. 
  
“Why don’t we put Oryx to bed,” I purred.  
  
“It’s early for that,” he said, and dragged me by the arm into the small laundry room just 
off the kitchen. He giggled with delight as he threw the door shut. I put the latch on it and 
in the dim light from a small, high window savored his lovely silhouette, the sensation of 
his lips on my skin, his hands. It was Ambree. It was really him, and I wasn’t dreaming. I 
was home. 
  
There was a small work table in the laundry, and he pushed me down onto it and literally 
tore my clothes off. Then he wedged himself in between my legs. When I touched his 
`lim he said, “Can you tell how much I’ve missed you?” He was like a flame, almost too 
hot to touch, and so was I. I was afraid we might ignite, but then it had been a long time. 
Just before we exploded he buried his face in my neck and let out a muffled howl. I had 
to grit my teeth to stop from screaming. We stared at each other wide eyed, and then I 
covered his mouth with mine and we clung to each other for a long time. I felt his tears in 
the curve of my neck, and his voice was just a husky whisper when he said, “Are you real 
this time?” 
  
In the calm of aftermath I whispered, “Ambree, what if we could go far away and start 
over. Would you do it?” 
  
He pulled away, looked into me eyes. “Leave Orsai? Leave all our friends?” 
 
“What if it meant I didn't have to go back to Fulminir?” 
 
“Saniah are you talking about desertion?” 
  
“No. I’m talking about escape.” 
  
His mind was abuzz with questions. He finally said, “Are you in danger?” 
  
“Perhaps. I don’t really think the Varrs stand much of a chance against the Gelaming.” 



  
“And if you leave, where will you go?” 
  
“Nowhere without you and Oryx.” 
  
He thought about it for a moment and then said, “You could be shot for desertion.” 
  
“Not only shot, Ambree, I could be poisoned, or cut up into little pieces and delivered to 
you in a box. It’s a chance I'm willing to take.” I could see tears in his eyes.  
  
“Don’t talk like this, Saniah. You’re scaring me.” 
  
“You haven’t seen the things I've seen in Fulminir,” I said to him gently. “If you had, 
you’d be more afraid of that than anything I could say to you about desertion. They’re 
cruel, Ambree. I’ve seen horrible things. They keep hara in cages, and I’ve heard of 
worse things than that. They perform rituals and sacrifices that would make your blood 
turn cold. I don’t want us to have to live like that, Ambree. I don’t want that for Oryx, or 
for you, or for our future children. And this may be treasonous to say, but if that’s the 
kind of society the Varrs have in store for us when this is over, then the sooner the 
Gelaming army sweeps them from the face of the earth, the better off it’ll be for us.” 
  
Ambree was quiet a long time. My words had scared the hell out of him; I could see it in 
his eyes. Finally he said, “I’ll go wherever you go.”  
 
He threw me a clean robe to put on, since he’d torn my clothes. Oryx had not even 
missed us. He was still playing with his dolls when I peeked around the corner at him. He 
had them all lined up against the hearth execution style. I watched him play for a 
moment. 
  
“If you are seen outdoors after midnight, then you will be shot,” he said to them sternly. 
Then he seized one of the dolls roughly by the arm. “You there. Are you a human?” 
  
“No tiahaar,” the doll replied in a tiny, high-pitched voice. Oryx then lifted it’s skirt. I 
was about to laugh when I heard him say, “You are a human! You must die. You are 
sentenced to death by poisoning.” He sat the doll on the hearth and would have 
administered the make-believe poison had I not intervened.     
  
I went over to him and sat down on the floor. “Have I interrupted your execution?” 
  
“No, father, you can watch.” 
  
“What did this har do?” 
  
“He’s a human.” 
  
“How are you going to execute him?” 



  
“Poison.” 
  
I shook my head sadly. “That’s a bad way to go.  I’m glad I’m not still a human.” 
  
He looked up at me with wide eyes, then shook his head. “You’re teasing me. You were 
never a human.” 
  
“Sure I was. So was Semmi. So was Jasc, and Kana.” 
  
“What about my hostling?” 
  
“Your hostling is pureborn.” 
  
“What happened to you then? You’re not human now.” 
  
Without going through the whole inception saga, I relayed to him how all of the original 
Wraeththu came from humans. He happened to be third generation. I explained it to him 
as best I could, then asked him how he got the idea that all humans should be executed. 
  
“From Ginnesse,” he said. Then he looked at me with terror in his eyes and said, “Does 
he know you were a human?” 
  
“I don’t know,” I said, pretending to be frightened. “What do you think he’ll do if he 
finds out?”  
  
Oryx whispered, “We mustn’t let him know. He’ll kill you.” He threw down his doll and 
wrapped his arms around me. “I’ll never let him kill you,” he said fiercely. “I’ll hide you 
in my fortress in the woods.” 
  
“He won’t kill me,” I assured my son. As if Ginnesse could fight his way out of a paper 
bag. I’m surprised he could even wipe his own ass, let alone figure out where to put the 
pointy end of a sword. “But why does he think humans should die?” I was afraid I had 
just shattered some vector of my son’s universe with the news that I had at one time been 
human. 
  
“It’s the law,” Oryx said, his voice still a frightened whisper.  
  
“Whose law is it?” 
  
“Ginnesse says it’s Varrish law, and he has a duty to uphold it.” 
  
“I’m sure you misunderstood,” I told him. “Even Ginnesse was human once.” 
  
“But they did kill humans. Ambree told me they did.” 
  



I nodded. “It was a convention at one time, but even then they didn't kill all of them. And 
Ginnesse knows perfectly well that Swift revised that law as soon as Terzian left. They 
don’t kill humans anymore. I even saw a few at Galhea, and they lived quite well among 
the hara. So don’t listen to Ginnesse, Oryx.  He’s an idiot.” 
  
Oryx stared at me in disbelief and I told him to put his toys away and get ready for bed.  
 
“I wanted to speak to you about that,” he said to me. 
  
“About what? Getting ready for bed?” 
  
“Yes.” 
  
“It’s not open for discussion.” 
  
“I thought I’d sleep in there with you and Ambree tonight.” 
  
I almost laughed. I said, “You’re too old for that now,” and I ruffled his hair. “Besides, 
sometimes Ambree and I need time to just be with each other.”  
 
“Why? For aruna? But you already did that in the laundry room a few minutes ago.” 
 
I suppressed a smile and said, “There are other reasons, too, that you’ll understand better 
when you’re older.” Such a feeble explanation would not stop Oryx from coming into our 
room if he got it in his mind to do so. I foresaw the bedroom door would be locked 
tonight. I wanted more of what Ambree had unleashed on me in the laundry room. 
 
* * * * 
 
Ginnesse lived in a large house near the center of town. I knew it wouldn’t take me long 
to deliver Steel’s package to him, so I decided to run that errand after I put Oryx to bed 
that night. I didn't worry much about what I was delivering. It didn't rattle, and by the 
weight of it I judged it must contain papers. I was right about that. When Ginnesse 
opened it he asked me, “You haven’t seen the contents of this package?” 
 
“You could see it was sealed when I gave it to you,” I answered. 
 
He nodded his head uncertainly and put the papers in his desk drawer, then locked it. 
 
I said to him, “I don’t suppose there was anything in there about the invasion,” and for a 
split second he looked as though I had caught him with his hand in the cookie jar. 
 
“Invasion?” 
 



“You know, that little thing we have going on with the Gleaming?” I didn't really expect 
him to tell me anything about it, but I thought it was worth a shot. He laughed uneasily 
and relaxed a little. 
 
“No,” he said, “nothing about the Gelaming at all. Just more official business from 
Fulminir.” He quickly excused himself and ushered me out of his presence. I didn't think 
much more about it, and rode quickly back home. I had my mind on more important 
things, and I didn't want to keep Ambree waiting. 
 
* * * * 
  
“What stupidity has Ginnesse been up to,” I asked Ambree later that night as we were 
lying in bed. 
  
“What do you mean?” 
  
“He’s given Oryx some wrong ideas about humans,” I said. “I don’t think I want Oryx 
hanging around him too much.” 
  
“Neither do I, but he’s in charge of the school now.” 
  
“Ginnesse? I can’t believe anyhar would let him be in charge of teaching harlings.” 
  
“I don’t like it much, either,” Ambree said. “And neither does Semmi. Most of us don’t 
like his ideas, but what can we do? Ginnesse thinks he’s the shit now since he came back 
from Galhea, and since Chyan has been home with his hatchling, Ginnesse has taken over 
the teaching.” 
  
I sighed. Our little paradise was slowly but surely fusing with the rest of the world, and I 
didn’t like it. I could foresee a day – perhaps not too far in the future, if the Varrs 
prevailed – when Orsai would become dark and weird like Fulminir, and I shuddered. I 
thought, these things always begin with small changes, but they grow like bacteria. 
“What are they teaching them in that school anyway? Oryx should know more about our 
origins by now, wouldn’t you think?” 
  
“Well he only just began at the school.” 
  
“I should’ve taught him. You might have to explain to him where harlings come from 
soon,” I said.  “I’m afraid I might’ve set the wheels turning this evening.” 
  
“Oh?  How’s that?” 
  
“I told him I used to be human, and that all the original hara came from humans. He 
asked if you had been one too, and I told him that you were pureborn like him. I could 
see he was trying to put the puzzle together.” 
  



“He understands about aruna, but I don’t think he associates it with procreation yet,” 
Ambree said. Then he raised himself up on one elbow, and smiled seductively. “Why 
don’t we make it easy for him?” 
  
For a moment I didn’t realize what he was saying. When it dawned on me I stroked his 
face. “Are you sure?” 
  
“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I want another one?” 
  
“I don’t know, Ambree. I hate to leave you here alone while you’re hosting. And when it 
hatches, then you’ll have Oryx and a hatchling to deal with. And we don't know what’s 
going to happen to us. We may be on the run, without a pot to piss in. I don’t know if it’s 
a good idea.” 
  
“Don't say that, Saniah. We can always piss behind a tree,” he joked, and I laughed. 
“Everything will be all right. I know it.” He took my hand and caressed it, filling my 
mind with calm. Finally he said, “All my life I’ve dreamed of being bonded to you, and 
having children with you. I don't remember a time when I wasn’t madly in love with you. 
Remember how I used to follow you around when I was little? I must have been such a 
nuisance. I still don’t know why you never told me to just get lost.” 
  
I kissed his hands and smiled at him. “You were never a nuisance, Ambree. I loved how 
you followed me around.” 
  
“Whenever you would come over to our house to visit, I couldn’t bear for you to leave. 
Of course I couldn’t put words to it then, I only knew it hurt so terribly to be away from 
you. Of course then it was the kind of attached love one might feel for one’s hostling, but 
as I got older it became deeper. The night I gave you that bracelet – do you remember it? 
– I was so crazy for you then, you could’ve had me there on the front lawn if you’d 
wanted me, and I hadn’t even passed feybraiha.” He smiled and so did I, remembering 
the night. “I guess I consider myself lucky to be with you. I want as many children as you 
can give me, Saniah. And we’ll be alright, wherever we go. I know we will. I trust you.” 
 
I really couldn’t believe my fortune, that I had found Ambree, in this remote corner of the 
universe, and that he loved me so completely. How could I refuse him? I pushed him 
back onto the pillows and gave him what he wanted. 
 
Chapter 17 of 23 
 
When I got back to Fulminir I dropped Uladri’s package off at Treya’s door, then I went 
to see Kana. Kessel had given me some things to take to him, too. He was in his room, 
sitting on the bed, just staring out the window. 
  
“Hi,” I said, “I have something for you.” He didn’t even acknowledge my presence. 
“Kana?” 
  



“Mmm.” 
  
“Kessel sent these to you.” I put a bag of I don't know what on the bed. He didn’t look at 
it, just continued staring out the window. 
  
“Are you alright?” 
  
“Yes,” he answered flatly. 
  
“Ambree’s hosting again.” 
  
“That’s nice.” 
  
“Reyn’s getting big. I told him stories about you, but I don’t know if he understood. He 
still doesn’t speak much. He dances, though.” 
  
“He doesn’t speak because I dropped his pearl.” He never turned from the window, and 
he sounded bored or miserable, I couldn’t tell which. 
  
“What’s the matter, Kana?” 
  
“Yesterday I saw him,” he said, his voice cracking. 
  
I was confused. “Saw who? Don't you want to open the bag and see what Kessel sent 
you?” 
  
“In a minute. Saniah I have to tell you something.” He turned from the window and 
stared at his lap. 
  
I waited. It was obviously something horrible, and he didn’t know how to begin. He was 
picking at a thread on the bedcover, and his voice was small when he finally said, “I’ve 
been keeping something from you for years. Sit down.” 
  
I started to say something but he put up a hand to silence me. “Please,” he said, “I’m 
going to have to say this in one breath or I don’t think I’ll be able to say it at all.” 
  
I sat down at the end of the bed and faced him. “I’m listening.” 
  
“The day Steel left. Do you remember it?” 
 
“Of course I do.” 
 
“I guess then you remember the condition I was in when I rode back into town that day.” 
 
I nodded. He continued. “I delivered a pearl that day, Saniah. I wanted to tell everyhar I 
was hosting, but Steel wouldn’t let me. He didn’t want anyhar to know about it. I was 



trying to run away that morning. We had argued, and he had said some horrible things. I 
don't know why he didn’t want the pearl. He wanted to sell it, but he wouldn’t tell me to 
whom or why. I didn’t want him to take it away from me, so I was just going to run as far 
away as I could. But he followed me, and when he found me we fought, and… and I 
began having contractions. He dragged me off to this old cabin in the forest. He had been 
there before, and stocked it with supplies. I realized then he’d meant to bring me there all 
along to deliver. When it was over, he took the pearl. He just took off with it and left me 
there on the dirty floor. I was too weak from the delivery to do anything about it, and I 
didn’t know where he’d gone anyway. It was all I could do just to ride back to town. He 
took my pearl, Saniah, and he left me there. He just left me there all alone.” 
  
I was staring at him stupidly, recalling that day with powerful clarity. Now it all made 
sense. “You delivered a pearl. That’s why you were in the wretched state you were in. 
That’s why there was blood on your hands.” 
  
He nodded. “I cleaned most of it up.” His voice cracked. “Apparently Steel didn’t sell our 
pearl after all. Yesterday I saw my son. He’s beautiful, San. I knew he was mine as soon 
as I saw him.” He fell against me then and I began to stroke his hair. 
  
“What’s his name,” I asked softly. 
  
“Angel. I named him Angel. Of course Steel had to go and name him Dragon, but Angel 
was the name I gave to him years ago.” 
  
I nearly swallowed my tongue. “Dragon is your son?” Several images began to flash 
across my mind. Gunmetal eyes, a red cape, two hara watching me from across a 
crowded street. Dragon and another har. Dragon wouldn’t have yet been an adult, those 
few years ago in Brand. The other har had been Steel, He must have recognized me that 
night. He must’ve been trying to get into my head in order to see if I knew where Kana 
was. It all made perfect sense, and now not just one mystery solved, but two of them in 
one day.  
  
Kana nodded. “Kick in the head, isn’t it? I’d never seen him until yesterday. I’d only 
heard Iryan speak of Dragon. I never guessed he was mine. The worst part is that he 
thinks his hostling is dead, and Steel threatened me if I so much as speak to Dragon. He 
said he’d take it out on Orsai. I won’t risk it, so you mustn’t say anything at all. You do 
understand, don’t you?” 
  
I nodded. I certainly wasn't about to risk provoking the wrath of Steel against Orsai. I 
knew what he was capable of. “So Dragon doesn’t know?” 
  
“No. He didn’t even see me. Steel only wanted to torture me. I only saw my son from a 
distance.” 
  
“Shit.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say. This was all just getting too deep. 
  



“No. The worst part is not that Dragon thinks his hostling is dead. It’s that he’ll never 
know who I am, or that he was taken from me, and I have to just play the game and 
pretend like nothing’s wrong.”   
  
“My poor Kana,” I said, and hugged him tightly. “Why did you never tell anyhar about 
the pearl?” 
  
“Because it hurt too much.” He grabbed onto my shirt and looked at me fearfully. “You 
won’t tell anyhar, Saniah. Promise me you won’t.” 
  
“I promise.” Of course I wouldn’t say anything. But I was considering the intricate puzzle 
my life had become. Mainly this: how was I going to get Ambree, Kana, Iryan, Dragon, 
Treya, Uladri, Semmi, Jasc, Kessel and all our children as far away as possible before the 
shit hit the fan?  
 
 * * * * 
 
It was hard to create an escape plan when there was so much uncertainty about the 
immediate future. I didn't know enough about the Gelaming to amount to a hill of beans, 
and I only guessed at their power. It wasn’t an uneducated guess, given that they had 
made Terzian’s entire battalion of Varrs disappear. I don’t suppose it was with any 
difficulty they had taken Swift, too, and his gang of three. We speculated they’d all been 
killed. I really didn't think Ponclast had any idea what he was up against, and this was the 
reason for his hesitation. He was not going to take invasive action; he was simply waiting 
for the Gelaming to make the first move. Given that, I had to assume that at some point 
the Gelaming would come pouring into Fulminir, and possibly Galhea, Orsai, and all the 
surrounding villages as well. But I figured that if we were going to be caught by them, it 
would be better to be caught running to them, rather than running away. In order to move 
toward them, however, I should try to find out something about their camp, such as where 
it might possibly be. Even the name of it was speculative. A map might solve the location 
problem, and I only knew of one map. It was locked in a glass case in Steel’s office. This 
I could steal on my own, probably, but Dragon could do it much easier. So I decided this 
was a good time to begin picking Iryan’s brain, to see if he and Dragon had their own 
plan of escape. Perhaps we could join forces. 
 
Dragon had started sneaking into the barracks lately, to see Iryan. Steel’s house wasn't 
that far outside Fulminir, so Dragon could get here in about two hours if he put spur to 
flank. Sometimes, late at night, I would hear him knocking softly on Iryan’s door (there 
was a certain pattern to it). Then a few minutes later Kana would inevitably come to my 
room, and we’d end up going out. It was torture for him to know his son was just across 
the hall, and Iryan was sweetly oblivious.  
  
During one such escape into Fulminir, Kana and I got absurdly drunk, and he got me 
talking about the har in the cage. He wanted to try and find the place where I’d seen the 
har. He said he had to know if it was the same place he and his brother had been taken, so 
we ended up stumbling through the dark maze of streets looking for it. I sort of think he 



enjoyed torturing himself, but I must admit I was a little intrigued with the idea of seeing 
that har again. This time, I swore I wouldn’t leave without him, if I could find him. 
 
The streets that night were quiet, which was odd for such a populous city. We knew our 
way around a bit better now, and had gotten used to the smell. I had said before, when I 
first arrived, that I didn't think Fulminir was all that ugly. I had since changed my mind. 
After seeing the inner parts of it – the slums, the dark alleys, the puddles of reeking black 
water in the gutters that never seemed to go away – I could agree with Treya that it really 
was a shithole. Calling it a shithole was actually being nice to it.  
 
Kana and I meandered around for a bit before I miraculously recognized the street I’d 
been on before (drunk as we were, and in the dark, finding it really was a miracle), and I 
was able to find the right building after the fourth try. “This is it,” I said to Kana, when I 
remembered it, and I opened the door. We stood in the dark lobby for a moment listening 
for signs of life, then almost on cue we heard what sounded like a faint scream coming 
from very far below. Kana and I looked at each other with the same morbid expression, 
and without a word we began to descend the stairs. When we reached the bottom we 
found ourselves staring down the same dark corridor I had stared down before, only this 
time the candelabra were only very dimly lit, so it was much harder to see. 
 
“I think this is the place they brought my brother and me,” Kana said uncertainly, looking 
down at the red carpet. He began to walk down the corridor toward the door at the end. I 
ran to catch up to him when he got to it, and I saw his hand reach for the latch. I thought 
back to the day years ago when Kana had first told me his story, back when he was 
human and I thought he was so brave and fascinating. I had thought it was too grotesque 
a story; that he might even be making it up. I never dreamed I would one day be standing 
here with him, about to look into that same chamber of horrors he had told me about.  
 
He stopped and looked at me. “I’m not too sure about this,” he said.  
  
“Neither am I.” There was hardly any light here at the end of the passageway, and we 
could only just barely see the door handle. “Are you armed,” I whispered to him. 
  
“Of course I am.” 
  
I was about to turn the handle when we heard a noise coming from within the room. I 
stopped, listened. It was a drum beat, low and steady. We waited, and listened some 
more. It became louder. Then somehar began to chant. It was a low, muffled sound at 
first, then it rose and fell with the swelling of the drums.  
  
“What do you think that is,” Kana whispered to me. I didn't answer him. We both knew. I 
wanted to bolt, but he whispered, “Open it. Just a crack. We’ll only take a tiny peek.” I 
thought I heard a small tremor in his voice when he said it. 
 
I turned the handle as slowly and as quietly as I could, opened the door just a crack, and 
looked inside. When I saw what was happening I let go of the handle, and allowed the 



door to swing open wide. I don't think anyhar noticed us. We just stood there and gaped 
at them, letting our eyes adjust. There was a distance of about thirty feet between us and 
the altar. It looked like some sort of ritual was being performed. I couldn’t be sure it was 
the har I’d seen before, but it looked like him. He was kneeling on the altar, and I could 
see his wrists were bound and tied to a rope hanging from the ceiling. His extraordinarily 
long hair was spilling over the sides of the altar and onto the floor. One har was behind 
him, and had him by the hips. The others were dancing around them in slow, precise 
movements, and they were taking turns cutting the blond har. It all seemed very orderly, 
and it didn't take long to see they were cutting a symbol into his skin. One on his right 
shoulder, one on his left, and the har who was pounding into him so savagely was doing 
so while carving something into his back. The blond har didn't scream, rather there was 
an expression on his face like ecstasy. I watched them, ashamed that the only thought 
going through my head was that those two hara must be tearing up their knees on that 
hard stone surface. Then I heard Kana whimper, and a sound like a choking retch came 
up from his throat. The look on his face was one of pure horror. He was pointing at 
something, and I looked to see what appeared to be a body on the floor next to the altar. 
At first I thought it was moving, but then I realized it couldn’t be moving. There wasn't 
enough of it left. I managed to gather my wits enough to close the door.  
  
“That…” Kana choked out. 
  
I didn’t give him time to say it. I just grabbed his wrist and dragged him along the dark 
passage. I had to haul him up the stairs practically by force. He wouldn’t move on his 
own, and he was trying to speak. 
  
“You don't have to tell me, Kana, I could see for myself what it was.” 
  
“My brother…” 
  
“I know. Come on.” The body on the floor had not belonged to a har. From what I could 
tell it was a young female. I had seen the swell of her breast before I’d closed the door.  
  
We burst onto the empty street as though we were escaping a burning building. Even then 
we didn’t stop, but ran as fast as we could back toward the barracks. Once we passed the 
guardhouse we both collapsed on the ground with our backs against the wall. I looked at 
him, and he at me.  
  
“That was fucked up,” I said, when I found my voice. 
  
“That was the place,” Kana said a little too calmly. “They probably drained the human 
while they were raping her. Somehow our essence mixed with human blood makes a 
powerful potion. I remember it so well, when it happened to my brother. That thing on 
the floor – that’s what he was starting to look like when I got away, like that smoking 
heap, only he was still on the altar. They hadn’t even finished with him.” 
  



I wanted to vomit. I could only imagine how Kana was feeling, sitting there beside me 
with his head between his knees. It must have been so much worse for him back then, 
when he’d seen the same thing happen to his own flesh and blood. No wonder he’d hated 
us so vehemently. 
 
“Why were they cutting him?” 
 
“Pleasure and pain? It’s just a theory; I don’t really know. My guess is that they’re trying 
to unleash some sort of power, create some sort of aggressive energy. Maybe it’s 
Ponclast’s defense mechanism against the Gelaming, although if that’s what it is, I didn't 
see any method of containment.” 
 
“Maybe it doesn’t need containing. Do you think they were just practicing?” My thoughts 
went immediately to Athanas, to his possible role in this. I still couldn’t believe he could 
be involved in something so heinous, and I almost said something to Kana, but then I 
remembered I wasn't supposed to. He shot me a look, like he’d heard my thought. I 
looked down at the black dirt we were sitting on and began playing with the rocks. 
  
“I don’t know,” he said slowly, in answer to my question. Then he said, “This has got to 
be a nightmare. Why everything all at once? First Steel, and then my son, and now this. I 
can’t get away from it.” 
  
“From what?” 
  
“From the past. It all just keeps coming back and back and back.” 
  
“I don’t know, Kana. I think we ended up here for a reason.” 
  
“What reason? There’s no good reason for any of this.” 
  
“You found your son,” I offered weakly.  
  
“Found him and lost him all over again.” He threw a rock out into the darkness of the 
yard.  
  
I wanted to offer him some encouragement, but I hadn’t any. It did seem rather bleak for 
us. I threw a rock, too, and we sat there in silence for several minutes, until the guard 
asked us what we were doing and we got up and went inside.   
 
Kana slept in my bed with me for the next couple of nights because he’d have nightmares 
otherwise. I realized now we had to get out, and soon. We couldn’t delay much longer. I 
asked him one night, “Kana, if Dragon were to leave here, would you go with him?” 
 
“Only if I could be sure Orsai would be safe,” was his answer. “Kessel and Reyn are 
there, remember? We have families.” 
 



“What if we could get all of them away to a safe place?” 
 
“Do you know a way? Is there such a place? If I knew of one I’d have gone a long time 
ago.” 
 
Chapter 18 of 23 
 
I hadn’t seen Athanas since I’d been back from Orsai, and hadn’t really thought about 
seeing him, but soon I received an invitation to a party at the citadel with his signature on 
it. It was an honor to be invited inside Ponclast’s walls, and of course I knew that, but I 
really didn't want to go. I could envision myself getting into a fight, simply because by 
now I had an opinion of those hara and it wasn't a good one. So I sent word to him asking 
if Kana could come, too. That way I would at least have an ally there with me, one I 
could be sure of. Athanas said no at first. He didn't want Kana to know he was in 
Fulminir, but once I talked to him I found out he really just didn’t want Steel to know he 
was there. I guess he thought Kana and Steel had become close again, but I let him know 
pretty quickly that wasn’t the case. Kana was ripe for a good time, and so was I. Athanas 
finally relented, and I told Kana the news. He stared at me stupidly for about twenty 
seconds when I told him Athanas was in Fulminir, and then he said, “Of course he is. 
Why wouldn’t he be here?” As he was walking away I heard him say to himself, “This is 
a very weird dream.” 
 
It was a formal affair, and so Kana and I decided to buy new clothes. The concept wasn't 
a problem for either of us, but the reality was that, unlike Orsai, Fulminir was practically 
void of boutiques. It was a soldier’s paradise, if all you wanted to do was drink and spend 
the day (or night) in a musenda. Fulminir was loaded with bars and whorehouses. But if 
you wanted to buy an outfit, or a new pair of shoes, you were screwed. I didn't want to 
ask Iryan or Treya if we could borrow something of theirs, because then we’d have to 
explain where we were going and why we hadn’t invited them. We ended up visiting a 
musenda, to find out where the kanenes did their shopping, and we were pointed to one of 
only two clothing shops in Fulminir. One of them doubled as a butcher’s shop. We went 
to the other one, and came out with nothing, because the owner told us that soldiers were 
expected to wear their uniforms to parties at the citadel. 
 
“What a boring fucking town this is,” Kana commented as we were leaving the shop. 
“I’m sick of this stupid uniform.” 
 
“You were the one who wanted to come here in the first place,” I said, and I felt his eyes 
burning into the back of my head reproachfully. 
 
The night of the party, Athanas sent a car for us, but we had to go a few blocks away 
from the barracks to be picked up by it, in order to avoid being seen by our friends. The 
driver dropped us off inside the citadel’s massive black gates. It was like a castle, and it 
gave off an air of meanness, but maybe that was just my opinion cutting in. When we got 
out of the car I looked at Kana, and he was wrinkling his nose at it. “Not sure I like this,” 
he said. “Look at the sky.” 



 
“It looks more infected than usual,” I noted. It was all black and gray, and shot through 
with red, like big ugly veins. “Does anything good come from this place?” 
 
“I doubt it,” said Kana. “C’mon, let’s go find Athanas. I’m going to give him a piece of 
my mind when I see him. How dare he avoid me?” 
 
I pulled Kana back by the arm. “He’s changed,” I said. “Don’t expect it to be like old 
times.” I hadn’t told Kana too much. I had left off telling him I’d stabbed Athanas. I 
figured the fewer hara knew that, the better.  
 
Once inside we looked around. The décor was what I’d describe as heavy, but not 
uninteresting. It was dark, sort of Gothic if I had to put a label on it. The stone walls were 
hung with tapestries to try to make the place look more inviting, I guess. The furnishings 
were spare, but bulky, and gave the place an imperious look. We walked into a large 
room, in the center of which was a wide stone stair. A har met us at the entry, and we 
gave him our invitations. We’d only just got inside when Athanas found us. Kana didn't 
give him a piece of his mind, unless it was given through the sharing of breath. When 
Kana finally pulled away from Athanas, he still didn't let him go. They just stared at each 
other. Then Kana said to him, “I don’t like your haircut.”  
 
“Come upstairs,” Athanas said. “There are some hara I want you both to meet.” 
 
I was a bundle of nerves. All I could think was, “I’m among killers.” Kana picked up on 
it and said to me via mind touch, “This must be what the rabbit feels like who is escorted 
into the wolves den.” 
 
I said back to him, “We’re hardly rabbits.” 
 
“Cats then,” he said. 
 
“Relax, you two,” Athanas said. “I can hear your tension.” We reached the top of the 
stairs and it was like stepping into an exotic foreign palace. Soume hara abounded. They 
wore veils over their faces, and veils draped over waistbands, and went about bare-
chested. Some of them would have been naked, but for strategically placed jewelry. Some 
of them were dancing, some were carrying drink trays, all of them were exquisite, and 
none of them were wanting for company. Their purpose was obvious. One of them caught 
Athanas by the arm, said something to him, and then they both glanced at me. Athanas 
nodded, and as soon as we sat down the har was draped across my lap, offering me a 
strawberry dipped in chocolate. Ambree would not have approved of the way I was 
handling him, but it was hard not to touch such a beautiful thing. He was well-muscled 
and perfectly proportioned. Athanas whispered in my ear, “Have you ever seen anything 
lovelier?” 
 
I replied mentally, “The har who threw the potato at you is ten times lovelier than this 
one.” Athanas grimaced at me and went back to his conversation with Kana.  



 
“Would you like to accompany me onto the terrace,” the young har asked me, after he’d 
given me several strawberries. His voice was like a cooing dove, so entrancing that I 
followed him out without a word, and when he shared breath with me, he gave me images 
of what I might do to him if I wanted. They were such vivid and graphic images that I 
pulled away.  
 
“Here?” I said out loud. “Now?” 
 
“Why not?” 
 
“Why don’t we look for a more comfortable venue?” I took his soft blond hair in my 
hands and really looked at him for the first time. He was young, and very beautiful. He 
could perhaps rival Ambree for beauty. 
 
He said, “Do you want to see my room?” 
 
“You have a room in the palace?” 
 
“Of course,” he said, and took my hand. He led me along the terrace to a stair, which led 
up to another terrace. Then he led me through a door, into a quiet, carpeted corridor. “It’s 
just through there,” he said. I was surprised at the luxury I found in his apartment. I 
followed him across a marble floor to a large room, with one enormous bed in the very 
center, draped with curtains and set about with candles. Erotic paintings and tapestries 
lined the walls and plush red carpets covered the floor. The room was designed for aruna. 
I had already guessed this har’s function here.  
 
I sat down on a low couch and watched him as he began to untie his hair. It was long, and 
he had it configured into a series of pale ropes that looped around each other in a clever 
design, while some of the soft strands around his face hung free. It took him a few 
minutes to untie it all, but when he did it dropped to the floor like a silk curtain. I sucked 
in my breath a little too sharply, and he spun around to face me. “What’s wrong,” he said, 
“Did you think they always kept me in that cage?” 
 
My immediate thought (and this is a Uigenna peculiarity that I’ve never quite lost) was 
that this was a set-up, or a trap. I jumped up from the couch and stood absolutely still, 
feeling around the room for any hidden threats. A breeze lifted a thin curtain through the 
open terrace door and caused it to billow out, and I jumped.  
 
“Relax,” the har said. “I’m not going to hurt you. There’s nohar else here. Just you and 
me.” He went over and closed the terrace door. 
 
“You recognized me tonight,” I said to him.  
 
“Immediately.” As he walked back over to where I was standing, one of his diaphanous 
veils floated free of its waistband, and I caught a glimpse of his bare hip. Contrived or 



not, it worked. I had my hands on his waist as soon as he was near enough for me to 
touch him. I kissed him lightly this time, not taking anything from him, not giving him 
anything. He traced a finger over the tattoo on my neck and said, “But you didn't 
recognize me at all. I guess I look a lot different now that I’m all cleaned up.” 
 
“And the cuts seem to have healed nicely.”  
 
“They always do.”  
 
I gently lifted a pale arm and looked at it closely. Hardly any scars remained on his 
shoulder, only a faint design. “Why did they put you in a cage?” 
 
He pressed into me and I could smell the perfume in his hair, like wildflowers. “Let’s not 
talk about that,” he said. “It doesn’t really matter, does it? Besides, that’s not what you 
came here for.” 
 
“No, but I am interested in knowing you’re alright. I worried about you. I tried to go back 
for you, but I couldn’t find the place.” 
 
His whole body seemed to tense up. I guessed that I had made him uncomfortable. A har 
in his position must have to guard against a lot of things. He said, “You did go back. You 
did find it again, and at the most inopportune time.” 
 
I made him look at me, and his pale blue eyes seemed hurt. “How did you know I was 
there,” I asked him. He couldn’t possibly have seen us standing at the door. It was dark, 
and we were only there a moment. Besides, he’d been facing the other way. 
 
He laughed. “I was outside of my body. I saw you and that other har watching. No, don’t 
say anything. I know what you’re thinking and don’t start thinking it. You can’t rescue 
me. I don’t want to be rescued. I do what I do for the good of the tribe.” 
 
“You do what you do because you don’t know any better,” I said. Next thing I knew I 
was really kissing him, and passionately, because I felt he needed it. I didn't realize I 
would like it so much. I winced when he pulled away, but then his silken hands began to 
undress me. I guess he knew what he was doing. I didn't say anything further to him; I 
just let him do his job.  
 
He was exceptionally good at it. 
 
I had learned enough about the Varrs to know that soume hara were just that, and this har 
was so young, and so obviously employed for the purpose of servicing Ponclast’s 
household that I doubted he’d ever been allowed to be anything other than a soume har. 
“Tell me something,” I said, once my breathing had steadied and I could focus. He 
looked at me questioningly. “Tell me your name,” I said. 
 
“Does it matter?” 



 
“It does to me,” I said softly.  
 
He gave me a strange look. “My name is Aurora.” 
 
“It’s a lovely name,” I said, and pulled him close to me. I kissed him again, and kept 
kissing him for a long time, just enjoying the physical touch of him. “Tell me something 
else,” I said once I managed to tear my mouth away from his. 
 
“Anything, tiahaar,” he whispered softly into my ear. 
 
“Why were they cutting you?” 
 
He sighed and propped himself up on my chest. “Still hung up on that are we? Can’t you 
just enjoy me?” 
 
“I am enjoying you. I’m enjoying you more than I wanted to. I just feel the need to know 
what they were doing to you, and why.” 
 
He ran soft lips over my chest and said, “I can’t tell you, that tiahaar. It’s a secret. But I 
can tell you why I was in that cage. Do you want to know? I was locked up for telling 
secrets. You don’t want me to go back in the cage, do you? No, so you understand I can’t 
tell you any secrets.” 
 
His touch was maddening, and I grabbed him roughly and flipped him onto his back. I 
think I scared him until I began to kiss him again. Fantasies of rescuing him played 
across my mind, fantasies of taking him away and hiding him in a big, beautiful house 
somewhere far away. I’d never seen the ocean, but I imagined it in this fantasy. A big 
house on a cliff by the ocean. I would appreciate him. I’d give him anything he wanted. I 
would take him as another consort and he’d never, ever be cut again. I was thinking all 
this as I was kissing him, and he saw it. His eyes were wide. He was melting into me as I 
was filling his mind with this false hope. Then a storm rolled in across that ocean in my 
mind. It had black hair and flaming green eyes, and it would kill for me. I pulled away 
from him and rolled over onto my back. 
 
“What’s wrong,” he asked me. “That was beautiful. Give me some more.” 
 
I rubbed my eyes and moaned, “I’ve become a Varr.” 
 
“What are you talking about? Come here.” 
 
“Nothing. It’s nothing.” I looked into his eyes and said, “You do realize I can’t really 
give you any of that. I wish I could, but I can’t.” The fantasy died then and there. The 
light went dim in his eyes and I knew it wasn't his first disappointment. I wanted to kick 
myself. But then I thought, Perhaps I can’t give him that, but I can give him something. I 



said, “Aurora, have you ever been ouana?” He laughed and I knew the answer. He 
thought I was joking. “I’m serious,” I said. 
 
“You can’t be serious,” he said. “I’m a soume har.” 
 
I looked down at his naked form and lightly touched him ‘lim. “Not entirely,” I teased. 
 
He ceased to be amused and said, “Stop it, tiahaar. I’m a soume har.” 
 
“So am I,” I said.  
 
He threw his head back in laughter. “You’re a soldier!” Then he put his head on my chest 
and said, “You’re ouana. And a very powerful one, I might add. And beautiful. You can 
have me for the night, if you wish.” 
 
“Yes, I can,” I said. “But is that what you want?” 
 
He looked at me and I knew the answer. His face was all pleading sincerity when he said, 
“Please stay with me.”  
 
I hugged him to me. “If I stay, will you do something for me?” 
 
“I’ll do anything you want.” 
 
“Will you be ouana?” 
 
He started to laugh, but then he stopped when he saw I was serious. “Tiahaar?” 
 
“Please,” I begged. I really wasn't interested in staying the night with him; I only wanted 
to let him experience it, since he never had before. He was so young, and he should be 
shown these things. I doubt anyhar here cared enough about him to really want to teach 
him anything.  
 
“I… I guess I could try it, if you promise not to tell anyhar.” Then he wiggled his body 
close to mine, and grinned. “I’ve often wondered what it might be like.” 
 
I smiled. “I won’t tell a soul. What happens in the bedchamber stays in the bedchamber.” 
I proceeded to guide his hand. It didn't take much coaxing on my part; he soon took over. 
It surprised me how easily our bodies fused together. It seemed so natural. He went 
slowly, and I could tell he was savoring this. He might never get this chance again.  
 
For me, this night was just about the physical sensation of aruna. I didn't want to feel 
anything deeper for this har, but when I looked at him I couldn’t help but feel something. 
I enjoyed watching his face, especially when that wave washed over us and he looked at 
me the way Ambree does. When it was over, he lay back on the pillows and stared up at 



the ceiling for a long time. “You have a chesnari,” he said, as though it was a revelation. 
“And you love him.” 
 
“Yes,” I agreed. 
 
“He’s very beautiful.” 
 
“I think so too.” 
 
“And your son looks just like him.” 
 
“Did I show you these things?” 
 
“No,” he said. “I have a gift. I can see it all right now. Your chesnari cries for you.” 
 
I sat up, suddenly sad. “Don’t tell me that,” I said. 
 
“He cries for you and he holds his belly. He’s with pearl. He loves you so. It hurts him to 
be away from you.” I thought about getting dressed and going. I didn't want him to talk 
about Ambree; it didn't feel right. Aurora was intruding where he didn't belong. Then he 
said, “Don’t go. Please don’t go.” 
 
“Don’t talk about them anymore.” 
 
“I won’t. Just please don’t go.” I lay down next to him and drew his head onto my chest. 
Ambree would understand, I thought. Ambree loves me. “Aurora,” I whispered. 
 
“Yes?” 
 
“You won’t tell anyhar my secret will you?” 
 
“What secret is that?” 
 
“You won’t tell anyhar that I’m the one who stabbed Athanas?” 
 
“No,” he said. “Of course not. Athanas would kill me if I did.” 
 
“Did he tell you that?” 
 
“Yes, but I wouldn’t tell anyway. I like you. You’re kind to me.” He snuggled into me 
and I couldn’t help but wrap my arms around him. “You gave me a beautiful gift tonight, 
and I won’t ever forget it.” I began to wonder if, in another time, another place, we might 
meet again and be lovers. But I knew it was very unlikely I’d ever see him again after 
tonight. He lived in Ponclast’s house. For all I knew, he might bear Ponclast a son one 
day.  
 



I lifted his face again and looked into his eyes. “I wouldn’t let Athanas kill you,” I said.  
 
We lay in silence for what felt like a long time. I was beginning to think Aurora had 
fallen asleep when he said, “I sometimes wish that somehar would love me. Tonight, I 
hoped it might be you, but I understand it can’t happen.”  
 
I kissed him gently on the forehead. “I’m sure there’s somehar out there dying of love for 
you.”  
 
“No,” he yawned. “Mostly they just come and go.” 
 
I had thought, when he’d first pulled me by the hand out to the terrace that evening, I’d 
have a good time with him and that would be all. But being with him had made me sad. 
Still, I wasn’t sorry I’d met him. I was happy to know he was well kept, and alive. And I 
was happy to have given him something. I stayed with him until he fell asleep, then I got 
dressed quietly and went down the way I had come, back to the party.  
 
I didn’t see Kana or Athanas. I was met by a servant who ushered me into a private 
dining hall, where I found them both seated with several other hara at a table. One of 
them, a fine-looking har with short black hair, stood up and quite brazenly appraised me. 
He actually touched my face. I was about to slap his hand away when Athanas stood and 
clasped the har’s shoulder, almost wedging himself between the two of us. “Ponclast,” he 
said, addressing the har, “this is my good friend, Saniah. The har I was telling you 
about.”  
 
I almost swallowed my tongue. Ponclast? And I had nearly decked him. 
 
“I guessed as much,” Ponclast replied. I was too stunned to reply. He resumed touching 
my face, only this time I dared not do anything about it. He said, “Welcome to my 
home.” I managed a weak smile and he let me sit down. Kana had moved over and made 
a space for me on the cushion between himself and Athanas. I didn't have to look at him 
to know he was smirking. Ponclast sat down directly opposite me and never took his eyes 
off me. “Did you enjoy Aurora’s company,” he asked. I nodded awkwardly, surprised he 
knew of it. “Exquisite beauty, isn’t he? He’s one of my favorites.”  
 
“Yes he’s quite… quite good.” I wanted to kick myself for such a lame response but I 
didn't know what else to say.  
 
He took my hand across the table and said quietly, “Athanas has told me so much about 
you. I’m happy to finally meet you.” I suppose it was an attempt to put me at ease. I 
never liked being blindsided. “You must have a lot of stories to tell, the three of you,” he 
said, and nodded at Athanas and Kana. “I’ve met many Uigenna in my time, and they 
never cease to fascinate me. Come sit next to me. I’d like to discuss tactics.” I nodded. I 
did enjoy discussing tactics. I moved around the table to Ponclast’s side, still a little 
stunned that the great Varr leader would take an interest in me. It was more than 
somewhat unnerving. He clutched onto my arm and pulled me onto his cushion.  



 
If I had ever wondered why Ponclast’s hara adored him, I now had my answer. He was 
absolutely charming. He gave off the impression he was a gigantic human male, but that 
was just his personality. In reality he was not really that tall, and he was as androgynous 
as the rest of us, even in his actions. They were actually very feminine at times, and I 
think it was this aspect of him that put me at ease finally. That, and he had a way of 
making a har feel important. Whenever he spoke to me, I felt like I had all of his 
attention. He never diverted it; he was not easily distracted. He was the sort of har you 
wanted to impress. It was Kana who brought me back to reality. I heard him again inside 
my head. “Saniah, he’ll kill you as soon as look at you. It’s just a facade.”  
 
When I looked again into Ponclast’s eyes I saw past the charm. He wasn't listening to me 
at all. He was just watching me and calculating. He might sit me at his table, get me 
drunk, and then cut me to pieces just to see what was inside. I decided not to be too 
flirtatious with him.  
 
We ate (it took most of the night to get through all the courses, and I’d missed the first 
one) and then we watched as more of the veiled and bejeweled soume hara danced for us. 
Ponclast leaned into me and said, “Take your pick.” I thought of Dragon, and wondered if 
Steel knew what he was giving his son over to. Consort my ass. Dragon would likely end 
up like Aurora, and Steel probably even knew it.  
  
I didn't get much information out of Ponclast that evening. I was only interested in one 
thing anyway: where was the Gelaming camp? In the end I came away with the 
understanding that he didn’t know. Now I was sure that Ponclast was only biding his time 
and developing a defense. He would wait until the Gelaming were at his gates, maybe 
even wait for them to strike, and then he would take them.  
 
He did say this to his entourage at some point during the meal: “I want my hara to be 
ready,” he said. “When we face the Gelaming, it’s vital we don’t let them inside our 
heads. We’ll have to strike, and strike hard.”  
 
One of his hara said, “Well we have a big enough arsenal to blow them back to their own 
continent.”  
 
When the har said it, Athanas raised a glass. ”To our big-ass arsenal,” he said, and the 
other hara at the table all raised their glasses too. I wondered if anyhar noticed the 
optimistic look Kana gave me. I knew the word ‘arsenal’ acted as a tonic on him. I 
reckoned, given enough time, he would find it.  
 
When we said goodnight to them it was nearly dawn. Most everyhar had gone, or passed 
out. As we were leaving, Athanas locked one arm around Kana and one around me, and 
he said quietly, “Be ready.” It could have meant anything. 
 
I had to accept that Athanas was now a Varr, and that he’d chosen his lot. Whatever 
happened to him now, I couldn’t help him, and it would be far too dangerous to try to get 



him to come with us. I wouldn’t risk such blatant treason. I had honored my word to him, 
and hadn’t said anything to Steel about his presence in Fulminir. Perhaps, when all of it 
was over and we were safe in some Gelaming camp, I could plead for him, but for now I 
had to let him go.  
 
I tried not to think about Aurora, but part of me hoped I would see him again.  
 
Chapter 19 of 23 
 
Another week went by. The atmosphere in Fulminir had always been a bit dark, both 
literally and figuratively. Lately, however, the tension among the officers was so thick 
you could cut it with a knife. And with it, the very air we breathed seemed as heavy as 
soup. A pall had been cast over the city, worse than the rancid air or the perpetually dark 
sky. We all knew something was wrong by the tempers of our captains, but we didn’t 
know what it was exactly had them in such a state. Then Iryan heard from Dragon, who’d 
heard from his father, that they’d not received any news from Galhea in over a month.  
 
“Two couriers have gone out, and neither of them has come back. For all we know, 
Galhea’s fallen,” said Iryan to me one evening at dinner.  
 
If Galhea had been silent for over a month, it was likely the Gelaming were there. How 
much longer before they’d come bursting through the gates of Fulminir? I knew time was 
running out to make our escape, so I decided then and there to make my first move. 
“Iryan,” I said, “Let’s go out to the dirt pile and have a cigarette.” We had stopped 
referring to it as a garden. We felt that to do so was insulting to gardens.  
 
When we were sure we were alone, I asked him what he really thought about it all. He 
just shook his head. “I try not to think about it,” he said. 
 
“No, of course not. You’re too wrapped up in Dragon.” 
 
“We try to be discrete, and it’s not always easy. But yes, you could say we’re sort of 
wrapped up in each other.” 
 
“Do you think of the future? I mean, the way his father has his life all planned out for 
him, you two don’t have many options. Unless, of course, it’s just a temporary 
arrangement.” 
 
He took a drag on his cigarette and let it out slowly. “Does it seem like a temporary 
arrangement?” 
 
“Well,” I said, “It seems more. But given the circumstances –” 
 
“Given the circumstances, we’d be stupid to speak of any plans we might have.” 
 
“So you have plans,” I concluded. 



 
He didn't say anything right away. Iryan was not a stupid har. He gave me a strange, 
almost knowing look. He swigged his wine, and then turned it around in the glass a few 
times. “Let’s go to my room,” he said quietly. “You never know who might be listening 
around here.” 
 
* * * * 
   
I was no longer alone in my desire to leave. Iryan and Dragon were with me. That meant 
Kana’s involvement was secured, too. And Treya was a given. He loathed Fulminir, and 
had developed a very sincere hatred for Varrish society. The five of us were now a band 
of conspirators, and now we had to find time to develop an escape plan. Kana, Iryan, 
Treya and I met in secret, in the attic of the barracks. We spoke to each other only 
through mind touch, although the attic was well-insulated, and an empty floor separated it 
from the rest of the soldiers’ quarters. As a further safety measure, we put psychic wards 
at the entrance so we’d know if any unwelcome hara came near. We hardly ever saw 
Dragon except in passing, but it was his job to keep us informed via Iryan if any of 
Steel’s plans changed, or of any other bit of information that might be pertinent to our 
operation. I guess he was sort of our covert operative. It was some relief, I think, for 
Kana, because now he could at least have some sort of relationship with his son. At least 
now Dragon knew Kana’s name. 
 
Our first mission was to get the map out of Steel’s office, but Iryan brought up the fact 
that since it was on display, it would be missed if it just disappeared. 
 
“What if we exchange that map for another one,” Kana suggested. “Dragon could do it 
easily.” 
 
“But we’d still have to steal the map in order to make an exact replica,” I said. 
 
“But must it be exact,” asked Treya. “How often do you think Steel actually looks at that 
map?” 
 
“Are you suggesting we just create a map that resembles the one in his office, and get 
Dragon to replace it?” 
 
“Something like that.” 
 
It was risky, but we decided to do it anyway, in the interest of time. The making of the 
fake map was a task assigned to Kana. He was in Steel’s office often enough he could get 
a good look at the real one.  
 
In the end, his replica looked pretty much like the original. He’d even made some 
improvements. “I rerouted every road so that it dead-ends into either a lake or a river, or 
loops around and rejoins itself and never ends at all,” he pointed out very cheerfully. “I 
also changed the names.”  



 
I noted he’d changed Fulminir to “Backside of the Universe”, and the road into Fulminir 
he’d renamed, “Steel is an Idiot”. There was a town named “Village of the Damned”, and 
so on. Of course he had to go a step further and sign his name in very small letters in the 
bottom right hand corner.  
 
“That’s great, Kana,” I said. “Why don’t you just write ‘We’ve Stolen Your Map And 
Replaced It With This One’ in big letters across the top?” 
 
He made a noise of contempt and told me to get the stick out of my ass. “Steel never 
looks at details,” he said.  
 
I kept the replica rolled up and locked in my writing desk until Dragon could make the 
switch. 
 
* * * * 
 
I’ve already mentioned that Steel was overly protective of his son. On some occasions, he 
would bring Dragon to the barracks, most likely to show him off. Dragon was painfully 
beautiful. Of course, it was also possible that Steel brought him there to torture Kana. 
One night, Steel had brought his son to dinner, and then uncharacteristically left him 
alone afterward in the officer’s lounge. Steel had been summoned to an important 
meeting. I knew it would likely go on for a long time because a lot of important hara 
were involved. I just happened to spot Dragon lounging on the sofa, probably waiting for 
Iryan so they could steal a few moments.  
 
What I did next was probably a very stupid, risky, impulsive thing to do, but I did it 
anyway.  
 
I stood outside the lounge for a minute or two just sort of practicing what I would say. I 
watched Dragon through the glass doors, and then I went in, and stood awkwardly in 
front of him. I couldn’t find the right words to begin, so I just stood there and looked 
around awkwardly. 
  
“Hello, Saniah,” he said, once it was apparent I wasn't going to say anything to him. “It’s 
all right to speak to me, you know.” 
  
I nodded. I started and stopped a couple of times to say something, and he just looked at 
me with a slightly puzzled, slightly amused expression. “What are you doing here,” I 
finally asked him. 
  
“I’m waiting for Iryan. He’s supposed to meet me here.” His tone was dreamy and he 
looked just like a sweet, innocent version of his father as he leaned back against the 
cushions, his head to one side, his hand at his throat.  
  



“Oh,” I said. “I think Torris hijacked him after dinner. I saw them talking in the meeting 
hall.” 
  
“I guess he’ll be here soon. Do you think my father will be gone long,” he asked me 
hopefully. 
  
“Probably.” I looked around at the plush appointments in the room and sighed, 
wondering how I would do this.  
  
“Did you want something,” Dragon asked me finally. “Not to sound rude, but you looked 
as if you had something you wanted to say.”  
 
I watched his fingers work as they twisted the necklace he was wearing, a little blob of 
turquoise attached to the end of an old leather thong. I almost jumped when I saw what it 
was. “Dragon,” I said, reaching down and taking the necklace in my hand, “Did your 
father give this to you?” 
 
“Yes. How did you know?” 
 
I sat down next to him. “Do you remember some years ago, you wouldn’t have been quite 
an adult, you were with your father in Brand during one of the trading fairs?” 
 
“We lived in Brand when I was younger,” he said slowly. 
 
“You may not remember this, but one night I was there, and I saw your father watching 
me from across a street. I was standing in front of a jeweler’s shop in the square. I didn’t 
know it was Steel at the time, but he recognized me. You were with him. You were both 
wearing red. Do you remember it? You covered your face. I saw you, and then you were 
suddenly gone, like you ran away.” 
 
His eyes slowly grew wide with recognition. “You! That was you!” 
 
“You do remember it?” 
 
“Yes! I do! I remember it like it was yesterday, because it was one of the few times he 
ever mentioned my hostling. My father was watching you, and I asked him who you 
were. He told me you had known my hostling a long time ago in another place, before he 
died. I wanted to talk to you that night but he dragged me away. You almost recognized 
me your first night here, at the party, but I didn't recognize you then.” 
 
“Yes,” I said, a little impatiently. “This necklace you’re wearing, it belonged to your 
hostling.” 
 
Dragon grabbed my hands in both of his excitedly. “Yes, it was his. Oh Saniah, please 
tell me about him. Tell me everything you remember. All of it.” His eyes were like 



Kana’s just then, huge and pleading, and I didn't quite know what to say, but I knew I’d 
just dug a hole for myself. I knew I was going to tell him, and make the hole deeper.  
 
“Well,” I began, “I know he’ll be happy to see this necklace again. Although I’m sure 
he’ll want you to have it.” It was like I was hearing the words coming out of my mouth 
from some distance away. It wasn't me saying them. 
  
He tightened his grip on me. I just watched his face as his expression changed slowly 
from excitement to disbelief. “Tiahaar?” 
  
“He isn’t dead, Dragon,” I said, “unless it’s just happened. He was alive when I saw him 
this morning.” I couldn’t believe I was saying these things. I wanted to stop but I 
couldn’t, and he was just staring at me in confusion. He thought I was playing a very 
cruel joke, and he wanted to be mad at me, but for the off chance I might be telling him 
the truth. “No, Dragon, I’m not teasing you. This is what I came in here to tell you. I’m 
tired of your father using you to torture him. And I’m sick to death of seeing him suffer 
over this. He’s suffered for years, and so have you. It’s time you knew the truth.” 
 
I don’t know how exactly he came to be on the floor, kneeling in front of me. He was still 
gripping my hands so tightly I thought I might lose them. “Oh please,” he whispered, 
“who is he?” There were tears beginning to well in his eyes.  
 
I said softly, “Kana wore this necklace everywhere. He never took it off. He lost it around 
the time you were born, when your father ran off with your pearl.” 
  
He heard the name; I don’t suppose he heard the rest of it. He collapsed on the floor in 
front of me then, or maybe his knees gave out. “My father told me his name was 
Navarre.” 
  
“It wasn't really a lie,” I said. “That was Kana’s last name. I guess it still is, but he 
doesn’t use it.” I could only guess what Dragon might be feeling. How many times had 
he passed Kana in the corridor and given him a polite smile, or a conspirator’s nod? Or in 
the dining hall? More than a dozen. That’s how many times Kana had died inside while 
having to see the son who didn't know him. I leaned down and whispered into Dragon’s 
ear, “Your father doesn’t want you to know him.” He sobbed, but I continued, “Listen to 
me. Your father has threatened Kana if he speaks to you. He’s made a threat that will 
affect all of us, and I have no doubt he’ll make good on it, so it’s important you keep this 
a secret from him. Do you understand?” He nodded. 
 
I didn't even hear Iryan enter the room until he said, “Saniah, what are you doing to 
Dragon?” 
 
I pried myself loose of Dragon’s grip and stood up, leaving him in a heap on the floor, 
just staring up at me. Iryan looked at us both, puzzled. I slapped him on the shoulder and 
said, “He’ll tell you.” Then I left the room, trembling with the knowledge that it was 
entirely possible I’d just sealed the fate of us all.  



 
I could not feel my hands. 
 
Nor could I go to Kana’s room; he was on second watch at the city gate. I didn’t really 
know what else to do but wait, so I went up to my room, opened a bottle of red from my 
stash, and sat down to finish a letter to Ambree I had begun writing. I had six pages of it 
in my desk, and I was just waiting for a courier. I wanted to tell him about Aurora, but for 
some reason I couldn’t. I got the feeling he would be jealous. I ended up drawing hearts 
all over the letter and putting it back in the desk.  
 
It was about that time Dragon came knocking at my door. He was with Iryan, who was 
holding him by the shoulders as though he’d forced him to come to me. “Dragon has 
something he wants to ask you,” Iryan said, and he let go of Dragon’s shoulders. As soon 
as he did so, Dragon turned and made for the door, but Iryan grabbed him again. He 
whispered something in Dragon’s ear, and Dragon turned to me with the most 
disconsolate expression. 
  
“Where is Kana? And why didn't my father tell me the truth?” 
  
I sighed, and gestured for them both to sit on the bed. “Kana’s got guard duty this 
evening, and I don’t know why your father lied to you, Dragon.”   
  
He shook his head savagely. “Why has he avoided me? He could’ve come to me in 
secret. He doesn’t really want to know me, does he?”  
  
“The last thing Kana wanted to do was to avoid you, once he knew who you were,” I 
said, and sat down next to him. As soon as I did he collapsed against Iryan, whose eyes 
pleaded for an explanation. 
  
“Listen to me,” I said. “Kana and I knew your father a long time ago. Things were a lot 
different then. Kana wanted to keep you, but Steel took you away, just after your pearl 
was born. I know your hostling has never stopped thinking about you. I think the whole 
reason he left the Uigenna with me was because he had this idea that somehow he’d find 
you.” 
  
“Well, here I am,” said Dragon. 
  
“And he can’t do anything about it. He can’t talk to you, Dragon. It’s too risky. Steel 
would become suspicious, and then our families would be in danger. Not to mention our 
plans.” 
  
Dragon fell silent and stared a long time at the floor. I could tell he was working it out; I 
could hear it all buzzing around in his head. After some time he said, “I know it must be 
difficult for him.” 
  



“He wants to know you, Dragon, you must believe me.” He looked just like a child, 
leaning against Iryan like he was. I took his hand and tried to get him to smile. “You have 
a brother in Orsai,” I said. “His name is Reyn, and he’s only a few months old.” His 
mouth twitched and he started to look hopeful. I said, “Kana will want to see you. But 
you understand you can’t say anything to your father about this. If you want to carry on a 
relationship with your hostling, it must be done in secret.” 
  
We were all silent for some time. I could almost see the weight of this sitting on Dragon’s 
shoulders. I had not expected a child of Steel and Kana to be so diffident. He finally 
looked up at me and said in a small voice, “Will you speak to him for me?” 
  
I stroked his hair. “Your father will be occupied for some time. You can wait here for 
Kana if you want to,” I offered. “He shouldn’t be long.” 
  
“My father doesn’t like me hanging around up here in the soldier’s quarters.” 
  
Iryan rolled his eyes. “For the love of the Aghama, Dragon, when has that ever stopped 
you?”  
  
Dragon fell back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. “All right. I’ll wait.” 
 
It wasn’t much later when Kana returned. Iryan, Dragon and I had stayed in my room, 
talking and drinking. I had told them stories of Kana, of our life with the Uigenna, and of 
Steel, all of which they listened to absorbingly.  
  
I finally heard Kana open his door. When I peeked out into the hallway I saw that it was 
ajar. “Kana?” I knocked lightly and pushed it open.  
  
“Hi,” he yawned. 
  
“I have a present for you.” 
  
He frowned at me, stretching. “I’m so tired, Saniah. Can it wait until morning?” 
  
“No I don't think so,” I said, and watched as his face drained of color. 
  
Dragon had walked in behind me, never once taking his eyes off of Kana, and Kana was 
watching him with an expression I couldn’t read. It was shock and horror and fascination. 
I could see in his eyes a hope that he didn’t want to believe. He said nothing, but his 
hands were working furiously, twisting a corner of the bedspread. 
  
“I always hoped that somehow you were alive, and that you would come for me,” said 
Dragon. “And now here you are.” 
  
Kana hadn’t moved, and now Dragon was standing almost over him. I could see that 
every muscle in Kana’s body was twitching, wanting to reach out to the son he’d never 



known. He only stared at him and twisted the bedcover, probably wondering if he’d ever 
see Kessel and Reyn alive again.  
 
“Say something,” said Dragon, looking into Kana’s face, desperate for his hostling to 
acknowledge him. I held my breath, and hoped Kana wouldn’t fuck this up. I suddenly 
wished I could have known him as a child, wished I could have watched him grow up. 
  
“Please, Kana,” he continued. “Don’t you understand? I thought you were dead. I used to 
pretend that you were with me, and I used to talk to you, and tell you every little thing 
that happened. I used to make up stories about you and tell them to my friends. Silly, 
childish things, I know, but I only wished I could know you. Please, Kana, try to 
understand. I thought you were dead. I thought I’d never get this chance, but now you’re 
here, and… Why won’t you speak to me?” 
  
That was too much for Kana. He put a hand to his son’s face. “This is really happening,” 
he said. 
  
“Yes…” 
  
“Angel,” Kana continued softly. “I named you. Angel. And there wasn't a day I didn’t 
think of you, from then until now.” I heard Dragon sob once before Iryan pulled me from 
the room. He closed the door behind us and we left them alone. 
  
“You do understand the need for secrecy, don’t you, Iryan,” I said to him once the door 
was closed. 
  
He nodded. “We’re getting to be really good at keeping secrets,” he said. “Saniah, we 
were planning on switching the maps tonight, but then this happened.” 
 
“Ah, shit.” 
 
“Yeah, well, any chance we could try to pull it off anyway? Maybe I could do it, if you 
could occupy Steel. Dragon gave me the key to his office.” 
  
I figured it couldn’t hurt. Steel likely wouldn’t go up to his office anyway. He’d probably 
go home at this hour. Iryan knew exactly where everything was, too, so it wouldn’t take 
him long to make the switch. We’d gone over the operation a thousand times. “I don’t see 
why not. The sooner we get that map, the sooner we can get out of here,” I said. “I guess 
I’m off to intercept. I hope Steel’s not looking for his son.” 
  
“Dragon would know if he was.” 
  
“Oh?” 
  



“He does this thing where he puts a sort of psychic tag on his father, so he knows where 
Steel is, and when he’s looking for him. It’s the only way he doesn’t get caught with me. 
Otherwise we’d never get any time together.” 
  
“Clever.” I handed him the key to my writing desk, where the fake map was. He knew 
what to do. 
 
I caught Steel just coming out of the meeting room, which was on the first floor, and I 
quickly sent Kana a mental warning to wrap it up with Dragon and send him downstairs. 
I made meaningless conversation with Steel for a few minutes in the lobby, careful to 
make sure he was facing away from the staircase. Dragon soon came running down the 
stairs. When he got to the bottom he smoothed out his clothes and his hair, and then 
casually walked over to his father. 
  
“Where have you been,” Steel asked him suspiciously. 
  
“I was just looking around,” Dragon replied innocently. “Can we go now? This place is 
so boring.” 
  
I smiled to myself. Dragon was a pretty good actor. He got that from his hostling. 
“Remember, you have never met Kana,” I said to him though mind-touch. 
  
“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” was Dragon’s mental reply, and as they 
walked away he looked back at me and smiled secretively. He had a lot of his hostling in 
him after all. 
  
I ran upstairs and unlocked my writing desk. There it was, rolled up and tied with a hair 
ribbon. Iryan had accomplished his mission. I immediately went to Kana’s room. He 
looked at me when I burst through the door, but he wasn't surprised. He smiled, and I 
realized it was the first time in a good while he had done so. 
  
“Isn’t he beautiful, San,” he said. 
  
“He’s got a lot of you in him.” 
  
“Yes, he does.” 
  
“Are you happy?” 
  
“I’m terrified Steel will find out. But yes, I’m happy.” 
  
“He won’t find out. Besides, we won’t be here much longer.” I unrolled the scroll and 
showed him the map. “Look what Iryan managed to commandeer from Steel’s office.” 
We both stared at it for a moment, then Kana said, “I like the names I came up with better 
than these.”  
 



I traced my finger over one of the lines on the map, “So I guess south is this way.” 
 
Kana looked at me skeptically. “Is that the plan, Saniah? Head south? Do we even know 
what we’re doing?”  
  
“It worked out for us the last time we made an escape. There’s not much to it, I know,” I 
said. “But I was hoping you’d help me with the details.” I pointed to a line on the map. 
“This is how we’re going to get from Orsai to the Gelaming camp, I think.” 
  
“How?” 
  
“By this road.” 
  
“No, I mean how? How do we get out of here without being found out? This is not quite 
the same as our last escape. Last time we weren’t deserting, or committing high treason.” 
  
“We could go the night of the new moon. I don’t know, Kana. You’re much better at 
these things than I am.” 
 
He put his face in his hands and moaned, “We’re all going to die.” 
 
Chapter 20 of 23 
 
I didn't sleep that night, and during drill the following day I was so preoccupied I almost 
shot Treya out of a tree. The following night, too, I couldn’t sleep. I just stared at the 
ceiling until very late or very early, however you want to look at it. I finally went 
downstairs to see if I could find any hard liquor (my stash had run dry), but the liquor 
closet was locked. Then I figured I’d go out, because there were a few bars nearby that 
stayed open all the time.  
 
I only got a few paces down the road when I heard my name being called softly and 
timidly. When I turned, I noticed only a dark form standing in the shadows, just outside 
the beam of a streetlamp. It was a har cloaked in black. When he stepped into the light I 
could see it was Aurora, although he had his cloak pulled over his face, like he didn't 
want to be recognized. “Aurora, what are you doing here,” I asked him. I had almost 
hoped I would never see him again, but in reality I hadn’t been able to get him out of my 
head.  
 
“I was looking for you.” 
 
I felt a little shiver of a thrill at knowing he had sought me out, and it surprised me. “How 
long have you been out here?” 
 
“I don’t know. A long time,” he said. “I wasn’t sure where you lived, but I had to speak 
to you. I didn’t want to be seen.” 
 



I made him come up to my room. 
 
When I got him upstairs he just stood against the door for a long time, holding the cloak 
over his face. He wouldn’t say anything. I could feel a great deal of trepidation coming 
from him, so I didn't rush him. I offered him the chair and I sat on the bed, just watching 
him as he stared at the floor. “Will you look at me,” I asked him finally. When he did I 
saw the bruise on his cheek, so I unwrapped him from his cloak. He didn't try to stop me. 
It wasn’t just his cheek. He was covered in bruises, and badly gashed in his side. He’d 
wrapped a veil around his waist as a bandage, and so I removed it. This was no ritual cut, 
somehar had meant to really hurt him this time.  
 
I went into the bathroom and came back with a wet towel, and I began to wipe away 
some of the dried blood. It looked worse than it was. He said nothing as I cleaned him up, 
nor as I got him something to put on. He had nothing under the cloak but the homemade 
bandage. As I knelt on the floor in front of him I said, “Are you going to tell me about 
it?” 
 
“I had hoped you wouldn’t ask.” 
 
I took his hands and made him look at me. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t expect me not 
to care.” 
 
“Sure I can,” he sighed. “Saniah, I had nowhere else to go.”  
 
“Please tell me what happened.” In response he wrapped his arms around me and buried 
his face in the curve of my neck. “Aurora,” I said, “you know you can trust me. You do 
know that, don’t you?” My arms automatically went around him. It must be the way he 
was built or something that made him like a magnet to me. I loved holding him. All his 
curves fit perfectly into mine, like pieces of a puzzle. Like Ambree’s did.  
 
 “I never thought I’d fall in love with a Uigenna,” he said, “but here I am.”  
 
Sometimes I forget that I’m Uigenna. Aurora knew it. Ponclast had known it, too. The 
mark on my neck gives it away. An image of Athanas’ dragon tattoo flashed into my 
head. He’d covered it up because he didn't want anyhar to know where he’d come from. 
But they all knew he was Uigenna. So why had he covered it? I was so wrapped up in 
that thought just then that I didn't realize Aurora was now on the floor with me, or the 
extent to which he and I were caressing each other. I guess he was used to hara wanting 
only one thing from him, and so he was surprised when I stopped his hands from 
unfastening my belt. “No,” I said to him softly. “You’re hurt.”  
 
“So?” 
 
“I won’t take advantage of you like that.” 
 



“It’s ok, Saniah, pain is nothing to me anymore. Just pretend to be in love with me, 
okay?” 
 
Ambree had once said those very words to me, but Aurora couldn’t possibly have known 
that. Still, I held his hands and told him he would have to wait until his bruises had 
healed. “And in the meantime,” I said, “you’re going to tell me what happened.” 
 
He sighed and fell into my lap. I picked him up and put him down on the bed, and then I 
sat down beside him. He said, “I made Ponclast very angry. I wouldn’t let him into my 
room.” 
 
Having met Ponclast, I couldn’t imagine anyhar refusing him anything. I said, “Why the 
hell not?” 
 
“Because I didn't want to do the ritual again. It doesn’t accomplish anything, not that I 
can see. He has fifty-seven of us, and he’s getting a new one tomorrow. I don’t 
understand why he always wants me to do it. So I locked my door. You see, there’s a rule 
in the house that I’m not supposed to lock my door. He beat me up pretty badly when he 
got in, and had me thrown into the cage again. That was three nights ago. Tonight they 
were going to perform the ritual again. So his assistants came in to prep me, but one of 
them forgot the rope, and had to go back. I took the padlock off the door of the cage 
when they let me out because I remembered that trick of yours, when you knocked 
Athanas in the jaw. I had a mind to try it, so I did, and it worked. I knocked him in the 
head with the padlock, but it only pissed him off. He cut me, but then when I hit him 
again he fell down. Then I just ran. I came here because I knew you’d help me. Ponclast 
will send me back to that musenda if he finds me. I can’t go back. You’ve no idea what 
they do to us there.”  
 
“Is it worse than what Ponclast does to you?” 
 
“Saniah, they used to string us up by our hair. Sometimes hara would pay to beat us, and 
sometimes they would pay to watch us suffer. Sometimes they would pay to watch us die. 
I lost a very good friend that way and I won’t go back there. Nor will I talk about it 
further.”  
 
I must have looked horrified. I didn't want him to talk about it further. The depravity of 
the Varrs went beyond anything I could imagine, if that’s the sort of thing they did for 
fun. “And the things Ponclast makes you endure are better?” 
 
“It’s not entirely horrible, but at least I know he won’t kill me. At least there’s some 
chance I might get out some day.” 
 
“I thought you didn’t want out. I thought you did that stuff for the good of the tribe.” I 
didn't mean for it to sound as sarcastic as it did, but he didn't get angry with me. 
 



He just said, “Don’t you know bullshit when you hear it? Of course I want out of there. I 
want out of Fulminir, out of Megalithica. I want to go as far away as I can. I only said 
that to you because I never know who’s listening in the palace. I have to be careful what I 
say.” 
 
I lay back on the bed then, pulled him gently down with me and thought, how do I know 

he’s not bullshitting me now? I said, “They’re probably looking for you.” 
 
“Probably.” He turned a cautious eye on me but I assured him I wouldn’t let anyhar find 
him. Maybe it was his beauty, so different from Ambree’s, that drew me to him. Maybe it 
was his strength, the fact that in spite of all the Varrs had put him through, he needed 
nothing. I got the feeling he could walk out of my room, walk out of Fulminr, and not 
need anything from me or any other har. I put his head on my chest and we just lay there. 
I didn't know what to do with him. We soon fell asleep, and since I had the next day off, 
we slept on until well past noon. 
 
There is nothing quite like a lazy afternoon of aruna, just idle pleasure and that’s all. 
When I awoke and felt him sleeping next to me I let myself get caught up in a little 
fantasy about him before I woke him with kisses. He responded with the soft touch of his 
experienced hand, removing my clothes with no effort. I didn't try to stop him this time. I 
propped myself up on one elbow and leaned over him to inspect his bruises, and was 
amazed to see they were almost gone. Even the gash in his side had healed considerably. 
 
“See,” he whispered, and smiled at me, “all better.” 
 
“You seem to heal quicker than most.” 
 
“I’m a healer. I healed Athanas after you stabbed him.” 
 
“Well you’re just full of surprised aren’t you?” It suddenly occurred to me that Athanas 
must have been somewhat instrumental in keeping Aurora and the others like him 
enslaved there at the palace, since he was a so-called strong-arm, but something about 
that didn’t sit right with me. I still couldn’t put Athanas aside. There was something not 
right about his being here, in Fulminir, nor could I believe he was a Varr. Where was the 
har I had known, who had longed for something better, and had inspired me to find it? 
“Aurora,” I said, “Do you ever talk to Athanas?” 
 
He shrugged. “Not really. He’s not a stranger to my bed. But we hardly ever talk.” 
 
“Are there many at the palace who are strangers to your bed?” 
 
“Yes, as a matter of fact there are. I’m reserved for Ponclast and his inner circle, and a 
few important guests. Maybe fifteen or twenty on a regular basis. For the most part I 
guess I’m well-treated.” 
 
“Athanas treats you well?” 



 
“He’s one of the nicer ones. I like him.” 
 
“I wish I could talk to him. I knew him a long time ago in another place, and he wasn't 
like he is now. And I really don’t believe he is what he seems to be, I just can’t figure 
him out. I thought I had him figured out once, but no. He used to be idealistic and full of 
dreams of a better place. He always wanted to make things better. Then years later I find 
him here, and it just doesn’t seem right.” 
 
“Well, you can’t talk to him tonight. He’s not even in Fulminir anyway. He’s off on some 
mission. But let’s not talk about that. I admitted I was in love with you last night, and 
that’s something I've never done. Can’t you at least humor me?” 
 
I must admit it was very hard for me to think about Athanas with the lovely Aurora lying 
there naked beside me. He was so beautiful and strong and unbreakable, and I told him so 
as I kissed his neck. “That’s right,” I said. “Let’s see if we can’t make you happy.” I 
kissed my way down to his belly. “I want you to be very, very happy.” He stopped me 
there. 
 
“We can’t really have what we want, can we?” His voice was almost hopeful.  
 
“Shh, don’t say that. I’m humoring you.” I smiled at him and said, “Let’s pretend we can 
have whatever we want. We’ll spend the whole afternoon pretending. We won’t think 
about anything but each other. We’ll be strangers, meeting for the first time, and fall 
madly in love.” 
 
“Let’s pretend it’s my feybraiha. What would you do to me right now if I had never been 
touched?”  
 
My mouth was already there, so I just showed him. I doubt anyhar had ever done this to 
him, and I genuinely enjoyed being his first. When I was finished we took a bath 
together, and then I got him something to eat from the kitchen, and then we went back to 
bed. We didn't bother to get dressed the entire day (except when I went to the kitchen). 
We dozed and played and talked and dozed some more. Everything I said was designed 
to please him, and after a while I wasn't so sure I was lying. He told me he had never felt 
safe before now. I hugged him tightly and said, “Are you happy, Aurora?”  
 
“I’m happy and sad.” 
 
“Why sad?” 
 
“Because I know this can’t last, and I so desperately want it to.” 
 
He was so touchable, so lovable. I couldn’t stop saying those sweet things I knew I didn’t 
mean. Part of me wished I could take him home with me. We snuggled together under the 
sheets and slept some more. When I awoke again it was dark, and I almost didn't notice 



the black-haired har sitting in the chair watching me. I blinked a few times and rubbed 
my eyes. I could only barely see him in the dim light from the streetlamps outside. But I 
knew his outline well. 
 
It was Ambree.  
 
I switched on the lamp. I saw the painful stare, and I wanted to die. All I could do was 
look at him. He was my chesnari, whom I loved beyond reason. Did he not know that? 
Was this jealousy? But didn't he have a reason to be jealous? There he was, sitting in 
front of me, saying nothing. There was the har who had borne me a son, and would soon 
bear me another. There was the har who would die for me, kill for me, who hurt 
whenever he was away from me. It was my own guilt I was feeling. I felt like I had 
broken something between us. 
 
He said, “Come home, Saniah. They’ve burned it.” 
 
I jerked awake and whispered “Ambree!” into the darkness. I switched on the lamp. The 
chair was empty. It had been a dream, but I was filled with an overwhelming sense that 
something was horribly wrong. An image crossed my mind, not only of Ambree, but of 
many hara in a state of panic all at once, and a smell of sulfurous smoke filled my 
nostrils. I had a vision of Oryx screaming for his hostling. I was dressed and had my hand 
on the door before I realized Aurora was still asleep in my bed. I woke him and quickly 
told him that he could stay there as long as he wanted, and if he needed anything to 
bother Kana for it. “His door is across the hall,” I said. “Room 212. You can trust him.” I 
started out the door, but then I turned back and said, “Aurora, there are weapons in the 
closet. Don’t hesitate to take one if you have to leave here. If you get the chance to 
escape, take it.” I didn't tell him where I was going.  
 
Nor did I neglect to grab the short-barrel 12 gauge I kept propped in the corner of my 
room, along with a box of shells. 
 
Steel had sent a detail out to monitor the roads into Fulminir, and Kana was part of it, so 
there was no chance of getting him to come with me. I didn't even know which route he 
was watching. I knocked on Iryan’s door, to see if he had received any similar message 
from Orsai. There was no answer, so I went to Treya’s room, and found him dressed and 
armed. He was sitting on the side of his bed, hurriedly loading the last few rounds into a 
.45 caliber clip. He looked at me in alarm and said, “Saniah! Something’s wrong in 
Orsai.” 
 
“I know. I got the same message.” 
 
It was about an hour after nightfall when we galloped past the guardhouse and out of 
Fulminir.  
 
I drove Galaxy harder than I’d ever dared drive an animal. We hardly stopped at all, but 
kept a full gallop until almost dawn. We arrived at Orsai in record time, before sunrise, 



bypassing the main road and the guardhouse by way of a forest path. We split off at a 
fork in the path and Treya thundered off toward the farm. I don’t think that either of us, in 
our fury, had even stopped to consider what we might find when we got there.  
 
Chapter 21 of 23 
 
The first thing I noticed when I rode up to my house was that half of it was gone. I didn’t 
think at first that I was in the right place. What was there was burned black, and I could 
see the smoke still rising from it, in spite of the fact it had rained. My thoughts went 
immediately back to Bediatu, to that fateful day decades ago when I had emerged from 
the guest house to find everything in ashes and everyone gone. 
 
“Not again,” I whispered. “Not Ambree.” At that moment I would’ve stormed the gates 
of the underworld to get to him.  
 
Galaxy leapt right over the broken outer wall with no direction from me, right into the 
still-smoking living room. I screamed Ambree’s name into the darkness. There was 
complete and utter silence. Not even the echo of my voice penetrated the air. The only 
thing that met my senses was the pungent smell of smoke. In the purple predawn 
darkness I could only see shadows and outlines, but I could tell I was alone.  
 
I slid off Galaxy’s back and knelt on the blackened floor. I was disoriented at first; it all 
looked so different. Then I realized I was next to the hearth. One of Oryx’s dolls was 
lying in the ashes, and so I picked it up and put it in my coat pocket, thinking with horror 
that it might be all I had left of him. I then stood up and faced toward the back of the 
house, where the bedrooms used to be. The walls were still there, but I didn't want to look 
behind them. I closed my eyes and put out mental feelers into the remains, searching for 
them, for Ambree, but I got nothing. Then something tapped my brain, a mental nudge. 
For a split second there was a beam of hope, but it was only Treya. His words echoed 
badly, but I heard “Burned to the ground,” and “Horses gone.”  
 
“Uladri?” 
 
“Can’t find him.” 
 
I lost contact with him just as I was about to tell him to meet me at Semmi’s. Then I 
noticed something, lying on the floor just a few feet away from me. Its blade caught a 
glint of moonlight. I knelt down and picked it up, and turned it over a few times in my 
hand to be sure. Yes it was his. Athanas had been here. I remembered something Aurora 
had told me. “You can’t talk to him tonight. He isn’t even in Fulminir. He’s off on some 
mission…” 
 
Some freaking mission.  
 
My rage was very quiet and controlled at that point. I put the knife in my pocket with my 
son’s doll. Galaxy nuzzled my back as if to say, let’s get on with it. There was only one 



thought in my mind, and it wasn’t even a thought, just a picture. Athanas. Get a good 
look at your target; picture him in your mind. Picture what you’re going to do to him if he 
has touched even a hair on Ambree’s head. Breathe. Calculate. I loaded one shell into my 
shotgun. Breathe, Saniah.  
 
Find Ambree. 
 
I walked mechanically down the dark hallway. When I pushed on the bedroom door it 
gave way at my touch and fell into the room with a resounding thud, sending a swirl of 
ashes into the air. It was too dark at first to make out anything, but it was with great relief 
I found the room empty, except for our ruined furniture. Ambree’s mother-of-pearl 
encrusted jewelry box caught my attention, lying on its side in the rubble. I put this in my 
pocket with the other things. Then I walked down the hallway, knocking down the rest of 
the doors. Ambree and Oryx were not in the house. I made myself breathe, and kept 
going. One foot in front of the other.  
 
I stepped over the remains of the kitchen wall, into the back yard, and looked at the barn. 
It had not been touched, or so it seemed. A quick check of it revealed nothing, and 
nothing was exactly what I wanted to find. My family was not there, and that meant they 
could be safe somewhere. My anger and worry began to subside, and I began to think. It 
looked to me like Steel had made good on his threat after all; I had understood that as 
soon as I rode out of Fulminir. Of course I went through the usual ritual of cursing 
myself. Had I not told Dragon the truth, none of this would have happened. How had 
Steel found out? And Athanas? What role had he played in this? I took the knife out of 
my pocket and examined it again in the moonlight. Yes, it was definitely his. There was 
his insignia, scratched into the hilt alongside the little eagle’s claw. Galaxy had followed 
me and was now poking his nose around in the yard. I climbed into his saddle and urged 
him on, away from the pile of ashes that had been my home. 
 
I got to Semmi and Jasc’s just as the sun was rising. The house was dark, and eerily quiet, 
but at least it was intact. I walked slowly across the expanse of lawn toward it. There was 
the bench where I used to sit with Ambree at night after dinner, when he was carrying 
Oryx’s pearl and Jasc was so mad at me. We used to drink tea and argue over what to 
name our son. Ambree had wanted to name him Cougar. I looked up at Ambree’s old 
bedroom window, open as usual, with the tail of a lace curtain hanging outside of it. I 
walked around back, to the kitchen door, and pushed it open. No familiar aromas from 
Semmi’s spectacular cooking ventures met my senses. I tried the light switch, but nothing 
happened. “Semmi?” I called out into the darkness. “Jasc?”  There was no answer.  
 
I gave the shotgun a pump when I heard footsteps in the grass behind me.  
 
“Jasc and Semmi are safe,” said the familiar voice. I spun around and raised the gun to 
my shoulder. He was just standing there, leaning against the wall with a cigarette hanging 
out of his mouth. He looked pretty much the same as when I’d first seen him, except his 
hair was a lot shorter, and his blue eyes were shaded by his moppy bangs. It was Athanas. 
He had so obviously had a hand in this. But how? How could it have been him? I must 



have just stared at him doubtfully for a full minute, trying to make sense of it. He had 
destroyed everything I loved. I thought, once a killer always a killer, but I felt 
overwhelmingly sad that he had come to this. I used to think he and I were similar. Had I 
changed so much, or had he?  
 
For some reason I couldn’t shoot, nor could I move forward. I felt as if I was frozen, 
except my gun seemed to lower itself. Athanas flicked his cigarette onto the lawn. “Oh 
come on. It’s not as bad as it all seems.” The way he said it made me angry, as if nothing 
at all was wrong in this town and I was making too big a deal out of it. This was my 
home. My house was gone; I didn’t know where Ambree was, or Oryx, or any of them. I 
didn't know if they were alive or dead. My anger flared at Athanas like a fireball, and I 
guess it broke whatever spell he had on me. Maybe he let me do it. I rushed forward, 
dropping my gun as I reached for his throat. He blocked my hands just as they were about 
to strangle him, and for a moment the two of us stood there suspended in that position, 
struggling against each other. When he began to laugh at me, I only got angrier. I 
remembered the gash I’d put in his torso and wondered if I could get my knee up to it 
quickly enough to inflict pain. It was then I noticed there were others, three of them, 
standing in the yard watching us. I took it they were the invaders, but they didn’t look 
like Varrs. They looked strange, and I couldn’t figure out why, but I wasn't afraid of 
them. 
 
I let go of Athanas, and he let go of me. “Is anyhar going to tell me what’s going on,” I 
said. 
 
The invaders looked at each other and began to converse among themselves quietly. I 
only caught the tone of their conversation, not the words, but it all sounded very casual, 
like they were discussing the weather. When I bent down to pick up my weapon, it flew 
by itself to within three feet of my reach. I looked at Athanas and said, “You’ve got to be 
kidding me.” 
 
“You’ve no longer any need for weapons,” one of the strange hara said to me. 
 
I was still pretty angry and upset, and in more of a mood to fight than to talk. I guess 
that’s the Uigenna legacy. I shot back at him, “Maybe I have, and maybe I haven’t, but I 
can hurt you with or without a gun.” 
 
The har actually stared down his nose at me and gave me a patronizing look. One of his 
companions started giggling. Athanas was chuckling to himself, too, and I wondered if he 
was going to sit there and watch me kill these intruders all by myself. Then I heard him in 
my head. “Saniah,” he said. “These hara are not your enemies.” 
 
I said some very bad words to him in response, and in between them I managed to 
reiterate, “Is anyhar going to tell me what’s going on here?” 
 
Athanas put his arm around my shoulder and said to the others, “I’ll handle this.” He led 
me a short distance away. “I’ll let you pick up your gun if you promise to behave,” he 



said to me. The look I shot him actually caused him to tense up, and he knew I was in no 
mood to play. He said, “Saniah, those hara are our friends.” 
 
“Stop playing with me,” I said. “Where’s Ambree? Where’s my son?” 
 
“You know, I really can’t believe you’re bonded to that little… Ouch! Okay! I’ll be nice. 
To that adorable little potato-chunking mutant.” 
 
“If you or anyhar here has so much as touched him, has harmed a hair on his head, I will 
not leave here until there is nothing left of you but stains on the grass.” 
 
“Did I teach you to speak this way? Or was it the Varrs? I guess it was me, wasn't it? No 
matter. His hair is intact, and so is the rest of him.” His voice was infuriatingly calm and 
authoritative. I had forgotten he could be that way when he wanted to.  
 
“He had better be intact,” I growled under my breath. “His hair, his clothing, and every 
other piece of him. And my son, too. Now stop jerking me around and tell me where they 
are!” 
 
“Saniah, aren’t you happy to see me? You should be. Don’t you want to know who these 
hara are?”  
 
I was about to say some more bad words, but instead I heaved a great sigh and resigned 
myself to behave. At least that way I’d get to pick up my gun. I said, “I assume they’re 
your friends from Fulminir, come to bully a small group of harmless villagers, probably 
at the request of Captain Belancour. I don’t know how you came to be involved, but I 
would like to know only this about them: Did only three of them come with you? 
Because I would like to at least know how many Varrs I’ll be killing today.” 
 
“I thought you were past that.” 
 
“You don’t have a family of your own, do you? No, so I don’t suppose you can 
understand my outrage.” 
 
“Saniah, these hara did not attack Orsai. They came here with me, after the damage was 
done. You should be very glad you didn't find what we found here when we arrived. You 
should be glad we intercepted.” I turned and looked at them. They were just standing 
there watching us. Then I realized what was wrong with them. They were clean.  
 
“Who are they then? And why the hell didn’t you say that to begin with? And who did 
attack Orsai? And where’s my family?” 
 
“These are friends of mine. Your family is safe at that establishment called ‘The Bar’. 
We had to set up a sort of triage there, and we’re treating the injured hara. I’ll take you 
there if you like. Perhaps one of our first cleanup efforts here can be to give it a proper 
name.” 



 
Knowing that my family was safe did wonders for my attitude. “First tell me what 
happened here,” I said. “Who attacked Orsai? Was Steel behind it?” 
 
Athanas sighed. “Alright. Sit down,” he said. “I might as well tell you all of it.” We sat in 
the wet grass and he began. “When I left you and Kana in Orsai all those years ago, I 
went south. I met a few unthrist hara along the way, and we traveled together. It wasn't 
long before we learned of the Gelaming camp, and were able to find it after a long time 
searching. We spent months spying the Gelaming out, just studying them and watching 
them. I finally decided they had developed the kind of society I had set out to find, only 
they had some prejudicial ideas about hara of other tribes, particularly Uigenna. That’s 
why I covered my tattoo. Well, I joined them. The Gelaming knew nothing of my 
background, or so they let me believe. I don’t know if they really knew or not, but 
eventually I told them my story. They let me stay, so I did, and I learned a lot.”  
 
He suddenly took my hands and looked at me with that idealistic glow I had once loved 
so much in him. “Saniah, I can’t wait to show you some of the things I've learned. We 
were all just splashing around in the wading pool before, playing with our abilities. Well, 
I've been swimming in the deep part of the lake for a while now. You must try it. We are 
really magnificent in all our glory.” 
 
I said, “This is the Athanas I remember. This is the har who incepted me.” 
 
He smiled, and continued. “We built up the camp into a thriving little village and just 
lived there, taking in refugees, both human and har. After Terzian was captured, General 
Aldebaran sent me to Fulminir, to learn more about Ponclast. We had other methods of 
spying of course, but he wanted at least one implant in the Citadel. I was his first pick 
because of my background, and because Ponclast was rumored to be recruiting Uigenna. 
That’s how I came to be in Fulminir.” 
 
“I knew you couldn’t be a Varr.” 
 
“No, I couldn’t. I think I played the part pretty well, though. I doubt anyhar suspected.” 
 
He was right. He had hidden it well. I had been absolutely baffled by his performance. 
“So these hara here, they’re Gelaming?” 
 
“Yes. These are the hara I spied for. And that was how I learned of Ponclast’s interest in 
the son of one of our captains.” 
 
I nodded. “Dragon.” 
 
“Beautiful little Dragon. When I learned the captain’s name was Belancour, I became 
suspicious it was our Steel. Well, turned out I was right, and so I suspected the son in 
question was Kana’s son. When I saw him I knew it. Don’t flash your eyes at me like 
that. I've known about him all along. Besides, he was the right age, and he does have 



Kana’s eyes. So Dragon was the reason I didn't want Steel to know I was in Fulminir. I 
was planning to get him away, to Kana if possible, because I couldn’t let Ponclast make a 
ritual whore of him.”  
 
“What is that ritual all about anyway,” I asked.  
 
He paused a moment and lit a cigarette, offered one to me. “It’s experimental,” he said. 
“Aurora seems to have the most powerful essence. Whatever Ponclast is trying to 
accomplish seems to work better when Aurora is involved. I was pretty close to figuring 
it out, then you showed up, and stabbed me. That was a complete wildcard. That memory 
specialist on Ponclast’s staff almost uncovered my mission when he was trying to make 
me describe my attacker. And I’m not so sure that Aurora never suspected anything. He’s 
not stupid. I sort of panicked when I found out Kana was there, too. I was already 
walking a thin line, and I figured it could get even thinner if I wasn't careful.” 
 
“Wait a minute. Aurora came to me two days ago and I let him stay in the barracks. Do 
you think he’ll be safe? He was running away.” 
 
Athanas shrugged. “Like I said, he’s not stupid. And he can take care of himself.” I 
must’ve looked concerned, because he said, “Don’t worry, Saniah. If there’s a way out, 
he’ll find it. If he has to charm every har in Fulminir out of their money and weapons, 
he’ll find a way.” 
 
“So do you think he was just trying to charm me out of money and weapons?” 
 
“Do you really care? Oh of course you do. I forgot who I was talking to. I don’t know if 
he was trying to charm you or not, but he has always been very crafty. I wouldn’t trust 
him completely, if I were you. And certainly don’t fall for him.” 
 
It was one of those things I just didn’t want to hear, but when I heard it I was strangely 
relieved. Aurora was probably just playing me, after all. He was just trying to get 
something he wanted. But why did I care? “He said he was in love with me.” 
 
“Maybe he is. I can’t tell you if it’s true or not,” he said, “but take it with a grain of salt.”  
 
I just waved it away as if it was nothing, but even now, with my home in ashes and 
Ambree just outside my reach, I couldn’t put him out of my head.  
 
“Anyway,” Athanas continued, “I had laid out a plan to get Dragon out of Fulminir 
before his father sold him to Ponclast. That was supposed to be today, by the way. I had 
my plan worked out, and I was all set to go when I received another wildcard. Ponclast 
sent me out with a small detail to one of his pearl-breeding facilities. There was reported 
to be some trouble there, so I had to deal with that diversion, then I rushed back to 
Fulminir to get Dragon.” 
 
I stopped him again. “Wait. Pearl-breeding facility? Is that what it sounds like?” 



 
“Yes. It’s actually too bizarre to explain, and I can’t wait to tell Ashmael about it. 
Anyway, I went back for Dragon, and I got him out two days ago. It wasn't easy. There 
was Iryan to consider as well. Dragon refused to leave without him, so I had to convince 
Dragon I would bring Iryan to him as soon as I could, which I managed to do yesterday. 
Then I got wind of this.” 
 
“So let me guess. Captain Belancour discovered his son was gone and assumed the worst. 
He ordered the attack on Orsai –” 
 
“He ordered the attack on Orsai nearly two months ago. It was an inside job.” 
 
“Inside job? No way. That’s’ ridiculous. Nohar here would carry out –” 
 
“You delivered the orders yourself.” I sat there in the wet grass and stared at him as if 
he’d just told me I had two heads. He was giving me a minute to work it out. 
 
I finally did work it out. It didn't take much effort. I looked at him slowly. “Ginnesse?” 
 
“Yep.” 
 
Then the puzzle came fully upon me. “How did Ginnesse carry out an attack of this 
magnitude by himself? Nohar here would’ve helped him do this.” 
 
“No, you’re right. He had help from Fulminir. Ginnesse was on duty at the gate when the 
attack happened yesterday. He let them in with their full arsenal. I doubt he guessed the 
extent of what Steel planned to do. I’m assuming Steel set it up beforehand in case he 
ever needed for it to actually happen. I understand he threatened Kana.” He took a drag of 
his cigarette. “That’s how Steel operates.” 
 
I jumped up. Suddenly I was magnificently angry, to think I had delivered the orders 
myself, and that Steel had manipulated me in this way. I should have looked into that 
package when I had the chance. But no. I was too trusting. “Where is he,” I sputtered, and 
checked the barrel of my shotgun. I unloaded it, and loaded it again. “Where’s Ginnesse? 
I’m gonna... that miserable, stupid idiot… waste of perfectly good Wraeththu flesh.” I 
said a few other things, and cursed the har that incepted him. Athanas just watched me 
rant and then he took my arm and pulled me back down onto the grass. 
 
“Relax, Saniah. He’s taken care of.” 
 
“Is he dead?” 
 
“No.” 
 
“Well then he isn’t taken care of.” 
 



“He’s in holding. All the Varrs are in a holding cell until they can be transported to the 
place that’s been prepared for them.” 
 
I sighed deeply and rubbed my eyes. I was very tired, and it was beginning to hit me. I 
said to him, “Take me to Ambree. I just want to see Ambree.” 
 
He took me to The Bar, where they had set up their triage. All our friends and neighbors 
were standing around drinking coffee and eating and talking, most of them with blood on 
their hands and dirt and soot on their faces. Some of our injured were lying on makeshift 
gurneys. I saw a few Gelaming here, too. I could tell they were Gelaming because they 
were so clean. Yes, there had been a battle here, and these hara had not been idle. Even 
so, the atmosphere was more like that of a grim party than a hospital.  
 
Several of my neighbors came up to me and asked about Kana, or Iryan. I guess I spoke 
to them. I was looking around anxiously for Ambree. I finally saw Semmi sitting on a 
table cross-legged drinking tea, the front of his shirt spattered in blood. I hoped it was 
Ginnesse’s blood. It didn’t stop me from embracing him. “Where is he,” I asked.  
 
“I don’t know,” he said. “He’s around somewhere. Last I saw he was with Kessel and 
Sabri, looking after the children.” 
 
“All the harlings are okay?” 
 
“Every last one of them.” 
 
I saw Treya then, leaning over somehar who was lying on one of the tables. A Gelaming 
in a bright blue robe was standing next to him. When I went over to them I saw it was 
Uladri on the table. He was injured. He looked at me and said, “Saniah, they took all our 
horses.” 
 
He must’ve put up quite a fight. He was all cut up and bruised. I said, “They burned my 
house down.” 
 
“Mine too,” he said weakly, “and we’re not allowed to kill them.” 
 
The har in blue had the audacity to scold him for wanting to, and I nearly launched into 
an admonition, but Athanas interrupted, “We’ll be able to move some of your hara out 
today, I think.” 
 
I gave him a puzzled look. “Move them out? To where?” 
 
“You wanted to take your family to Imbrilim, right? Well Orsai’s pretty much history, I’d 
say. They can’t stay here. There’s no electricity, no running water. We brought everyhar 
here because this was the only block that was virtually untouched.” 
 



“And because the tap still works,” added Treya. I asked him if he’d seen Ambree. “He’s 
helping Kessel look after the harlings. I think they went across the street.”  
 
The government complex was across the street, the place where we’d celebrated our 
blood-bonding. There was a small park behind it, where we’d danced in the rain. I 
assumed they had taken the children there to get them away from the injured, and perhaps 
console them. I doubted any of them had slept, and they must all be very cranky by now. 
 
I said to Athanas, “Come with me. You can meet Kana’s other son.” 
 
“Oh no. I’m going to let you face Ambree alone, although it might be a good show, 
depending on how upset he is with you. Besides, I already met Kana’s other son.” He 
leaned into me and whispered, “He’s kinda weird.” 
 
I whispered back, “Kana dropped him.” 
 
Athanas nodded. “I told Kana years ago he shouldn’t ever try parenting anything. Well, 
there’s proof I was right.” 
 
I had to ask. “Athanas, you saw Ambree. Do you really think he’s upset with me?” 
 
Athanas gave me a half smile and answered, “Do you think he should be?” I did, actually, 
but I wasn't sure why. I knew he had seen Aurora in his vision, when he contacted me. 
Ambree was an emotional creature, but he was sensible, and he was self-confident. He 
knew where he stood, and he stood there firmly, so he should know he didn’t have 
anything to be upset about. Perhaps I just wasn’t sure where I stood. Perhaps I was the 
one who was upset with me. 
 
When I stepped out of The Bar, the sun hit my face and I looked around at the 
destruction. This side of the block seemed to be okay, and the government building 
across the street seemed fine, too. But further down, I could see that Epiphany’s shop was 
just a heap of smoking embers, and the shops on either side of it, too. Beyond that I 
couldn’t see much, but the rising columns of smoke looked bizarre in the morning sun. 
This once familiar place now lay in ruin. Where buildings had once stood, I saw only sky, 
and smoke, and the skeletal remains of trees, some twisted steel beams jutted from what 
remained of concrete foundations. I wondered what sort of weapons the Varrs had at their 
disposal to use against the Gelaming, if this was the result of what they had used against 
Orsai. But then I remembered; it was Steel who’d ordered it. Everything he destroyed, he 
destroyed to perfection. And he did know a thing or two about explosives. 
 
A bright red umbrella was rolling down the street and I watched it halfheartedly for a 
moment as it floated and skidded along. It stopped when it met the sidewalk. It seemed 
extraordinarily bright. I then realized I was seeing the effects of the sun for the first time 
in weeks. I’d been too long in Fulminir, which was always dark, and mostly void of 
color. Why couldn’t Fulminir have been destroyed instead? Why Orsai? But I knew why. 
 



I walked across the street slowly, not sure if Ambree would be happy to see me or not. I 
watched him for a moment. He had the harlings all sitting in a circle on the grass, and he 
was reading to them. Kessel noticed me, and pointed me out to him, and Ambree handed 
him the book. I heard him say to Kessel, “I told you he’d come.” He got up and began to 
walk toward me. He was wearing only a pair of torn blue jeans that were too big for him. 
They were rolled up to his shins, and his feet were bare. He was dirty enough for two 
hara, and his hair was still in its usual early-morning, tangled mess. He was the most 
beautiful creature I had ever laid eyes on. 
 
We just stared at each other. I still couldn’t tell what he was feeling. He said, “I knew you 
heard me.” 
 
Before I knew it I had thrown my arms around him. “Our house is gone,” I said into his 
hair. He smelled of smoke and ashes. 
 
“Is it completely destroyed? It was burning when we left it, and I haven’t wanted to go 
back and see it.” 
 
“There’s nothing left.” I realized I was actually crying, a thing which almost never 
happens. 
 
He said. “It’s just stuff, Saniah. We can replace it.” 
 
“Athanas wants to take us all to Imbrilim. And to be honest, that’s where I wanted to go, 
too. But now, even if Orsai is destroyed, I don’t want to leave it. This is our home, 
Ambree.” 
 
“We can’t stay here,” he said softly. “We have to go to a safe place. I don’t know how 
much of it you’ve seen, but this part of the town square is the only thing standing, and we 
can’t all live here. There’ll soon be no food. All our livestock is gone. They really meant 
to annihilate us.” 
 
I took his hands. They were cold, and so I warmed them. “Are you okay?” 
 
“I’m fine.” I put my hand to his belly and he smiled at me. “We’re all fine.” 
 
“Ambree,” I said, “Walk with me.” We walked a little way and came to stand beneath an 
ancient oak. It had withstood generations of time and weather, and probably more than 
one attack. I held him in my arms beneath its sprawling branches just as I had done the 
night of our blood-bonding. I could tell he was remembering it, because he began to sway 
back and forth, and he started to hum the song we had danced to. I let him do this for a 
moment and then I said, “I need to tell you some things.” 
 
“I was wondering when you were going to say that,” he said, and put a finger to my lips. 
“But don’t tell me. It’s better when you show me.” He took my head in his hands and we 



shared breath, and I didn't hold anything back from him. When I got to the part about 
Aurora, I felt he was only mildly annoyed by it. Mostly he was just curious.  
 
“I’m confused,” I confessed when I broke away from him. “I thought I was actually 
beginning to fall for him, and I didn't want to.” 
 
Ambree shook his head at me and gave me a confounded stare. “Saniah, are you telling 
me that out of all the crap you just showed me, the thing you’re most concerned about is 
your feeling toward that har?” 
 
“To be honest, out of all that crap, it’s the thing that’s upset me the most.” 
 
He considered for a minute. “I don’t know, Saniah. All I felt from you just then was 
compassion. Do you think maybe what really upset you the most was the way he was 
being treated by Ponclast? Of course you were attracted to him. Who wouldn’t be? But I 
think you just wanted to rescue him, really.” He made me sit down with him in the grass, 
and I did so reluctantly. I’m not fond of wet grass. He began to hum the song again.  
 
“It doesn’t upset you,” I said. 
 
“I suppose I might be upset if I thought you really had fallen for him, but you didn’t. You 
always get your emotions confused. You’re bad about that, you know.” 
 
He was right. If he wasn’t right, I was going to believe with all my heart that he was. 
“Ambree,” I said. “Don’t ever leave me.” 
 
He took my arm and turned it over to reveal the faint scar from our blood-bonding, then 
he compared it to his own. He touched the scars to each other and smiled at me. “Of 
course I won’t leave. What a crazy thing to say.” I pulled him up to his knees and kissed 
his belly, and hugged him to me. He said, “You have no reason to feel guilty, Saniah. I 
probably would have done the same thing.” 
 
“You’re too good for me.” 
 
“No I’m not. I think it’s good of you to want to help that har.” 
 
I looked at him for a very long time, just drinking him in. Finally I asked him where Oryx 
had got to. 
 
“He’s up in Kessel’s room, asleep. But come and see him. He won’t mind if you wake 
him. He’s been concerned for you.” 
 
Oryx was awake, and picking through Kessel’s wardrobe when I found him. He was glad 
to see me I could tell, although he didn’t embrace me as he used to. He was too old for 
that now. Four going on eight is a fussy age. I just ruffled his hair and decided not to 



hand him the doll that was still in my pocket. Ambree read my mind and said, “He’s 
more interested in clothes now, as you can see.” 
 
“I lost everything, father,” Oryx said sadly. “I haven’t a thing to wear, except this.” He 
indicated the wrinkled, dirty red shirt and grey shorts he was wearing. “This won’t do.” 
 
“Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll find you something.” I noticed he had cut his hair, and was 
now sporting a tattoo on his ankle. He was growing up too quickly, and I was missing it. 
 
It was then I pulled the contents from my pockets and set them on the nightstand beside 
Kessel’s bed. Oryx picked up his doll and rubbed its face, to get some of the soot off. “He 
was lying next to the hearth,” I said. “I thought you might want him.” Oryx smoothed the 
doll’s hair and smiled up at me. 
 
“I guess I didn't lose everything,” he said. 
 
I could tell Ambree was impatient to say something to me, and so I kissed my son on the 
forehead and sent him on an errand. When he was gone, Ambree said to me, “Are you 
going back to Fulminir?”  
 
It was then I realized that I had left Kana to face Steel alone. It was the sort of realization 
that shocks the brain and creates panic. I knew I had to go back, and quickly. I also knew 
Ambree didn't want me to. I said, “Listen Ambree. I have left Kana in a dangerous 
position. Steel isn’t a har you want to piss off. I have to go back.” 
 
He began to argue but I didn't wait to listen. I ran downstairs into the dining room. I 
found Athanas talking to his Gelaming friends, and I pulled him aside. He knew what I 
was thinking before I even said it. All I had to say was “Kana,” and Athanas began 
nodding his head. I knew he shared my sense of urgency. 
 
“I know. I know,” he said. “Saniah, I was just about to come and find you. I tried to 
contact him already, and I got a very disturbing response.” 
 
Kessel had come into the room with Reyn, and they were standing nearby. I whispered to 
Athanas, “What do you mean?” 
 
“I got an image of… I’m not sure what it was, but it was very disturbing.”  
 
I didn't want to upset Kessel, who was watching me, so I said quietly, “We need to get 
him. We can get to Fulminir before midnight if we hurry.” 
 
“We can get there faster than that,” he said. 
 
“How?” 
 
He gave me a wicked grin. “The phenomenon of Gelaming transportation.” 



 
I hadn’t realized Ambree had come down the stairs after me. He was standing right 
behind me, and he said, “I’m coming with you.” 
 
I spun around to face him. “Like hell you are. You’re carrying a pearl. Stay here, 
Ambree.” He started to protest but I said, “I mean it. Stay here.” 
 
He was pouting when I left him. 
 
Chapter 22 of 23 
 
Our exit strategy wasn't the best. I hesitate to even use the word strategy in conjunction 
with it. We were in such a frenzy to find Kana that we didn't lay any sort of plan at all. It 
just sort of unraveled the way it did by no design of ours. 
 
Athanas didn't warn me that the ride back to Fulminir was going to be so rough. I know 
he did it on purpose, too. I should’ve known something weird was going to happen when 
he put me on one of those Gelaming horses and told me very sternly not to let go. Then 
he proceeded to tie my hands to the saddle horn with a leather strap. He gave some sort of 
signal to the horse, and I only had time to say “Wait.” There was a sound like a roll of 
thunder, and a blast of icy cold air, and I felt like I was being taken apart and put back 
together again. It was like flying through nothing, and becoming nothing for the few 
minutes it took us to get to Fulminir. I couldn’t even see anything, maybe because I my 
eyes were shut, or maybe because I didn’t have any eyes.  
 
When my horse touched ground again, I felt cold and tingly, and I couldn’t think 
properly. I thought perhaps my brain hadn’t been put back the way it should be. It took 
my eyes a second or two to focus, but I knew we were in Fulminir by the smell. The air 
was thick and heavy. 
 
Athanas had brought us back to earth in a place where trash was dumped, just inside the 
city walls on the south side. It was a place not frequented by many, and those who did 
frequent it would probably just think we were products of their hallucinogens, if they 
happened to see us appear out of nowhere like we had done. Once I had recovered 
enough to speak, I said, “That must be what air travel was like, if you were riding on the 
outside of the airplane.”  
 
He replied, “I rode in a small one once, when I was a child. It was nothing like that.” 
 
“How fast were we going exactly?” 
 
“We weren’t going very fast, really. We were just sort of traveling through… ah…space. 
It’s sort of like we opened a door – over there – and we went through it, and then opened 
it up again over here. It’s called ‘otherlanes’ travel” His horse turned its nose up, and 
looked back at us like it wanted to say something. Athanas patted its neck and urged it 
forward, and I followed him through the gate that marked the entrance to this place.  



 
“Let’s find Kana and get this over with. I don’t care if I never see Fulminir again,” I said. 
 
“Your family should be safely to Imbrilim by this time tomorrow. We may even get there 
ahead of them if you find him quickly.” He stopped and looked toward the citadel. A dark 
cloud was forming, and it moved in a twisting column like a tornado. Athanas pointed to 
it. “See that? That’s the result of Ponclast’s experiments with Aurora and those like him. 
I’m still not quite sure the purpose of it, but I suspect it’s some sort of defense 
mechanism.” 
 
“It looks alive.” 
 
“It is alive,” he said. I shuddered, and we rode on until we could see the tall, barbed fence 
that surrounded the barracks. He said, “Find Kana. I’m not going with you; I think it’s 
better if I’m not seen here, so I’ll be waiting for you at that abandoned shack beside the 
entrance to the garbage dump. Leave your horse with me, and tell nohar about the 
Gelaming.”  
 
* * * * 
 
I looked everywhere for Kana. He wasn't in his room, but it was late morning, so that 
wasn't so unusual. When I asked around, nohar had seen him. I checked around the city at 
some of his usual haunts, but I didn't find him in any of them. Then I went back to the 
barracks, to my own room. I half expected to see Aurora there, still curled up asleep in 
my bed, but the room was cold and empty. He had cleaned it out. My writing desk was 
open, and my letter to Ambree was gone. I figured Aurora had read it, but he had left me 
not a word of goodbye. All of my weapons were gone, too, and my ammunition. I cursed. 
Ammunition was not to be kept for private use. It was very hard to smuggle out of the 
armory, particularly the kind I needed for the types of guns I kept. I hoped he got a good 
price for the lot of it and went on his way.  
 
Aurora had also taken my last bottle of sheh. 
 
I sat down on the bed and began to think. I had missed stable duty that morning, so I 
decided I would report to Torris and tell him what had happened at Orsai. Maybe he 
would tell me where to find Kana.  
 
Torris seemed surprised when I told him of the attack. I was careful not to say too much 
to him. I didn’t know how much he actually knew about it, or if he had been involved in 
some way. “Have you seen Kana,” I asked him, “Is he still out watching the roads?” 
 
“No,” he replied. “They came back this morning. Last I saw Kana, he was on his way to 
Steel’s office.” Torris then told me I should change my clothes and report for weapons 
detail, so I turned to go back to the barracks. I didn't stop there, though, or change my 
clothes. Nor had I any intention of reporting for weapons detail. I had no intention of ever 
returning to this place at all. 



 
Athanas was none too happy when I came back alone. He sat down on the dirty floor of 
the shack and stared at a spot on the wall for the longest time. It took me a moment to 
realize he was meditating, so I stopped talking to him. Presently he looked up and said to 
me, “I think I know where he is.” 
 
We skirted the city to the east by way of a deep, rocky gully. When we ran out of gully to 
hide in, we waited until nearly dusk before we could move on, because the area was 
heavily guarded. We sat in the cleft of a rocky outcrop until the guard changed, and then 
we took off at a gallop across an open field that led almost directly past the west gate. By 
now, they would’ve realized I had deserted, so it would be very bad for me if I was seen. 
There might be a warrant out for me already; I had no way of knowing. 
 
Eventually we came to a crossroad. By then it was dark, and there was no moon. Athanas 
pointed to the deserted stretch of road that led away north, out of the city, which I could 
just barely see. He said, “Steel’s house is that way.”  
 
“Do you think that’s where Kana is?” 
 
“I’m sure of it,” he said. 
 
The last har I wanted to see was Steel, unless it meant I could put a knife into him, or 
worse. And now Athanas was telling me we had to go through him to get to Kana. 
Perfect. If only I had trusted Athanas with my escape plan weeks ago, then perhaps we’d 
all be out of here by now. “Is the north gate guarded,” I asked. 
 
“You should know,” Athanas answered me.  
 
I said, “I know some of the roads are being watched. We’d better skirt it, just to be sure.” 
It must have been midnight or later by the time we finally got past the guard, and it wasn't 
easy travel, either. The ground was rocky and pitted, and even the Gelaming horses had 
difficulty navigating it. We finally found solid highway, and so walked on in silence. The 
night was so dark we could barely see anything in front of us, including the road. We 
dared not light a torch.  
 
I could hear coyotes in the distance, howling like tortured spirits.  
 
Perhaps it was my imagination, but I kept hearing faint noises behind us, too, like 
something was following. We would speed up, and it would speed up. We would slow 
down, and it would slow down. Sometimes it would stop, and then hurry to catch up. This 
went on for hours. Every once in a while I would turn to look back, but I could see very 
little with only the stars to light the landscape. Eventually Athanas said, “Do you think 
we’re being stalked, or followed?” 
 
“Followed.” 
 



“Here.” He rode up beside me and handed me a box of shotgun shells from his pack. 
“Keep them close.” 
 
* * * * 
 
By the first light of dawn we had arrived at our destination. We were standing at the foot 
of a sheer cliff that seemed to rise up into the clouds. “Is that Steel’s house,” I asked in 
awe, looking up at a magnificent mansion made of stone, perched on a ledge in the cliff. 
It almost blended into the rocky side of the mountain, but for the windows, and an 
enormous front door that looked like a gaping mouth. “That thing could be a fortress all 
its own.”  
 
“Yes, but don’t let it intimidate you. It isn’t guarded, and Steel has no servants here this 
time of year.” 
 
I looked dejectedly up at the imposing structure, and at the even more imposing hill it 
stood on. “How do we get up there?” 
 
Athanas led me to a narrow, almost vertical path that disappeared up the side of the 
mountain into the tall black pines. The whole thing looked like something out of a 
nightmare. I don’t know how the horses managed that path in so short a time, and they 
didn't even seem winded. But then, they were a special breed that could travel outside the 
realm of matter, so I don’t suppose the cliff was too much trouble.  
 
The house was even more intimidating up close. We stood for a long time in the shadow 
of the trees where the path exited the woods and stared at it. One more step and we’d be 
exposed in the morning light. “Do you have some sort of plan,” I asked Athanas. 
 
“No.” 
 
“What are we going to do?” 
 
“I don’t know. Knock on the door?” 
 
Knock on the door, and then what? “Hello, Steel. Thanks for burning my village,” and 
slap him in the face? That’s what I wanted to do, except for the slapping. I wanted to do 
much worse than that. But I also just wanted to find Kana and get the hell out of there. I 
thought, fair enough. I’ll start by knocking on the door.  
 
Almost as an afterthought, Athanas said, “Saniah, this might not be as easy as I thought it 
was going to be. I’m going to try to round up some help. You go in there and find Kana, 
but don’t do anything until I get back.” 
 
I began to panic. I spun around and looked at him like he was mad. I said, “You can’t 
leave me here!” 
 



“Steel won’t hurt you. And it won’t take me long to get help. I’ll be back before you 
know it.” 
 
“What if you can’t get any help?” 
 
“Then I’ll come back with a shitload of firearms. Will that make you feel better?” He 
turned his steed around, and instead of heading back down the path, he launched forward 
into a ripple of air and disappeared. I was left alone, hoping he would find his way back 
quickly. I just might need rescuing at some point; I had no idea what I might find inside. 
Judging from the outside, it might be an enormous torture chamber.  
 
When I got to the door I looked up at the height of it and caught my breath. It must have 
been built to intimidate. Well, it was working. I knocked weakly; I couldn’t even hear it 
myself. Then I noticed the bell. I stood there for an uncomfortably long time after I rang 
it, and was about to turn back, when the door opened very slowly and noisily. 
 
“You missed stable duty this morning,” Steel said, and grinned. I couldn’t believe he had 
the audacity to joke with me.  
 
I managed to not slap him. I said, “You noticed.” 
 
“I make it my business to notice these things.” 
 
“I was a little preoccupied,” I said very sarcastically.  
 
He didn't look one bit sorry. He even smiled at me, and invited me in. “Just check your 
weapon at the door,” he said, and took my shotgun from me. It felt like he was ripping a 
limb from my body, and I made sure to note he propped it next to the door, so that I could 
retrieve it later. 
 
The interior of the house was almost as imposing as the exterior. I was in an oval shaped 
entry that was at least three stories tall. The floors were made of dark gray marble, and so 
were the walls, but they looked like they were bleeding with dark veins of red etched into 
them. To my left was a sweeping staircase that hugged the oval wall, curving up and up 
to the second, third, and then I suppose to the floors above. To my right was a high 
archway, through which Steel led me. We walked arm-in-arm down a long, wide gallery 
with arched windows all along one side of it. At the end of this was another room, which 
I can’t really call cozy, but it was smaller and better furnished, with wood-paneled walls 
and a tall, gaping fireplace. Steel invited me to sit. Athanas had been wrong about the 
absence of servants. There was at least one, and he appeared with some tea. I wondered 
how many more servants Athanas had been wrong about.  
 
Steel stood while I sat and sipped my tea. I didn’t really know what to say to him, and I 
was perhaps working too hard at concealing my anger. But I felt he wanted to say 
something to me, and so I finally told him, “Just start at the beginning. Tell me why you 
ran off with Kana’s pearl.” 



 
“Alright,” he said. The room was dim; he was just a silhouette in front of the large picture 
window, and I couldn’t tell if he was facing me or not. He sighed heavily. “I was going to 
sell the pearl. I had a buyer, a pearl dealer here in Fulminir. He was selling them to some 
sort of breeding facility, where he assured me they would be raised as hostlings. He said 
they would breed an army of titanic proportion. The dealer had promised me that the 
hostlings would all be very well treated and cared for, that they would live in the lap of 
luxury and so forth. But halfway to the meeting point, the pearl hatched, and there was 
this wonderful little creature reaching up to me. One look and I realized I couldn’t sell 
him. And I couldn’t go back. You’ve never seen a more perfect harling than Dragon was 
when he hatched.”  
  
I thought of the day Oryx hatched, of how I had thought the same thing. I suppose it’s 
natural for a parent to think his hatchling is the most perfect of all.  
  
“Of course, when Kana and I created the pearl, I must admit I was a little put off by it,” 
Steel continued. “And the birthing process was freaky. But we were young.”  
  
I’ve heard first generation hara like myself say that their first son freaked them out a 
little. I never felt that way, probably because I’d been around Ambree since just after he 
hatched, and had grown accustomed to the idea of harlings by the time I had one of my 
own. I said, “Jade wanted one. At first the idea of it draws you and repulses you at the 
same time. Then when it happens, it’s miraculous.” 
  
“So you understand, I couldn’t sell him.” If Steel felt even a twinge of remorse I could 
not hear it in his voice. As it had always been, it was still without emotion. 
 
“Of course,” I said, “but did you have to leave Kana there alone, after he’d just given 
birth? Why couldn’t you have gone back? Kana loved you. He never even told anyhar 
about the pearl. I didn’t know about it myself until recently.” 
  
He didn't answer me. He just stared out the window. Finally he said, “Why are you 
here?”  
 
I almost told him I was there to kill him, but I decided to keep that to myself. “I’m here to 
see Kana,” I told him instead. “I thought he might like to know his house is intact, as are 
Kessel and his son.” 
  
Steel made an effort to look contrite, but it didn't work for him. “You want to hurt me for 
that. It’s okay, I understand,” he said in that sickeningly cool voice of his. He sat down in 
a chair beside the fireplace. “Oh, really, Saniah, what did you lose? That wretched little 
hovel you call a home? That absurd little village, which, I might add, isn’t even on the 
map? The hara there don’t even have a name for themselves. I think you deserve better.” 
 
I swallowed, and took a breath. Ambree had worked hard, and so had I, to make our 
house a nice one. “It wasn't much,” I said, “but it was home.” 



 
“But Fulminir has so much more to offer a har like yourself.” I must have given him quite 
a look, because he said, “Think of the future, Saniah. Fulminir will be great, when 
Ponclast is finished with it. You could have a nice big house, outside the city, and you 
could bring that consort of yours to live here, and of course your son. You could give 
them whatever they want. You can even have that little kanene if you want him. Aurora is 
it? With whom you were so preoccupied the other day?” 
  
“Yes. His name is Aurora. But I’m afraid he’s gone.” 
 
Steel quickly turned his eye on me and smiled as if he had a secret. He said, “No he isn’t. 
He’s here. He’s probably still sleeping.” He said it with terrific excitement, like he was 
giving me a long-awaited gift, or a reason to stay.  
 
And then suddenly I understood. Steel had ordered the attack on Orsai because he wanted 
to give us nothing to go back to, not because I had told Dragon the truth about his 
hostling. He was trying to lure us to Fulminir. He was trying to make us want to stay 
here, to want to bring our families here. In his twisted mind, the best way to do that was 
to take away our homes. I said with revelation, “This isn’t about Dragon at all.” 
 
He threw his head back and laughed. “Is that what you thought? Come on, I’m not crazy. 
I don’t care so much about that. Mind you, I’m not so thrilled he’s chosen to run off with 
that Iryan, as opposed to living in Ponclast’s palace, but Dragon is an adult. I suppose 
he’ll do as he pleases. He could’ve made things a lot easier for me, though. Now I’ll have 
to find some other way into Ponclast’s graces.”  
 
I just stared at him. Not crazy? He would’ve sold his son into virtual slavery just to fulfill 
his ambition. “What is it you want from me exactly?” 
 
He came to sit beside me on the couch, and he put an arm around me in a languid 
movement. “Saniah, can’t you understand what we’re being offered here? Think of where 
we’ve come from. Formerly just a faction of undisciplined barbarians, we have a chance 
to rule the Varrish Empire, and in a place that actually matters! Fulminir is going to be 
the throne of Megalithica. Ponclast will rule all of it, and we will be his valued captains. 
Maybe even his generals. You know we have the skills. We can be great. We only have 
to reach out and take it.” 
  
Madness and greedy ambition can be a dangerous combination. Hadn’t it already 
destroyed the human race? Had it also infected Wraeththu? I said, “I don’t want power. I 
had everything I wanted in Orsai, until yesterday.”  
  
He rolled his eyes. “You had nothing of value, and your family is safe. I never had any 
intention of hurting them.” Then he paused and stared at me. “Saniah, I always knew you 
were smart. I just want you to think about my proposal. You’ve nothing to lose, and 
everything to gain. You’ll be able to buy that pretty little consort of yours all the latest 



fashions, and your sons will be very well educated. They’ll never want for anything at all. 
You can give them a future.” 
 
I nodded my head just to get him to shut up. I didn't want to hear what he was saying. 
“Where’s Kana,” I asked. 
 
“He’s tucked safely away upstairs. Actually he’s probably just waking up. My servant is 
drawing his bath by now, I’m sure. He’ll be having his breakfast on the terrace after 
that.”  
  
“Are you holding him prisoner?” 
  
Steel laughed, and it was a noise like glass shattering. “I’d hardly call him a prisoner. 
Kana knows what’s good for him.” 
  
“He wouldn’t have come back to you.” 
  
“Wouldn’t he? You overestimate Kana. He’s always wanted luxuries, but nohar could 
ever give them to him. Not even me, until now.” 
  
“He’d never abandon his family.” 
  
“Oh, but you must remember, Saniah. His first family was Dragon and me. Still, I have 
taken into consideration his other family as well.” 
  
“What about them?”  
  
“They’ll both be well cared for. Reyn will be allowed all the same luxuries that Dragon 
has enjoyed, and those of all our future sons. Kessel will be put up in a fine house, and 
Kana can visit him whenever he wants. Really, San, you needn’t worry about them.” 
  
“Steel, this is crazy. I know Kana!” 
  
“You thought you knew him. The truth is, he only stuck with you in order to get back to 
me, and to find his son. Now that we’re back, he’s quite happy. It was quite a reunion, 
too, our first night together in twelve years. I’m sure you can imagine.” 
  
“I don’t really want to imagine.” 
  
“Do you know what he said to me?” 
  
“I don’t really care.” 
  
“He said that nohar ever could get it right. Not even that fiery little Kessel.” 
  



I shrugged and tried my best not to appear too flustered. “Oh, well,” I said, “I guess you 
won’t have to worry about too many late night visits to Kessel’s house then.” I managed 
a weak smile, and I guess he thought I had meant it as a joke, because he laughed.  
 
“See? I knew you were a smart one. You know what’s good for you, too.” 
 
I began to play up to him then. I figured I had to, if I was ever going to find Kana and get 
out of here. I said, “Can I see him?” 
 
Steel rubbed his hands together. “Of course. Oh, but where are my manners? Have you 
eaten? We’ll all have breakfast together. It’ll be like old times.” I didn’t recall he’d ever 
had any manners. But I was very tired and hungry. I managed a smile, and nodded my 
head at the invitation. He said, “Let’s eat then, shall we? Well wake Aurora, too, and he 
can join us.” My heart sank. I really didn't want to see Aurora. I really didn’t trust him, 
and I was sure he would somehow hinder our escape.   
 
Steel led me to a large sitting area on the second floor. It was like a gallery, looking down 
into the oval atrium at one end, and then opening onto a terrace at the other. To the right, 
extending the length of the house, was a long corridor with doors all up and down.  
 
When Kana came out into the gallery and saw me, he said to me mentally, “Play the 
game, Saniah. Just keep playing the stupid game until we can get out of here.” I just 
nodded at him. I assumed he didn't know that Dragon was gone. Why else would he have 
allowed Steel to bring him here?  
 
When Steel came back, it was with a sleepy Aurora on his arm. Aurora looked at me as if 
to say, “What the fuck?” and I said nothing to him.  
 
Once we were outside on the terrace I could see that the house was more battered and 
worn than it had appeared to be at first glance. Parts of the wall were chipped away here 
and there, as if it had been hit by boulders. Parts of the balustrade, too. I looked over the 
edge of it, at the vertical drop straight down into a deep, wide gorge, which then rose up 
on the opposite bank to a height I couldn’t see. Steel said to me, “It would be hard to 
attack this house, don’t you agree, Saniah?” 
 
“It would be hard to escape from it,” I replied under my breath.  
 
We all sat down at a large, round table, and thus began the most painfully long meal I 
have ever eaten, although I have to admit it was tasty. Kana and I tried to keep the 
conversation light. Aurora sat to my right, and kept looking at me with a pained 
expression. I would not return the looks, but I felt his sadness. At one point he touched 
my mind, asking me if I was at all happy to see him, and I said nothing. Then he tried to 
take my hand, and I pulled it away. Athanas had said he was crafty, and not to trust him. 
How was I to know he wouldn’t betray us?  
 



We went through lots of coffee, and the servant brought out some chocolate-filled pastry 
at the end of it. I ate three of them. Steel looked at me as if to say, “Wouldn’t it be nice to 
have this every day?” He really was trying to sell me on this idea of his. I thought the 
Gelaming probably had chocolate at their camp, so I wasn't as swayed by it as Steel 
probably intended for me to be. 
 
When the meal was finally over, Steel left the table to attend to some matter, and we were 
alone. I asked Kana why he had come here, and he looked at Aurora. “He was packing up 
all your weapons. He told me what happened to him, and that you had gone, so of course 
I helped him rob you,” said Kana. “Oh come on, we had to take them,” he explained. 
“We didn't know what else to do. I couldn’t find Treya, or Iryan, and when I heard about 
the manner in which you flew out of there, I assumed the worst. So I took what I could 
carry, and when Steel offered his house, I accepted. At that point my only concern was 
for Dragon. Steel promised that if I came home with him, I could have a relationship with 
my son, with no unpleasant consequences.”  
 
“And you agreed to it?” 
 
“Well, only on the surface. I planned to steal his car, and then Dragon and I could get 
away together. I thought our plan had fallen apart, Saniah. I didn’t know what was going 
on.”  
 
“And so you just asked Aurora to come along for the ride?”  
 
“It’s not his fault I’m here,” Aurora said sulkily. “I begged him to let me come with him. 
You know I had to get away.” Then he added softly. “I’m sorry you had to see me again.” 
 
Kana said, “I told Steel that he was a friend of yours, and that I was supposed to be 
entertaining him while you were gone.” Kana seemed proud of his story for a moment, 
and then he looked at me and said, “What’s wrong?” 
 
“Aren’t you wondering where Dragon is? Don’t you want to know where I ran off to in 
such a hurry?” 
 
He started to say something, but I didn't let him. His face became slack as I told him what 
really happened, that Dragon and Iryan were at Imbrilim, and that Steel had ordered an 
attack which left Orsai in a heap of rubble. “Steel knew Dragon was gone, Kana. He lied 
to you to get you here.”  
 
Aurora and I both had to physically restrain him, he was so angry. We finally got him to 
calm down after about five minutes, and I lied and told him I had a plan. I did not tell him 
about the Gelaming in Orsai, only that Athanas had helped me. “The Gelaming know 
about us,” I said to them both, “and they’re willing to assist us. Athanas came here with 
me, but he’s gone to round up some help.” 
 



Kana and Aurora looked at each other, and Aurora said, “Are you sure he hasn’t gone to 
round up some of Ponclast’s guard to haul us back in chains?” 
 
“Aurora,” I said, “If you only knew the real Athanas, you’d have asked for his help a long 
time ago.” 
 
Kana put his face in his hands. “So Dragon and Iryan got away without me. And I came 
here for nothing.” 
 
“Yes, you did screw things up quite a lot. But Athanas should be back soon. I guess we’ll 
have to wait here for him.”  
 
“Then we’ll get the hell out of here and never look back,” Kana said. He looked hopeful, 
and asked me if Kessel and Reyn were really okay. “Did Kessel ask about me?” 
 
“I didn't talk to him, but I know he was concerned.”  
 
“Oh,” said Kana, “That reminds me. I saved your letter. I thought you might want to give 
it to Ambree when this is all over.”  
 
I thanked him, and glanced at Aurora. He looked away. I took his hand and said, “Aurora, 
of course I want you to come with us, at least to Imbrilim. Then you’ll be free to do as 
you please.” 
 
“Not really,” he said. “I won’t be free to do what I really want to.” I knew what he meant, 
but I didn't know how to answer him.  
 
* * * * 
 
The day wore into evening, and I began to wonder if Athanas was coming back at all. 
Perhaps he had been detained, I thought. I was determined to trust him this time. Kana 
told me if he didn't show up by nightfall, that we should try to steal the car and get away. 
 
“And ruin yet another plan? Do you even know how to drive a car,” I asked them both. 
They shook their heads. I told them I didn’t know how to drive one either. “Do you know 
what Steel did with my weapons,” I asked. 
 
Kana said, “He has an armory. If you keep on up those stairs you’ll get to it.” 
 
I knew Steel was not fool enough to leave such a thing unlocked. “Do you know where 
he keeps the keys to his car?”  
 
Kana shrugged again.  
 
“We’ll just have to wait for Athanas,” I said, “since none of us can drive. Let’s hope he 
comes tonight.” 



 
* * * * 
 
I was awakened out of a deep sleep by somehar shaking me, and when I opened my eyes 
I thought I was in my room in the barracks at Fulminir, but then I remembered Steel had 
offered me a bed, after I dozed off at dinner. “Saniah,” a familiar voice said.  
 
“Athanas?” 
 
“Shh. Yes it’s me.” 
 
“What time is it?” 
 
“About midnight, I think.” 
 
“Did you bring help, or a shitload of firearms?” 
 
“Neither. I’m afraid we’re on our own. The Gelaming can’t spare anyhar for a rescue 
operation. But I was given permission to come and get you.” 
 
“Well, we may need an extra horse.” 
 
“Why”  
 
“Aurora’s here. He’s coming with us.”  
 
Athanas swore a minor oath. I got up and looked out the window. The night was clear, 
and I could see down into the valley below. I could just see the Gelaming horses in the 
distance, waiting for us beside the line of trees. There were three of them, and they 
seemed to glow a faint purple, but it was just a trick of the night against their white coats. 
My skin was prickly with anticipation, but I felt a heaviness in the air, like something was 
going to go wrong. I passed it off as paranoia, and the eeriness of the house. There were 
too many windows, and shadows moved and disappeared, so that one got the feeling the 
house was alive.  
 
We found Aurora and woke him, and quickly got him dressed. Fortunately he wasn't 
fussy about his clothes. He led the way to Steel’s room through a series of corridors 
which I would never remember, then outside, and through an arched trellis covered with 
dead roses, which might have been beautiful if somehar cared to tend to them. I don’t 
imagine Steel was so inclined. Aurora then led us up a narrow stone stair to a small 
veranda high above. There was one open window and I walked over to it. The billowing 
curtains tangled around me as I parted them, but I fought them off and stepped into the 
room. I just stood there for a moment on the black carpet, and caught the scent of freshly 
extinguished candles. I could see Kana’s black mane cascading over a white pillow. Steel 
appeared to be asleep next to him. I was afraid to speak, afraid I might wake Steel, so I 



touched Kana’s mind. It took forever to wake him that way, but once he was awake, I 
told him mentally to get up, that Athanas was here.  
 
“Already? I didn’t think he’d come.” 
 
“You never do think. Can you hurry up? I’d like to put as much distance as possible 
between us and Steel by the time he wakes up.” 
 
Kana dressed, and followed me out the window onto the terrace. I could hear his mental 
laughter, like that of a child that’s just gotten away with something. He caught Athanas 
around the waist and spun him in a circle, and began to dance with him across the terrace. 
Athanas only let him do this for a moment before he firmly took hold of Kana’s arms and 
said, “Let’s go.” 
 
As we started toward the stairs it was with the greatest sense of relief I’d felt in a long 
time. I should’ve known it would be short-lived. We all froze when a cold, drowsy voice 
said, “Kana, is this how you thank me?” Steel had come out through the window and was 
tying a robe around his waist. Athanas sank into the shadows. 
 
Kana turned around and answered, “It’s as much thanks as you deserve.” 
 
“You were just going to leave me, without even a good-bye?” 
 
“Isn’t that what they call poetic justice?” 
 
“I guess that’s fair.” Steel looked at me and said, “Saniah, I personally don’t care what 
you do. Stay or go, it’s your choice, but if you leave, you will be guilty of desertion and 
treason, and I will have to turn you in. I do think you should at least consider that. And 
you, little kanene,” he said to Aurora, “You would do well to stay with Kana and me. 
You would be well-treated here. I doubt you mean anything to Saniah, short of a good 
time. He already has a consort.” Then he turned to Kana and said, “I won’t let you leave 
me.” 
 
Kana rolled his eyes. “You’re going to hold me prisoner? What an appropriate ending to 
this ridiculous love story. But you always were the romantic one, weren't you?” 
 
“It is romantic, if you think about it,” replied Steel, and he was actually serious. “I’ll do 
whatever it takes to keep you here until you realize that you love me. I’ll chain you to the 
wall if I have to.” 
 
I said, “Come on, Kana. He can’t force you to stay.” 
 
Just then Athanas decided to step out of his hiding place. “Kana, I knew you wouldn’t be 
able to do this without some sort of drama,” he said. “Hello Steel. It’s been a long time.”  
 



Steel was taken aback, and made a noise of disbelief. It took a moment for the 
recognition to hit, but then he said, “Ath?” 
 
Athanas said, “I don’t have time to explain it to you. We really must be going. Kana?” 
Athanas held out his hand, but Kana just stood there, looking at Steel. 
 
Steel said, “You don’t have to explain anything, and Kana isn’t going anywhere with 
you. Are you, my dear?” 
 
I said, “Steel, come on. This is ridiculous. You can’t force him –” and I stopped when I 
heard the distinctive click of a safety. I swore. Yes, it was the perfect ending to the story. 
Steel had a gun, and he was pointing it at us. It was probably one of mine. 
 
Steel said very calmly, “You know, I might get a promotion for turning you in. But I 
don’t mind killing any of you, if it comes to that.” 
 
What happened next is really just a blur, but I’ll relate it as best I can. Several things all 
happened at once. First I heard the unmistakable pump of my own shotgun behind me, on 
the stairs. At the same time I heard Ambree’s voice. It said, “If you hurt Saniah, it’ll be 
the last thing you ever do.”  
 
It was impossible. Ambree was supposed to be safely away from here, with the 
Gelaming. Could he have eluded them, and followed me? I turned around and saw him, 
but just as I was about to say something I heard three distinct shots, and there was a flash 
of fire from the barrel of Steel’s gun. Athanas had pulled me to the floor. He said in my 
ear, “Stay down,” and I heard Steel give an ugly, mocking laugh. I looked up and cried, 
“Ambree, no!” and I heard my shotgun rattle down the stairs. For a second, Ambree just 
stood there motionless. Then he sank to his knees and fell forward onto the terrace. I must 
have screamed; I don’t remember. There are no words to describe the horror I felt, but I 
do remember clawing at the stones to get to him, and I do remember Athanas trying to 
hold me back. Steel was just standing there smirking at us.  
 
Athanas had to really struggle to hold me. 
 
Ambree’s lifeless body was lying only a few feet away, and a dark pool was forming 
rapidly under him. I kicked at Athanas in a crazed frenzy; he would not let go of me. 
Then I realized Aurora was there, and he was reaching for Ambree. At first I thought 
Aurora mean to hurt him, but he turned him over. Then I saw him put his hands on 
Ambree’s belly, where the pearl was. Aurora was speaking, but I couldn’t hear the words. 
Athanas said to me, “Stop struggling! Let him work. He’s a powerful healer.”  
 
I couldn’t bother to wonder why Aurora was doing this; I could only watch in hope and 
horror. “Athanas,” I said, “I need to help him.” 
 
His hands slid away from me. I crawled over to where Aurora was hunched over Ambree. 
I could tell he was exhausted, but I could see that Ambree was breathing. I put my hand 



on Aurora’s head and I heard his own breath laboring. It must be taking a lot out of him, I 
thought. “Aurora,” I said. He shook my hand away, so I just sat back on the bloody 
stones, helpless as a kitten and watch. 
 
Then Steel made some comment. I don’t suppose he ever thought Kana could really hurt 
him. I know he didn't anticipate the blow. I will never forget it, if I live to be a thousand. 
In my life, even until now, I have only seen two truly great kicks to the head. One of 
them was done by a mule to a mountain lion; I saw it when I was a child. The other was 
done by Kana to Steel at that moment. It happened in one perfect, quick movement. Steel 
said something, all I heard was the word “stupid”, and I saw Kana twitch. For just a split 
second he seemed to float in the air, spinning, and then I heard the crack of a skull. 
Steel’s gun clattered to the ground as he sailed through the air, and a stream of blood 
arced from his nose. He hit the terrace floor with a smack, at one of the places where the 
wall was broken, with his head hanging over the edge. Kana just stood there, and I knew 
he was battling with himself. If he kicked again, he could send Steel off the side of the 
terrace into oblivion. I heard Kana say, “That was for taking my pearl.”  
 
I held my breath. I thought for a moment that Kana was going to walk away, but instead 
he bent down and said quietly, “This is for Ambree.” He just gave Steel a nudge. That 
was all it took to send him over the edge of the terrace, into the ravine below. I could not 
feel sorry for him. If Ambree died, then Steel would have succeeded in taking my whole 
life from me.  
 
Just then Ambree moved. He was breathing normally, and he made a noise just as Aurora 
collapsed. I pulled Aurora away, laid him gently in my lap, and tapped his face as 
Athanas knelt over Ambree. It was then I saw where the other two bullets had gone. 
Aurora had been standing too close to the stair, and he’d been hit. His blood was all over 
my hands and his eyes wouldn’t open. I said his name again and again, and I thought he 
was dead, until finally he looked at me. “Why,” I said. He gave me just the hint of a smile 
and his eyes went blank. 
 
Aurora taught me a more useful lesson that day than anyhar ever has, before or since. He 
taught me the meaning of sacrifice. He might’ve healed himself, but he chose to heal 
Ambree instead. He did it for me.  
 
Athanas had taken Ambree’s body and was feeding him strength. I laid Aurora down 
carefully and joined Athanas, while Kana just stared over the edge of the terrace into the 
depths below. Finally Athanas looked at me and said, “I think he’s going to be okay. I 
don’t know about the pearl, but we have excellent healers at Imbrilim, if we can just get 
him there.” He held up a bloody bullet. “Aurora drew this out of him, and it looks like he 
was able to partially seal up the wound.” 
 
* * * * 
 
It was dawn when we finally left. We found Galaxy with the Gelaming horses in the 
stable yard; Ambree must have ridden him here. Athanas said it was probably Ambree 



we’d heard following us the night before. I guess he had it in his mind that I would need 
him to rescue me. When he was well enough, I decided, I was going to give him a solid 
lecture. 
 
It took us three days of hard traveling to get to Imbrilim. Athanas didn't think it was a 
good idea to take Ambree through the “otherlanes,” and I had to agree. He was very 
weak. Plus, there was Galaxy to consider. He couldn’t travel that way. We rode the 
Gelaming steeds, and Galaxy carried Aurora’s body across his back until we found a 
suitable burial spot. He seemed to understand it was an honorable burden. We never even 
looked for Steel, but Kana hardly spoke a word. 
 
Chapter 23 of 23 
 
When we arrived at Imbrilim, tired and dirty from traveling, I was aware we were being 
stared at. I hardly stopped to look at all the strange faces, though, because I was so 
exhausted. Kana still had not spoken a word, but now he at least looked a little less grim 
than he had before. Athanas took us directly to his tent. I hesitate to describe it as a tent. 
It was more like a villa made of canvas, hung with luxurious fabrics and strewn about 
with plush carpets. We entered into what I thought must be the main living area, but it 
turned out to be just the foyer. We were then ushered through a thick curtain into another 
enormous ‘room’ with lots of wide, round cushions and low tables. We all sank down 
into them simultaneously. I could’ve gone to sleep then and there. The room was tall, and 
lit by two or three enormous braziers, and we were soon very warm. The nights were just 
beginning to get cold, and I had not noticed my arms were numb until now.  
 
Kessel and Dragon came by shortly with Reyn, who acknowledged his father by taking 
his finger out of his mouth and pointing at him. There was some recognition on his little 
face. Dragon picked him up and said, “Yes, that’s your father,” and Kana embraced them 
both. He only stared at Kessel, and I guess we all wondered what he was going to do, but 
then Kana grabbed him around the waist and swung him around, and kissed him for a 
very long time. “I’ll look after Reyn tonight for you, Kess,” said Dragon, and Kessel 
grinned.  
 
Kana said, “Look after him tomorrow night, too, would you?” He never took his eyes off 
Kessel. 
 
Ambree was much better now, but he couldn’t walk very far without having to sit down. 
Still, it was hard to believe that only three days ago he’d been so close to death. When 
Kessel saw him, he had a minor bout of hysteria, but Ambree kept insisting he was okay, 
and not to fuss over him. The ritual was repeated when Iryan and Sabri came in with 
Semmi and Jasc. Jasc took one look at his son (Ambree had to show everyhar where the 
bullet had been), and Jasc just shook his head at me, as if it was my fault.  
 
“We shouldn’t have let you go,” said Sabri. “I had a bad feeling about it from the 
beginning.” He told me that Ambree had taken Galaxy and come after me just after 
Athanas and I had vanished into the air. “He must have driven that horse all day.” 



 
“He didn't even know the way,” said Kessel. “I don’t know what we were thinking, 
letting him go off alone like that. I guess we didn't realize the danger.” 
 
Ambree looked up at his friends and said hoarsely, “As if you could’ve stopped me.” 
 
Soon Athanas’ tent was full of refugees from Orsai, all wanting to know where Kana and 
I had been, and what had happened. We had to tell the story over and over again, but we 
left off telling how Steel had died, for Dragon’s sake. Kana would have to handle that on 
his own. They all had a thing or two to say to Ambree, too. After he had been thoroughly 
scolded by everyhar, including his son, I took him to a quiet room and put him in a 
comfortable bed so that he could rest. Presently a har came in to attend to him, a doctor 
for whom Athanas had sent, and he made me leave the room while he examined Ambree. 
After what may have been the longest seventeen minutes of my life, the doctor came out 
again and said, “I don’t know what that healer did, but I wish he had survived, so I could 
speak with him. Ambree’s pearl is going to be fine, and so is Ambree.”  
 
Ambree was up and about the following day. That was the day we received word that the 
Gelaming had launched their secret weapon against Fulminir, and Fulminir had not 
withstood it. Everyhar celebrated. The Varrs had been dethroned. I can’t describe my 
relief, but I thought of the hara I had known there, like Torris and the others. I wondered 
what would become of them. I couldn’t imagine the Gelaming would be unmerciful to 
them, so I wasn't all that worried.  
 
Athanas decided to throw a dinner party and invite all of our friends, and also his friends, 
to celebrate. I hoped he and Ambree would warm to each other. So far, they had only 
looked at each other sidelong. I asked Ambree to try and make friends with Athanas, 
since he had opened his home to us, and so Ambree sulkily sat down next to him while 
we were having cocktails, early that evening. I hoped they would begin a conversation, 
but all I heard was a dispassionate remark from Ath. “So he’s bonded to you,” he said.  
  
“So he is,” Ambree retorted. It would mark the first of many such cold dialogues over the 
years between the two of them. They have since come to like each other, even though 
they pretend not to. 
  
Then Athanas looked at Oryx and said, “Your hostling once bit me.” 
  
“He not only bit you, he knocked you off your horse with a potato,” Oryx commented.  
“It’s a legend.” I could see Ambree suppressing a giggle.  
  
Athanas looked at me and rolled his eyes. “I don’t suppose I’ll ever live it down. Oh, 
Saniah, I almost forgot. I have a surprise for you.”  
  
I looked at him skeptically. “I don’t think I’m up for any more surprises.”  
  
“No, don't worry. I think you’ll actually like it.” 



 
“Is it a tent like this one,” I asked.  
 
He laughed. “Your own accommodations are not quite ready,” he explained, “So you’ll 
have to stay here for a few more nights, I’m afraid.” I told him I didn't mind. His tent was 
the most comfortable place I’d ever stayed, short of my own home.  
 
Soon a servant brought out red wine, and I had to physically restrain Oryx from taking a 
glass. He had already charmed the har who was serving us into pouring him one. Even as 
I took it from his hand, he tried to tip it over in order to spill some of it into his mouth. I 
ended up letting him have a very small glass, because Ambree said to me mentally, “It 
will make him go to sleep.” 
  
“Oryx is his hostling’s son,” I remarked to Athanas. 
  
“I see a bit of you in there, too,” he replied. He was giving me a peculiar smile. 
  
“What is it,” I asked. 
  
“It’s just so weird to see you with a family. I mean I remember when you were…well, I 
remember you before.” 
  
“Some things are best left in the past,” I said, and watched Ambree as he and Semmi 
closed ranks on the youngsters.  
  
“Well you certainly outdid yourself,” Athanas said to me.  
  
“Yes I did, and I’m quite proud. So what’s the big surprise,” I asked him, “or was that 
just your way of keeping me in suspense, so I’d stay for dinner?” 
  
He clasped a hand on my shoulder. “Dinner. Yes, after dinner I’ll take you there.” He 
gestured to one of the servants and they set out several small tables with linens, and 
brought plates of food, and of course, coffee and wine. After we had eaten our fill of 
roasted chicken with pine nuts, an assortment of fruit and vegetables, and a dessert of 
frozen cream with berries, Athanas summoned me aside. “Are you ready,” he asked. 
  
“I guess so. It’s not going to take long, is it?” 
  
He looked at me slyly. “It might.” And he led me through the curtained entry out into the 
cool Imbrilim night. I shuddered, but not from the chill in the air. I felt light-headed 
suddenly, like something momentous was about to happen.  
  
It wasn't very late, and the occupants of Imbrilim were still going about their business. 
The celebrations were still going on, and we could hear music and laughter coming from 
every tent we passed. We walked along wide streets hung with colorful lanterns. I noted 
the beautifully dressed hara here, they were all so exotic looking, and they mixed freely 



with the large human population. In fact, the humans all seemed to be a thriving part of 
the community. I realized I hadn’t seen a human in years, and I commented on it. 
Athanas said to me, “I can’t believe you haven’t figured it out yet.” He stopped in front 
of a rather large tent and called out to someone inside. 
  
A woman answered and stepped outside, and at first I didn’t recognize her. She had 
grown older in these twelve or thirteen years, but she recognized me immediately. 
  
“Saniah!” She grabbed hold of my arms “You’re here!” 
  
I stared at her for a moment, then gasped, and stepped back. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I 
stammered, “Mom?” She was so much smaller than I remembered. But then, I guess 
maybe I had grown. Then a man appeared beside her, who I vaguely recognized as my 
father. I was too stunned to speak, and I guess they were too. Then both of them started 
talking at once. 
  
“Athanas told us you were coming,” my mother said, “and I couldn’t believe it. We 
didn’t think we’d ever see you again.” 
  
I looked over at Athanas for help. I was in shock. My parents both looked so much older, 
but yet they hadn’t really changed. My father’s hair was almost all gone. They were both 
thinner than I remembered. My mother told me to say something. 
  
I opened and shut my mouth a few times, and then I said, “I hoped you were alive. I 
always hoped I’d find you one day, and now it just doesn’t seem real.”  
 
Their tent smelled just like home. As soon as I walked into it I was swept back to 
Bediatu, to that green valley in my distant past. We must have talked for hours. My 
mother had made cookies, and even though I was stuffed with chicken I managed to eat 
five of them. My parents, it turned out, had been captured during the raid on Bediatu, but 
had eventually escaped. They had come to Imbrilim after having lived in another human-
friendly Wraeththu settlement somewhere west of here. It turned out many hara were 
human sympathizers, and had even hidden them from the Varrs, and a few had helped 
them get to Imbrilim. Athanas had met my parents quite by accident when he came here. 
When he learned their name was Aramassic he guessed they must be related to me. When 
he finally told them he had incepted me they were shocked, but anxious to know where I 
was, and if I was alright. It was shortly after that he was sent to Fulminir, and so it was 
part of his plan all along, to bring me here to them. 
  
My father was still practicing the healing arts, and since coming to Imbrilim he had 
learned a thing or two about Wraeththu anatomy. He took care of the humans here, 
mainly, but had treated some hara, too, and had even once helped deliver a pearl. As soon 
as he told me that I jumped up. I realized I hadn’t told Ambree I was going out. 
  
“You must come and meet my chesnari,” I said excitedly. “We have a harling, and a pearl 
on the way. You must come and meet them now!” I was dragging them both urgently out 



the door, speaking rapidly and without pause as I pulled them by their arms up the street, 
toward Athanas’ tent. Athanas was following behind, laughing at me. When I noticed it I 
let go of my parents and ran to him, embracing him tightly.  
  
I said, “I owe you so much.” 
  
“Shut up,” he said, still laughing. “We’re here.” 
  
“Saniah, where on earth have you been?” Ambree came out to the street and stopped 
short when he saw the humans with me. “Oh, hello.” 
  
“Ambree, you’ll never guess who these people are,” I said.  
  
He stared at them for a moment, and then at me. “No I don't suppose I will. You’ll have 
to tell me.” 
  
I put my arm around him and made introductions. Ambree received them with genuine 
affection, taking them both by the hands. “You must come inside and meet your 
highharling,” he said to them. Then he gave me a puzzled look. “Grandson, or 
highharling, which is it, San? Oh it doesn’t matter. His name is Oryx and he’s what you 
might call a holy terror…” his voice faded as he led them into the tent, and I stood 
watching appreciatively until Athanas prodded me to go inside.  
  
Oryx had never seen a human (neither had Ambree, but at least he was gracious), and 
couldn’t really grasp that they were his grandparents. He and Isa sat on the floor and 
stared up at them as if my parents might be planning to eat them.  
  
“Their relationship to you, Oryx, is the same as Semmi’s and Jasc’s,” I explained, “These 
are my parents, the same way Semmi and Jasc are your hostling’s parents.”  
  
Isa leaned toward me and said in a very loud whisper, “What’s wrong with them?”  
  
Ambree looked mortified, but my mother just smiled at him and my father reached down 
to ruffle Isa’s hair. “We’re old,” he said, then added, “We’re lucky. Most humans don't 
live to be our age, not these days.” 
  
The harlings continued to stare at them. Soon Kana and Kessel joined us, with quiet little 
Reyn hanging sleepily onto Kana’s leg. “I heard,” said Kana, “that your parents are here.” 
Then he turned to them and said, “I have to tell you what a monster your son has become. 
He is truly vile.” Kana sat down and Reyn climbed up onto the cushion beside him and 
put his head on his father’s lap, finger in mouth, and went to sleep. I just watched Kana 
as he lied about me to my parents. He was genuinely happy, and he seemed to be back to 
his old disreputable self.  
  
Then Oryx pulled on my sleeve. “Which one is your hostling,” he asked warily. 
  



“Neither. This is my mother, and this is my father. A mother is the human equivalent of a 
hostling. But a mother can’t also be a father. Remember, I told you I was once human.” 
  
“I know, but I didn’t believe you. A mother is a she?” 
  
“Yes. They aren’t hara, they’re humans. Male and female.” 
  
“Like the horses?” 
  
“Yes.” 
  
He finally began to understand, and once he did, he warmed up to them quickly. Semmi, 
Jasc and Kana all vied for my parents’ attention, telling them embarrassing stories about 
me until I was almost sorry I’d brought them here. But they all seemed to be having a 
good time, so after a while I decided to leave them to it and check on Ambree. I noticed 
he had slipped away some time ago.  
 
I found him in the bedroom. It was a nice, quiet contrast to the rest of the noisy house. 
“That pearl should be here by now,” I said. “It’s been nearly two months.” 
 
He smiled at me. “I think it will be tonight. I felt a contraction earlier. That’s why I came 
in here to lie down.” I took his hands and he pulled me down next to him. “Maybe it’s 
from all the excitement.” 
 
“You’ve had quite an adventure, haven’t you,” I said. 
 
“It didn't happen the way I intended it. I knew you’d be in trouble if you were caught, and 
I thought you might need me. I only wanted to help you, Saniah.” 
 
I didn't want to scold him anymore, so I just smiled at him. He would’ve walked into hell 
for me. Pearl and all.  
 
“Saniah, that har Aurora…” 
 
“Yes?” 
 
“I saw him after I got shot.” 
 
“What did you see?”  
 
“I was pulled away from myself, and I was floating above all of you, and I saw him 
leaning over me. Something was dragging me away, and I didn't want to go, because I 
wanted to stay with you and Oryx. I started to spin away, and then I heard a voice. It was 
soft and sweet and it pulled me back. It was Aurora. He told me to take care of you, and 
that he was going to take my place. He saved my life.” 
 



I swallowed. “Yes.”  
 
“He did it for you.” 
 
I felt the tears stinging my eyes, and I fought them back. “I know.” 
 
“You did love him.” Ambree understood me too well. I said nothing. “I can see why,” he 
said. 
 
“Let’s not talk about him,” I said. “He’s gone.” I laid my head down on his shoulder and 
thought about Aurora. I had barely known him, and yet he had given me so much. He had 
given me Ambree at the expense of his own life. It was the most unselfish gift I’ve ever 
been given. 
 
As I was lying there thinking about these things, Ambree gave a gasp, and I looked at 
him hopefully. He nodded his head and said, “Yes, it’s coming.” I jumped up, but he 
pulled me down again. “Let’s wait a few minutes before we make a fuss. Let’s enjoy it 
for a moment together.”  
 
I relaxed, and eased back onto the bed, which was almost too comfortable. I was so tired, 
and overwhelmed by all that had happened over the last few days. I felt older suddenly, 
and a hell of a lot wiser. “Maybe this birth won’t be as hard as the last one,” I said. 
 
“I think it will be quick,” said Ambree. He put my hand on his belly, a familiar gesture, 
and asked me if I could feel it. I closed my eyes and focused my concentration on the 
pearl. I could see what looked like thousands of tiny orange and red flowers flowing in a 
stream, and I could hear the childish laughter of our son. He knew something was 
happening to him, and he was embracing it already.  
 
I said, “This child will be special.”  
 
Ambree smiled up at me. “Let’s call him Aurora.”  
 
 
 
Epilogue 
 
It has been eighteen years since we stepped into Imbrilim, and sixteen since we rebuilt 
Orsai. Ambree and I moved into that old house up in the hills, the one made of stone, 
where Kana and I first met Semmi, and where I took Ambree the day before his 
feybraiha. We have made it beautiful, and I think we will never leave here willingly.  
 
We built a memorial for Aurora when we came back to Orsai. It is a tall, white marble 
obelisk with the story of his heroic act engraved into it. It stands where I can just see the 
top of it from my front porch on a clear day. Orsai Valley is more beautiful now than it 
was when Kana and I first rode into it. Sometimes, when the autumn trees have just shed 



their leaves and the ground is mantled in gold, a musky fragrance fills the air that reminds 
me of that day long ago.  
  
Now, I watch the distant mountains through the kitchen window as twilight sets in. The 
sky fades from pink to purple and the first stars begin to awaken. My gaze drifts back 
over the distant pines, to the stream and the orchard, and back over the lawn, into the 
present. My life before seems as distant as those mountains, and yet some of it seems as 
near as the back yard.  But life goes on, children grow up, and the cycle continues. For us 
it has been mostly happy, although we’ve had sad times and rough times along the way, 
too. This is a happy time. It is early autumn, and I watch Ambree through the kitchen 
window. He’s in the garden tending to the roses. His long black hair is pooling in front of 
him on the ground, and he doesn’t bother to gather it out of the way. He sees me 
watching him and he winks at me, then goes back to his rose bushes. The breeze blows 
golden leaves about him and lifts his hair, rendering it a dark shade of purple in the 
twilight. He sits back on his heels and rests for a moment, and I notice with a start the 
amethyst butterfly around his neck. I must have stopped noticing it at some point over the 
years. Why am I surprised? He did tell me when I gave it to him that he’d never take it 
off.   


