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PREFACE

Don’t Lose Hope is a fantasy series that I originally started when I was 
a young disabled child coping with the horrors of the world, and 
written as an escape from reality. Now, as an adult, I reshape the series 
using my new perspective and understanding of what I experienced. 
Because of this the story is very personal and, at times, often very 
intense. It is written with a target audience of one singular person: 
myself. However, over the years as I have shared my work many others 
have enjoyed it, and now I hope you will, too!

The series features bad language, erotic scenes, discussion of child-
hood traumas, and other material which might be considered o/en-
sive andPor upsetting. (lease also note that sexual assault )and the 
survival ofC is a heavily touched on subject in the books, with several 
of the characters being recovering victims of things such as SA’. IJve 
done my best to handle these topics with respect and sensitivity but 
several scenes may be triggering to certain readers. (lease take care of 
yourself if you intend to read the series!
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3or more information on content warnings, please see the website 
demrefor.com/writing/dont-lose-hope or contact me directly.



To the person I could have become, had I not been saved.
I’m glad you never were.



PROLOGUE

The Family’s Campsite; Heck’ne
Lorane 8th, Year 10,044 AE
She’d done everything she wasn’t supposed to.
The horrible brown clouds poured down their endless rain that 

turned the wasteland’s surface into a layer of thick, sticky mud. Even 
the Grmest parts of the ground would sink under too much weight, 
sending people falling to their deaths if they were unlucky enough to 
put their feet down on one of the many ga’oa hidden across the land.

Ha’oa were horrible things to a Car’py.
They were pits that led to caves deep in the planet.
Raves that inhabited demons, and goblins, and spirits of betrayers 

and traitors that had been thrown into the holes and left to their 
agonising deaths. Mumours said their ghosts would one day be eaten 
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by evil creatures and trapped forever in magical glowing stones that 
spread across skin like rot and killed from the inside out.

Beg’an had never been allowed to watch the eNecutions. jut when 
the son of the troop’s leader had been put to death she couldn’t 
help being curious. She’d wandered out into the rain to listen as his 
parents dragged him away. Ce’d screamed so loud she’d felt her bones 
shudder.... Ce didn’t deserve to die. Ce’d done nothing to deserve it. 
She wasn’t sure why they felt he had to die, Pust because he had been 
there when his sister had fallen into a ga’oa.

Zerhaps they blamed him for her death. Ce was supposed to be 
watching her, after all. jut he was only nine. Ce couldn’t stop the 
ground from opening beneath her. Bot even ;en’efay herself could 
save her people from Scara’s Paws. Bot when the rain poured down 
this way it did.

Ft made her scared. Ce’d always made her feel safe- she’d told herA
self if his lisp didn’t cost him his life then her raspy, aching throat 
wouldn’t cost her hers. Ff he was allowed to then live maybe, Pust 
maybe, she could live, too.

jut he hadn’t been allowed to live. Ce had been put to death. ‘nd 
if he hadn’t killed his father he would never have gotten away.

That and... if Beg’an hadn’t lied about the direction he’d run.
WOC‘T xY UY? IE‘B ZEMT’‘B‘ FS xE‘xJ’ the enraged 

shriek from Beg’an’s father was barely audible over the rain, but 
Beg’an still Kinched as he turned to their family’s matron.
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WF mean La’harPa killed himq’ Lay’oten snapped back. WThat whelp 
of a boy sent him over the edge of the ga’oaq To his death, Vah’kortq 
Ce sent him to his deathq’

W‘re you sure?’ asked Vah’kort, his breath short as the words sunk 
in. W‘re you sure he diedJ’

WFt was a landslide,’ Lay’oten put her hands over her head, her nails 
falling perfectly in place with the fresh wounds she’d gouged into 
herself in grief. WF heard his screams choke out. Ce was buried. juried 
in mud and Glth in the worst of ?nderforq Ce’s lost. Cis body and 
soul. Dorever....’

WWhat do we do?’ Vah’kort’s —uestion was scarcely a whisper. 
Ce watched Lay’oten for a moment before losing his patience and 
shouting, WL‘U’YTEBq HFzE IE ‘B YMxEMq’

‘t the shout, Lay’oten drew herself to her full height- though, 
that wasn’t very high at all. jeing foNen, she barely stood as tall as 
an eleven year old nurlak.... jut Beg’an still Kinched. Lay’oten was 
as strong as anyone who dared challenge her. Bo matter how much 
bigger than her they were. She’d taken on nurlak and harpies and even 
mouthAfrothing sabre cats, and she’d always won....

Ft was no wonder her pride was so hurt after losing La’harPa. ‘ 
child so young and small and weak now held victory over her- one of 
the greatest humiliations imaginable.

WHet me a hunting partyq’ she spat. WF want him foundq F want 
Pusticeq F want him killed“ Baq Na! F want him alive so F can kill him 
myselfq F want him caught and brought to me so F can strangle the 
last little spark of worthless life out of his eyesq F want to see his soul 
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drain from his pathetic carcass and F want to savour every moment 
of it for myselfq’

Lay’oten’s anger only made Beg’an more glad she’d lied about 
La’harPa’s escape, and she watched in silence as her father gathered 
a group of their best trackers and set out into the weather.

She knew it was pointless. She’d seen La’harPa limp away in the 
direction the forbidden border, his blood diluted to nothing by the 
rain and his footprints swallowed up by the hungry and muddy 
ground.... Ce was gone. ?nAGndable. ?nAtrackable. Ce had done all 
Beg’an had ever dreamt of doing and escaped Ceck’ne.

Dor a moment she wondered why she hadn’t followed him. Ohy 
she hadn’t ignored her mother’s calls and limped with him to the 
ends of the hori”on. The idea of escaping this terrible place had sent a 
Kutter through her chest that had made breathing harder than usual.

jut the idea of freedom seemed so much less enticing without her 
family to Poin her.

Beg’an shook her head and sighed, her breath catching in her 
throat as a cough.

WBeg’anq xeep breaths. xeep breaths, my beautiful carrot,’ her 
mother had been closer than she’d thought. Fn only a few moments 
she’d grabbed Beg’an and was rubbing her back desperately. Wjreathe 
big in. ‘nd breathe big out.’

WF’m mip, Lekik,’ Beg’an rasped, putting her arms around the back 
of her mother’s neck and clinging to her tightly. WFt was Pust one 
cough.’
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W‘re you sureJ’ her mother asked, fear clinging to her voice. WUou 
know how you are in the cold.’

Beg’an buried her face into her mother’s shoulder and muttered. 
She wished her mother was able to pick her up like she used to. 
Cold her close and make everything seem better.... jut her mother 
was as small as Lay’oten- her growth was stunted, she’d said. Drom a 
sickness. Though Beg’an didn’t understand it.

WUou would think Lah’kort had been Zert’ana’s myit, the fuss he’s 
making.... Ohatever happened to himJ’

WOhat do you mean ?what happened to him,@ LekikJ’ asked 
Beg’an. WCasn’t Horg always been like thisJ’

WBroja’kar mia! Don’t let him hear you call him that,’ Beg’an’s 
mother gave her a tight s—uee”e and lowered her voice to a Grm 
whisper. WCall him by his name. Or call him Yalfit. Nothing else. Do 
you remember what he did last time you called him Gorg?’

‘ horrible shiver coursed through Beg’an and she nu””led tighter 
into her mother’s arms. She remembered. She hadn’t been able to 
turn her head properly for a week after the beating, she’d been so sore. 
WF’m sorry, Lekik.’

WYou never have to be sorry to me,’ her mother whispered. WMy sweet 
little carrot. You never have to be sorry to me.’

WxEB‘’RYS‘q’ Lay’oten’s voice screeched through the rain.
Beg’an’s mother Pumped at her name and —uickly let go of her 

daughter. WUes, Lay’otenJ’
WF  don’t  want anyone else  wandering oA tonight,’  voice low, 

Lay’oten stepped so close to xena’cosa their noses touched. WLeep 
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those ababhi daughters of yours close. Ff either of them gets in our 
way F’ll punish them as if they let La’harPa go themselvesq’

Beg’an felt a shiver run down her spine and she gripped her mothA
er’s hands tightly as Lay’oten stalked away. She wondered if she 
should tell her mother that she had let La’harPa go herself“ jut what 
good would that doJ Ce was gone now. She’d only get in trouble.

WRome on, little carrot,’  xena’cosa sighed and gently led her 
daughter toward their sleeping hovel. WUou heard Lay’oten. Stay close 
to me tonight.’

WF’m kizza ababhi...’ Beg’an rasped. W‘m FJ’
WBo, carrot,’ xena’cosa comforted, sitting her daughter down in 

their bed. WUou’re na ababhi.’
WxeGnitely not,’ a voice muttered from the corner of the small 

shelter. There was a sniA, and Beg’an’s older sister sat up from under 
her tattered fur blanket. WUou’re hakalika at most.’

WTa’lak, don’t...’ xena’cosa sighed. Wxon’t say that.’
WOhyJ  Oe’re all  hakalika,’  Ta’lak  replied.  WFf  we  weren’t  we 

wouldn’t be here. ‘nd if our yalGt wasn’t completely ababhi in the 
most bwab ways, maybe F’d not have been born.’

WTa’lak“’
WF know,’ Ta’lak sighed. WF’m sorry, Lekik. Iaybe I’m ababhi.’
WF don’t think you are,’ Beg’an said, her tone as honest as she could 

make it. WFt’s everyone else who are ababhi. jeing mean on purpose“ 
That’s ababhi.’



R. !‘xE OUTYBNvi

WSeeJ Uou’re the smartest of us allq Cakalika at most,’ Ta’lak snorted 
a laugh. Then she groaned and put a hand on her bulging stomach. 
WYh, F swear this berr has talons.’

xena’cosa moved to her daughter’s side. WZebbleJ’
WF’m Gne, Lekik,’ Ta’lak pushed her mother away. W!ust pregnant. 

F’ll get over it in a month or two and it will be everyone else’s problem, 
instead.’

WF worry about you,’ xena’cosa mumbled. WUou’ve always been a 
troubled one.’

WIore troubled then Vah’kortJ’ Ta’lak challenged. Ohen her 
mother sighed she shrugged and softened her tone. WUou know, the 
harpies he leant me to treated me better than he did. F hope we run 
out of food again soon.’

WTa’lakq’
WOhatJ Ft’s a Poke,’ Ta’lak rolled her eyes. WIostly. They did treat 

me mip. jetter than anyone here. Ff this berr is one of theirs F hope 
they want it “and me“ back.’

WLay’oten doesn’t like tia’Go,’ xena’cosa warned. WUou know she 
kills any that are born.’

WUes, well, Zell’ti doesn’t give a dead spider’s shit about his berr 
being tia’Go,’ Ta’lak shrugged. W‘nd F think even Lay’oten wouldn’t 
dare kill a halfAharpy without checking with its yalGt Grst. ‘nd if she 
tries to hurt my berr, F’ll bash her head in with a rock or something. 
Yh, or F could always Pust stab Vah’kortq’

WTa’lak“’
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WUes, Lekik, that’s my name. Uou don’t need to keep saying it,’ 
Ta’lak pushed herself to her feet and stretched. W‘ctually.... F’m going 
to go for a walk.’

WLay’oten said not to,’ Beg’an piped up. WShe said anyone wanderA
ing around would be punished in the most mup wayq’

WOell, then, it’s a good thing F’m not going to wander around,’ 
Ta’lak snorted. WF know eNactly where F’m heading“ xon’t worry, 
Lekik. F’ll be safe. Leep Beg’an warm for me.’

xena’cosa sighed as her daughter pushed out of the shelter into the 
rain.

WLekikJ’ Beg’an asked. W‘ren’t you going to stop herJ’
WUou know her, carrot,’ xena’cosa pulled her youngest close. WFt 

wouldn’t make any diAerence if F tried. She makes me so lenta, so
metimes.... Rome. jroPa’kar. Vet’s get some sleep.’

WYkay,’ Beg’an mumbled as she was led to bed. She curled into her 
mother under the scrap of fur they used as a blanket and tried to keep 
warm.

She knew she  was  supposed to  close  her  eyes...  but  she  Pust 
couldn’t. She wasn’t sure how long she spent trying to sleep. jut the 
rain was loud, and she was cold, and she was scared for La’harPa with 
his broken leg and bruised eye. Ft made it hard to sleep, even though 
her mother was snoring —uietly beside her.

Iaybe she could talk to Ta’lak about it when she came home. She 
might understand why Beg’an had let him go.

Ues. She would talk to Ta’lak, if Ta’lak came home before Vah’kort 
and Lay’oten.



R. !‘xE OUTYBNviii

jut... she was taking a long time.
‘n awful long time. She’d never been out this long, before. She was 

usually back from her walks so —uickly. Ft made Beg’an worry as the 
morning light crept into the holeAGlled hovel and she heard Lay’oten 
and the other Car’pies coming home from their search for La’harPa.

They sounded like they were angry, too, which only made Beg’an 
more worried.

Cad they found himJ
Ft didn’t sound like it. They sounded too angry to have been sucA

cessful“
WxEB‘’RYS‘q’ Lay’oten screeched, bursting into the shelter and 

yanking Beg’an’s mother to her feet before she even had time to 
fully open her eyes. She threw the nurlak against the wall and hissed 
angrily.

Beg’an let out a terriGed scream as her mother was dragged by her 
hair and thrown to the ground outside.

WOhat“ Ohat’s going onJ’ xena’cosa cried. WF haven’t done anyA
thing“’

WOhat the hal’kata did you say to Ta’lakq’ Lay’oten interrupted, 
advancing on the terriGed woman.

WBABothingq’ stammering, xena’cosa tried to crawl away. WF didn’t 
say anything to herq Ohere“ Ohere is sheJ’

WGONE!’ Lay’oten screeched, kicking at the nurlak. WThat kata’li 
is gone! jut not before she“’ she didn’t Gnish her sentence, instead 
motioning to her side.

Beg’an followed Lay’oten’s Gnger and gasped when she saw it.
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Vah’kort was bleeding. Cis ear was torn and the side of his face was 
sliced open in a single, Pagged line that looked painful and deep.

WVah’kortq’ xena’cosa’s cry was heartbroken as she struggled to her 
feet and attempted to comfort her son.

WHet oA me, broPa’karq’ Vah’kort hissed, pushing xena’cosa to the 
ground. WF don’t need your helpq’

WF told youq’ Lay’oten grabbed xena’cosa by the hair and yanked 
her into a kneel. WF told you to keep your daughters under controlq’

WF didn’t“ Lnow“’ xena’cosa gasped her lie. WF didn’t know she 
went out“’

Lay’oten let out a hiss and threw xena’cosa down. WOhere’s 
Beg’anJ’

WFAF don’t know“’ she was cut oA as Lay’oten hit her again.
WOC‘T xY UY? IE‘B UY? xYB’T LBYO“’
WF’I CEMEq’ Beg’an cried, loud enough that her throat hurt. WF 

stayed with her all nightq F promiseq She was watching me like she was 
meant toq jroPa’nikar, na hurt herq’

Lay’oten growled as she turned and glared at Beg’an.
WjroPa’nikarq’ Beg’an dropped to her knees, bowing her head and 

holding up all four of her hands in a submissive gesture. WjroPa’nikar, 
na miita farfah kekik. F’m begging youq jroPa’nikar. xo not hurt herq’

‘ hand closed around her wrist and she felt Lay’oten yank her 
viciously- though she didn’t dare to disrespect her by standing.

WWhat happened?’ the woman demanded, spitting in her anger. 
Wxid Ta’lak give you any indication she was going to do thisJq’
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WBa,’ Beg’an lied, shaking her head. She knew that Ta’lak had made 
it clear she wanted to do something“ She’d said, Pust before she 
left, that she had wanted to stab Vah’kort. jut Beg’an could never 
say that. Ft would make Lay’oten too angry, and she would blame 
xena’cosa for it.... WBa, she didn’t. She went to sleep at the same time 
my kekik and F did. F don’t know when she left. Lekik fell asleep, then 
F fell asleep. ‘nd when F woke up she was gone.’

Dor an agonising minute, Lay’oten glared at the trembling young 
child who stared back at her- eyes wide and heart beating fast as she 
struggled her raspy breaths. Then Lay’oten snorted and turned away.

WHo back to bed, the both of you,’ she ordered. Wxena’cosa, you’re 
lucky your ”elkin is too ababhi to lie. jecause F didn’t believe you for 
a secondq’



CHAPTER ONE

THE NIGELLE-BEESA HOUSE; 

KOKAKO BOAKA

MORAH 34TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars woke with a jolt; her eyes snapping open as her breath caught 
in her throat and her entire body tensed so tight it ached.

She’d had another bad dream.
A terrible one.
One that made her feel cold.
Cold, cold, cold. So very cold. Cold right down to her bones.
Ka’harja gave a groan and sat up; the back of his shirt patched with 

dark and damp marks from Stars’ sweat.
They’d been sharing a bed (or, more accurately, three small beds 

pushed together) since the beginning of Jasfe, when they’d Drst 
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moved into their new home. -aying backMtoMback in the cramped 
space while their mothers shared the other remaining bed on the 
opposite side of the room. And now it was well over a month later 
and nearing the end of xorah, and all that had changed was that 
Ka’harja and Stars had switched who slept neBt to the wall.

Ka’harja always took the wall side, now; Stars had originally preM
ferred it, feeling safe and snug pressed between her friend and the 
cool plaster. Hut every night her -ittle Eemon cried and she would 
have to get up to feed and change him. And she would have to crawl 
over poor Ka’harja, who would wake up to a hand or knee or elbow 
jabbing into some part of him or another as Stars lost her balance and 
landed on him.

ze insisted he didn’t mind, but it still made Stars feel guilty every 
time he stumbled out of bed and hit his head on the downstairs 
doorway while heading to the bathroom.

This time, though, Stars hadn’t woken to her son’s crying; it had 
been a terrible dream that had pulled her from sleep.

A terrible, terrible dream.
She had been back in zeck’ne; cornered in her old sleeping hovel 

as -ah’kort’s living corpse hissed and screeched and clawed at the 
baby in her arms like a ga’oa crawler come to steal her most precious 
treasure away. Hlood ooIed from his nose and eyes and throat, as it 
had during his death, and his body contorted in unnatural ways.

She’d cried for help; screaming until her throat was hoarse. Hut 
nobody had heard her as her child was ripped from her arms and 
consumed alive by the creature that resembled her father.
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A gentle hand touched Stars’ shoulder as she lay froIen on her side, 
her eyes locked on her baby’s cot as her body trembled in the shock 
of what she’d seen in her dream, and she knew just from the way his
 Dnger’s brushed against her that Ka’harja had seen it too.

ze had been walking in all of her dreams, every night they lay 
together. Yitnessing them as if they were his own.

Ft had been strange, at Drst, to hear him describe her own thoughts 
to her as if they had been his. She hadn’t fully understood what was 
happening until she had discovered the town’s library and out of 
curiosity (and perhaps some luck) decided to read about the Wight 
Star symbol that Eistro had hung on the wall above her alchemy 
table.

Ft made perfect sense after that; Ka’harja was clearly a dream masM
ter. Hlessed by the deity Jornja to be able to reach into others’ minds 
while they slept in order to witness their dreams and manipulate their 
thoughts.

ze denied it, though. 2o matter how much proof Stars showed 
him or how many books she brought home to read to him, he refused 
to believe he was gifted with any kind of magical powers.

Ft was all very silly and stubborn, Stars thought....
Then again, Ka’harja was a very silly and stubborn person. At least 

sometimes.
2ot right now, though. 4ight now he wasn’t being silly or stubM

born. 2ot at all. ze was being very, very kind to her.
A tear rolled down Stars’ cheek and she felt herself sniqe as Ka’harM

ja wiped it away with the back of his thumb.
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ze said nothing.  Though, somehow, his  silent presence was 
enough to comfort her and she felt her breathing even and her body 
relaB.

She Dnally broke her eyes away from her baby, glancing up at 
Ka’harja for a moment as he gaIed down at her... and then she rolled 
out of bed; her feet hitting the ?oor with a 5uiet thump as she stumM
bled to the cot and checked on her son.

She resisted the urge to yank him from his bed and hold him close. 
She’d learnt that waking him when he slept was bad for him, and 
though she desperately wanted to hug him and feel his heartbeat and 
know that he was okay, she knew she couldn’t hurt him just to ease 
her own fears.

So, instead, she simply stood over him and trembled; one of her 
four thin arms shakily Dnding its way under his nose to check his 
breathing.

Ft was strong and even.
Stars felt her shoulders fall slack as he s5ueaked out a noise and 

twitched.
Was he dreaming, too? she wondered. He looked like he was dream-

ing. But it was hard to tell.
3inally, Stars found her voice. 6Can berr dreamG’ she asked.
6F think so,’ Ka’harja replied. 6They’re people, rightG And most 

people dream. F  don’t  see why being a baby would mean they 
couldn’t.’
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Stars’ ear twitched to let Ka’harja know she’d heard him, even if she 
didn’t speak further. Fnstead she watched her son and softly stroked 
her hand over her -ittle Eemon’s cheek.

She hoped that he would have pleasant dreams. She’d tried to make 
his life too good for nightmares to Dnd their way to him. Hut his Drst 
few days of life had been such scary ones, she just couldn’t be sure 
that he wouldn’t remember all of the blood and death and violence 
and pain.

So she kissed him. -eaning in close and carefully pressing her lips 
to his forehead.

ze stirred. A 5uiet, disturbed babble escaped him as he shifted but 
didn’t wake and Stars 5uickly stepped back from his cot; her ears 
?icking up as she wrapped all of her arms around herself and waited 
for him to settle again.

6Ft’s still so hard to believe he wasn’t born dead,’ she admitted, 
hearing the sorrow in her own voice. 6All my other babies were born 
dead.’

6F know,’ Ka’harja comforted.
6F don’t want to lose him,’ Stars felt tears welling in her eye.
6F know.’
6F kosson him.’
6F know.’
6F kosson him more than F have ever loved anyone before in my 

entire life.’
6F know.’
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6F’m scared, Ka’harja. Er -akeki said that he might not ever walk,’ 
Stars shivered at the thought. 6zis legs don’t work properly. Ff we 
were still in zeck’ne, they would have killed him for that.’

6F know.’
6F don’t want him to be killed.’
6ze won’t be,’ Ka’harja’s arm found its way around Stars, and an 

eBhausted kiss pressed against her cheek. 6Ft’s illegal to kill babies, 
here.’

6—ood. Ft should be illegal everywhere8’
Ka’harja snorted a laugh, and Stars stamped a foot.
6It wasn’t a joke!’ she muttered, frowning as deeply as she could so 

Ka’harja would know how serious she was being. 6Don’t laugh at me!’
6F’m sorry,’ Ka’harja’s hand slipped from around her, and he made 

his way back to the bed to sit down. 6F agree though. Killing babies 
should be illegal everywhere.’

6Wewowm for saying you’re sorry,’ Stars mumbled her thanks. She 
still wasn’t used to being apologised to. Hack in zeck’ne, even when 
she was right, her mother had been the only person who would ever 
apologise to her. The others... she couldn’t recall a single time that 
any of the warriors had ever said they were sorry to her. 6F’m sorry F 
got angry. F know you’re not trying to be mean when you laugh at 
me. Hut it makes me feel bad when you do, because everyone always 
laughs at me.’

Ka’harja ?icked his ear in acknowledgement, though he looked too 
tired to say anything as he rubbed his eyes and wiped his nose on the 
back of his hand.
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6F wish Co1 didn’t have to leave,’ the thought was out of her mouth 
as soon as it came to her mind, and she felt her shoulders drop as she
 ?opped onto the bed neBt to her friend. 6ze was mip with my -ittle 
Eemon.’

A sigh escaped Ka’harja and Stars knew he felt the same0 Though 
she knew it was for a very di1erent reason. ze loved Co1. -oved him 
as more than a friend. Co1 was his boyfriend; a person that he loved 
so much he had chosen to be his partner.

The idea of being able to choose a partner because of love was still 
was so strange to Stars. And, before she could stop herself, her brain 
had made a connection that her mouth said aloud, 6F miss 3abecut.’

Ka’harja just shrugged.
6F thought things would get easier once we got to town,’ Stars 

admitted. 6Wveryone said that it would be more mip. Hut... it’s harder. 
xuch more mup.’

6F think we just need to make some friends,’ said Ka’harja. 6Ft’s 
been... almost two months, now. And we’ve spent most of it in the 
house06

6You have,’ Stars corrected. 6I go out every day8’
A chuckle escaped Ka’harja, though he smothered it and sideMeyed 

Stars. 6Sorry.’
She decided not to get mad at him for laughing, this time, because 

he had tried not to. Fnstead, she kicked out her foot and eBamined 
her toes from a distance. 6F liked living in the caravan. Ft felt like a big 
family. F could talk to any of them and know that they wouldn’t get 
mad at me.’
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6Ft was easier to know who to talk to, that’s for sure,’ Ka’harja 
agreed, looking like he was thinking very hard about how to say his 
thoughts out loud. 6Ft’s.... Sometimes it’s harder to Dnd someone to 
talk to when there’s more people. Ft’s weird to think of it that way, 
but.... Yhen there’s more people around, you see everyone a little bit 
less, and they all just end up seeming like strangers.’

6That makes sense,’ Stars felt the corners of her mouth turn in 
a smile. She was glad Ka’harja understood how she was feeling. Ft 
helped to make it a little easier.

A blubber from -ittle Eemon sounded, then, and Stars’ ears 
twitched.

6Sounds like he’s awake,’ Ka’harja gave a sni1 and ?opped onto his 
back. 6Yish F wasn’t.’

6Nou can go back to sleep,’ Stars told him as she got to her feet and 
picked up her son. She held him in her lower arms, and let him grab 
at her hair as she pecked several kisses into his face.

6Nou’ll be alright if F doG’
6Ni.’
Ka’harja rolled over and, before Stars had even managed to pull up 

her shirt to feed -ittle Eemon, began snoring.
Stars fed her son in the 5uiet dark; appreciating how the dim blue 

from the soulstoneMlit streetlights illuminated the room through the 
open window. She brushed her Dngers through -ittle Eemon’s thin 
black hair and felt him grabbing at her own; his four tiny hands 
holding onto her weakly as she hugged him close.
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ze was getting stronger, but he still wasn’t strong enough for all 
of Stars’ nerves to be soothed. The doctor Co1 had found for him 
was proud of his progress, saying that he had improved a lot in such 
a short amount of time and that it was a very good sign... but, still, 
when Er -akeki spoke of -ittle Eemon’s progress, Stars could see 
the worry in her eyes. She could see that there was more wrong with 
her baby. That there were things that they might never DB0 Things 
that could hurt him.

Ft terriDed her.
She wished, beyond all wishes, that she could do more for her son.
That was when -ittle Eemon unlatched from her breast and gave 

a babble, and Stars pulled him away from her chest. She looked down 
at him for a moment, gaIing into his pale green eyes as he ?icked his 
ears back and forth as if only just realising he had them. Then, he 
smiled at her and lifted his arms, grabbing at her and s5uealing in 
joy, and she couldn’t help but giggle as she pulled him up over her 
shoulder and pet his back.

ze burped, though Stars didn’t put him back down after. She 
held him close against her shoulder as he took a hold of her own 
ear and tugged on it. So she ?icked it; feeling it pull out of his hand, 
before moving it back for him to grab again. ze let out another happy 
s5uealMlike laugh so she did it again, and again, and again; unable to 
contain her own laughter as she did.

She tried not to laugh too loud; her family were sleeping, after all8 
Hut she couldn’t help herself as she felt her son’s lips close over the 
end of her ear and she 5uickly moved herself downstairs.
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She lay on the ?oor, on the old rug Eistro had brought home (she 
hadn’t said where from, but Stars thought she could recall seeing it 
neBt to a dumpster while on one of her walks), and placed her -ittle 
Eemon on her chest. She tried to sit him up 0Er -akeki said that a 
baby his age should be able to balance enough to sit up80 but instead 
he ?opped limply forward with a confused grunt and mumble, and 
Stars had to peck a kiss on him and coo to stop him from becoming 
upset.

6I’m sorry,’ Stars whispered into her son’s cheek. 6I’m sorry. You’re 
not hurt. Na miita. Na miita, my taa’han berr. I’m sorry.... Shh.... 
Shh.... Mia. Mia, my berr.’

As if he understood the comforting words, -ittle Eemon stopped 
his unhappy babbles and instead wrapped a hand around his mothM
er’s ear again.

She smiled, a small giggle escaping her, and -ittle Eemon gave a 
happy gurgle in response and grabbed her hair with all three of his 
free hands and tugged.

Ft didn’t hurt; his grip was far too weak for it to be painful and 
instead Stars’ hair simply slipped between his Dngers as he blubbered 
and s5uealed.

6Kosson, my kama berr,’ Stars told him, shifting him back into a 
sitting position; though this time, she kept her lower hands holding 
him so he didn’t fall. 6xy beautiful -ittle Eemon. F love you. F do8 
Ni8 F love you more than anything else in the whole world8 Ni, F do8 
xore than anything8 Wven more than grass and ?owers and sunlight8’
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-ittle Eemon gave a s5ueal as his mother poked his nose with a free 
hand, obviously overjoyed by the interaction.

Stars knew, reasonably, that he didn’t understand what she was 
saying. She knew from watching other people’s children grow that 
they didn’t know these things until they were older... but still. Stars 
hoped he understood her. Ff not what her words meant, then what her 
heart meant as she spoke them.

She thought that he might have, from the way he grabbed at her 
hand and nuIIled it; her Dngers making their way inside his mouth 
as he giggled and grabbed at her with all of his arms.

ze lifted his wings (something that made Stars’ heart skip a beat, as 
just a month ago he hadn’t been able to do so) and gave a loud s5ueal 
of joy as he bounced and tried to stu1 his mother’s entire hand down 
his throat.

Stars pulled her Dngers back, matching her child’s laughter as she 
lowered him down to peck a kiss on his cheek.

6You are so important,’ Stars whispered in his ear, eliciting a happy 
gurgle. 6You are the most important thing I have ever known. You 
changed everything. I don’t know what I’d do without you; so you have 
to get stronger, yi? You have to be the strongest you can be. You have to 
live.... Yi tai, na zi’kaf. You must kami kiita, so I can be taa’han.’

6Stars, honG Nou doing alrightG’
The 5uestion came from the foot of the stairs, and Stars twitched 

her ears and peered over her son’s head as Eistro stepped to her side 
and poked her with a foot.
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6Ni yi, Kekik Eistro,’ Stars replied as the woman grinned down at 
her. 6F’m enjoying some time with my -ittle Eemon. F didn’t want 
to wake you or Kekik so F came downstairs with him because he can 
be loud, and F know my kekik is a light sleeper. 2ot like you, Kekik 
Eistro. Nou’re a very heavy sleeper.’

6zeh, always have been. Nou should have seen my poor father 
trying to wake me for my tutors,’ Eistro said with a humoured snort. 
Then she turned an ear towards the door. 6F’m heading out to beat 
the morning rush to the market. Nou want to comeG Ye can swing 
by -akeki’s clinic after for Eemon’s appointment, if you’d likeG’

Stars considered it seriously for a moment, before she twitched an 
ear in an unsure gesture. 6Ka’harja was going to take me. Yould it be 
rude to go out without telling himG’

6F’ll leave him a note,’ Eistro suggested. 6ze’ll see it when he wakes 
up, then. And knowing him, he’ll be eBcited to have an eBcuse to go 
back to bed.’

6Oh8 That is a good idea, Kekik Eistro8’ Stars eBclaimed, taking 
her baby in her lower arms so she could push herself upright with 
her upper ones. 6Then he will know where F went, and he won’t be 
looking for me or worried about being late8 xip mip, Kekik Eistro8 
Nou’re very smart8’

Eistro gave a deep, chesty laugh as she took a pen and paper from 
the wornMdown shelf she’d gotten from a neighbour (in trade for a 
potion to help the oak sapling in their front yard stop wilting, Stars 
had been told). She scribbled something down onto the paper before 
disappearing up the stairs.
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She reappeared only a few moments later; carrying Stars’ daytime 
clothes in her arms as she did.

Stars took her clothes, passing her son to Eistro so she could get 
changed.

6ze’s getting heavy,’ Eistro commented, resting the child on her 
hip. Eespite the child’s siIe when compared to the small foBen 
woman, Eistro had no trouble holding him. She had a magical kind 
of strength to her since she’d called Klict and though she was small 
she was Dnding she’d become rather powerful.

6Ni8’ Stars beamed as she tucked her singlet into her skirt and clicked 
the buckle on her belt shut. 6Er -akeki said that he’s almost a healthy 
weight8’

6—ood8 Nou’re fattening him up, just as you should be8’ Eistro 
joked as she nuIIled into the child’s face and blew a raspberry into 
him. 6Ft took me much longer than it should have to put some meat 
on Ka’harja, you know8 F tried so hard to get him to eat 0you think 
he would have been a good eater, considering where he came from0 
but he was so hesitant to take anything from me, at Drst8 F swear he 
thought F was trying to poison him8’

6Yell... Kay’oten always made him wait until last to eat,’ Stars said 
as she took her son back. 6Ff he ate without permission she would beat 
him up.’

A disgusted look passed over Eistro, then, and Stars folded down 
her ears and looked away; scared she’d made the woman upset at her.

Hut, she realised 5uickly that it wasn’t her that Eistro was angry 
at as the foBen gave a low growlMlike grunt and clicked her teeth 



C. JAEW YNTO2”‘

together. 6Kay’oten.... F wish F could kill her all over again, just to 
eBperience the feeling of her bones breaking between my teeth twice8’

Stars let her ears ?ick back up as Eistro gave a snort and shook 
herself.

Then the woman pulled her hood over her head and her scarf over 
her snout; taking a moment to adjust them before making for the 
door and beckoning Stars to follow.

6F wish you didn’t hide your face all the time,’ Stars said as she 
hurried after the woman. She ducked under the low doorway and 
stumbled out into the street as Eistro closed the door behind them, 
and she realised that the air outside was warm and comfortable and 
the night was beautiful. Then she wrung her hands as she realised 
just how cold she’d felt when she’d woken up. She wondered for a 
moment if Eistro got the same sick feeling in her stomach when 
she thought of what Kay’oten did to Ka’harja, as she got when she 
thought of what -ah’kort might have done to her -ittle Eemon if 
they’d stayed.... Though she pushed the thought to the back of her 
mind as she looked down to Eistro and brushed a Dnger over the 
top of the woman’s nubMlike horn that poked out from her hood. 6F 
can’t see you smile when you wear your scarf, and you have a very 
nice smile.’

6F’m more comfortable this way,’ Eistro replied, her tone much the 
same as Stars’ as she pulled her hood Drmer over her face. 6Ieople stare 
less.’

Stars didn’t think that was 5uite true. Ieople seemed to stare at 
Eistro just the same amount when she covered her face as they did 
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when she didn’t. They knew who she was, now, and even when she 
hid her draconic features with layers of cloth the people in the city 
still recognised her.

Ft was a curious kind of staring, Stars thought. An interest edged 
with the same sort of awe and amaIement that the foBens in the 
caravan had had when Eistro Drst transformed and called forth the 
spirit of the maiden.

Hut Stars didn’t argue. She knew it was pointless. Eistro was stubM
born, and it would be just the same as trying to argue with Ka’harja 
about being a dream master. They’d talk her in circles and then 
change the topic on her, and she’d be too stunned and frustrated to 
realise it had even happened until a few hours later.

So instead of trying to convince Eistro that nobody was judging 
her, she let herself become distracted by her son as they started down 
the street; focusing her energy on him as he grabbed at her hair and 
clothes and babbled happily at her as if trying to hold conversation.

The market was on the other side of town and by the time they 
arrived the sun was starting to peek out over the horiIon and several 
of the stalls were pulling down their waterproof tarps so they could 
open shop.

Stars greeted each stall’s owner pleasantly as she passed; though 
their responses felt so impersonal that by the time Eistro paused to 
eBamine their wares, she was beginning to wonder if it was worth the 
e1ort....

She shook her head and pushed the thought away.
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Of course it was worth the e1ort0 Kindness was always worth 
the e1ort8 Ff it wasn’t, then she wouldn’t even be here. Ff kindness 
wasn’t worth it, Ka’harja and Eistro and Sken and Annanyn and 
Koko and0 And everyone who had helped her wouldn’t have helped 
her. They would have left her behind.

They would have left her behind like Fabecut did.
The new and sudden thought smacked into her heart her like her 

father’s palm against her cheek, and she took a laboured breath as she 
held her baby close and tried to keep her composure.

Where in Underfor had that thought come from?
Yhy had it been such a horrible oneG
Yhy would she think something like thatG
Eistro’s ear turned as Stars swallowed, and she knew the woman 

was watching her closely. Wven if she wasn’t looking directly at her.
So Stars took a deep breath, trying to even her breathing as she took 

the two steps to Eistro’s side and looked down at the meats she was 
eBamining.

6Are these farmed or huntedG’ Eistro asked the shopkeep.
63armed, hunted,’ the shopkeep told her, motioning to each side 

of their stall in turn. 63armed’s iced and brought from the town over, 
hunted is local.’

6zm...’ Eistro rubbed her chin before selecting a cut of venison 
from the JhuntedK side. 6Just this.’

Stars stopped paying attention, then, as her -ittle Eemon gave a 
small cry and she realised that it was time to feed him again. She 
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tugged out her shirt from her skirt and awkwardly lifted it; holding 
her son against her chest so he could latch on and eat.

She felt Eistro tap her on the leg as she passed and, after her son 
was settled into feeding, she followed the foBen to the neBt market 
stall and 5uietly watched her buy a bag of uncooked rice. And then 
the neBt stall, where Eistro bought a single lemon.

Ft was as Eistro was paying for the lemon that -ittle Eemon 
unlatched from Stars’ breast and she lifted him over her shoulder, 
petting him on the back until he burped and mumbled and closed his 
eyes to nap. She pecked a kiss onto him as he nuIIled into the curve of 
her neck, then looked back down to Eistro and let out a long breath.

6Heing a mother is a very scary thing,’ Stars said, softly. 6Nou never 
feel like you can do enough to keep your berr safe, even when you’re 
doing everything you can. Nou try and try and try, but there’s so 
much you just can’t DB....’

6Mm,’ Eistro gave a low hum of agreement as she became a little 
too focused on a cart of vegetables. 6F know what you mean.... Ft’s 
okay, though, Stars. ze’ll be Dne.’

6Er -akeki said he might never walk,’ Stars pushed. 6zis legs don’t 
work properly. Ff we were still in zeck’ne, they would have killed him 
for that.’

6Yell, then, it’s a good thing you’ve brought him here, isn’t itG’ 
Eistro said as she eBamined a potato. 6Nou did right, listening to your 
gut and getting him out. Nou’re a good mother.’

6F don’t feel like a good kekik,’ Stars admitted. Then, after a long, 
long moment of silence as Eistro s5ueeIed a tomato, Stars ?icked her 



C. JAEW YNTO2”P

ears down and sighed, 6Yhat’s going to happen to him if he never 
walksG’

6F’ll buy him a wheelchair,’ Eistro answered, simply.
6A... wheel... chairG’ Stars repeated, slowly. 6Yhat’s a wheelchairG’
6A chair with wheels,’ said Eistro.
Stars didn’t 5uite get it, and as Eistro glanced over her shoulder 

and grinned she realised her confusion must have been written all 
over her face.

6-akeki might have one in her oLce she can show you,’ Eistro said 
with a chuckle. 6Ft’s something that helps people who can’t walk to 
move around.’

6Oh...’ Stars’ ears ?icked back and forth for a moment as she 
thought very, very hard about what a chair with wheels might look 
like and how it might work. She settled on an image she wasn’t sure 
was 5uite so accurate; a kitchen chair with four large caravan wheels 
instead of legs and a horse at the front to pull it. She knew it didn’t 
seem 5uite right. Hut it was all she could imagine as Eistro purchased 
a bag’s worth of vegetables and turned on her heels.

6Yell, F’m done8’ Eistro blurted. 6Ye should head to -akeki’s for 
Eemon’s appointment. Ka’harja told me it was Drst thingG’

6Oh, yes, we don’t want to be late8’ Stars agreed, hurrying after 
Eistro. 6Er -akeki said that -ittle Eemon needs to get his JvaccinaM
tions.K Though, F’m not entirely sure what those are.’

6Yell...’ Eistro gave a loud sni1. 6F won’t spoil the surprise.’



CHAPTER TWO

THE CONSULT ROOM; DR 

LAKEKI’S CLINIC

MORAH 34TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The consult room was cool and comfortable, despite the smell of 
alcoholic antiseptic that clung to every surface. It had been decorated 
in a very thoughtful way to try and bring comfort to the children who 
came in for treatment. The walls were painted with a colourful scene; 
an unnaturally bright blue sky -lled with Eujy white clouds sat Eat 
behind grassy green hills, which were broken only by stylised trees 
and cutelyCdrawn dogs. The chairs were carved with snakeCshaped 
legs and painted with an overwhelming array of colours, and the 
lamps that held the soulstone lights that brightened the room were 
shaped like little fruits and vegetables. Jven the Aar of chocolate drops 
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’which were all very bitter dark chocolate, as most foqen children 
preferredL was in the shape of a snake curled up protectively around 
its eggs.

The window on the far wall had been opened to try and air the 
room out of a very pungent vomit smell that hadnSt ‘uite faded since 
the previous patient had somehow managed to shoot a spray across 
a section of the roof.

The open window carried the screeching sound of Hittle OemonSs 
wails into the street, causing passersby to give ‘uick glances into the 
room before realising it was a clinic and hurrying past.

Mtars tried desperately to comfort her baby, but he had Aust been 
given eleven dijerent inAections and a signi-cant amount of her enC
ergy was currently going into not bursting into tears, herself, as the 
crippling feeling that she had broken his trust ripped at her heart.

?Fis lungs are getting stronger, at least,S Or Hakeki said with a 
sheepish look as she thumbed at the latch on the boq of used needles. 
?That had me very concerned. Jven for a dassen he wasnSt making 
enough noise.S

Mtars held Hittle Oemon closer, pressing another kiss into his cheek 
as she didnSt acknowledge the doctor. She could barely take it, any-
more! She hated seeing her son cry like this!

Oistro clicked her teeth together and nodded as Mtars gave a whimC
per and a snij, and she addressed the doctor instead, ?FeSs been 
making a lot of noise, lately. 1ostly babbling and laughing.S

?(ot so much crying“S
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?Fonestly“ (o,S Oistro answered. ?Fe does do it, but not often. 
Fe usually gives these ‘uiet, upset eqclamations instead. I suppose 
theySre technically crying, but not like this,S she motioned to Hittle 
Oemon. ?ItSs more like heSs saying BheyKz and then waiting for a 
response. Ynd, well. Mtars almost always responds before it comes to 
actual crying.... Because she’s a good mother.S

The last sentence was aimed in MtarsS direction; OistroSs voice rising 
to try and get the womanSs attention.

Mtars heard her, though her only response was to curl tighter into 
her child and comfort him with even more kisses.

Mhe was supposed to protect him from painK To make him feel like 
nothing was ever going to hurt himK

3ut instead sheSd held him in place while heSd wailed and cried 
and wiggled and looked at her with those sad, pleading eyes that 
screamed; I don’t know what’s happening! Help me!

Ynd even though she trusted Or Hakeki and knew that the inAecC
tions were to keep him healthy and safe, she couldnSt help but feel 
like sheSd betrayed him.

?1hm,S Or Hakeki hummed, making a note in Hittle OemonSs -le. 
?I feel con-dent putting that down to his dassen lineage.... ISm not 
too familiar with dassenCspeci-c biology, but I have been doing some 
reading on them since our initial appointment and that sounds fairly 
normal.S

?3abies not crying is so strange,S Oistro continued. ?I remember my 
younger brothers used to cry over every little thing. Though, they 
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were wolven. Ynd in my eqperience wolven adults have a tantrum 
over every little thing, tooKS

Hakeki mu—ed her chuckle. Ynd then she took a deep breath 
before her smile fell and she rapped her -ngers over the top of her 
usedCneedleCboq and Eicked back one of her braids. Mhe had that look 
in her eyes, similar to how UaSharAa would look when he was thinking 
hard about how to say something.

?There is... one more thing thatSs concerning me,S she settled on.
MtarsSs ears twitched, and she -nally looked up at the woman; worC

ry all over her face as she met Or HakekiSs gentleCbutCserious ga4e.
?2ouSve not been vaccinated either, have you, Mtars“S she asked.
Mtars shook her head.
?I didnSt think so,S a short breath, not quite a sigh but also not 

‘uite not a sigh, escaped the doctor as her -ngers closed into a -st 
and she gave her needle boq a ‘uiet knock with her knuckles. ?2ou 
know ISm very concerned about Hittle OemonSs health. In his curC
rent condition he really canSt risk getting sick. Ynd, while youSre 
breastfeeding, anything you catch will be passed down to him.... Ynd 
because youSve been travelling the likelihood of you having caught 
something is signi-cantly raised...S she rubbed at her chin before 
pressing back her ears. ?I think you should be vaccinated, yourself, 
as well as taking some preemptive treatments for things you might 
have picked up. I donSt usually treat adults, but I think that the time 
it would take you to -nd a doctor for yourself would be too much of 
a risk, so ISm willing to make an eqception today.S
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MtarsS ears Eicked down and she felt her eyes go wide as she glanced 
to Oistro. ?Nh... Nhat do you mean“ Things I might have picked 
up“S

?Nell, when I spoke with Or 1issesa5?
?Coff,S Oistro clari-ed to Mtars.
?Fe said that he didnSt have the stocks for treating nurlak illnesses,S 

Or Hakeki continued. ?Fe didnSt need to, with the caravan he worked 
for having no nurlak with them. Pntil they took you in, of course,S 
she took a deep breath, looking sheepish. ?I didnSt have much stock, 
either, as there arenSt many nurlak in town. 3ut I contacted some of 
my colleagues in other clinics and they told me what I needed.S

Mtars swallowed as Or Hakeki opened a draw in her desk and took 
out a small, lidless boq of syringes, salves, and bottles.

?There are twentyCseven dijerent treatments in this boq,S she said, 
bluntly. ?Ynd with your consent, I would like to administer all of 
them.S

Mtars had to -ght the urge to climb out the open window and run 
home to hide under her bed. Mhe remembered how uncomfortable 
some of the treatments that Doj had given her had been, and looking 
at her poor Hittle Oemon, now....

Mhe swallowed, pushing down her fears and giving a small nod. ?2i,S 
she said. ?ThatSs okay. 2ou can do that.S

?Thank you,S Or Hakeki gave her own nod and immediately began 
going through the boq. Mhe took out several of the preC-lled syringes 
and laid them out in order. ?I think we should start with the vaccinaC
tions. They protect against some of the more severe illnesses....S
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Mtars nodded again, and felt OistroSs hand brush gently against her 
arm. Mhe glanced to the woman with a nervous look and was met with 
a warmCbutCsympathetic smile.

Then, she took in a deep breath. ?Uekik Oistro“S
?2es, hon“S
?Nill you hold my Hittle Oemon“S
?0f course.S
7ently, not actually wanting to give up her stillCwailing son, Mtars 

laid her baby into OistroSs arms and pulled back; all four of her hands 
wringing with anqiety.

?(ow, now,S Oistro comforted, holding Hittle Oemon against her 
shoulder and petting his back as she stood and paced the room. 
?2ouSre alright. 2ouSre alright. I know it hurts, but youSre going to 
be okay....S

?Mtars“S Or Hakeki gently got MtarsS attention, and the nurlak 
turned to her Aust in time to watch as she removed the protective 
metal cap from the needle in her hand. ?This might sting a little bit, 
but it wonSt be too painful, I promise.S

?0kay,S Mtars managed. Mhe took a deep breath as Or Hakeki stepped 
around the desk and took up at her side.

The woman had to climb onto OistroSs abandoned chair to stand 
even close to eyeCheight with Mtars, and after a moment to get her 
balance she took a deep, calming breath and spoke softly. ?Try to 
relaq,S she said, cleaning MtarsS arm with a small wet swab. ?It will hurt 
less if you do.S
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Mtars didnSt like that combination of words; she thought that she 
might have heard that advice before, somewhere a long time ago 
and in preparation for something terribly frightening, though she 
couldnSt place it as a sharp sting pierced the shoulder of her upper 
left arm and she s‘uee4ed her eyes shut tight. ?It hurts!S she s‘ueaked. 
?It hurts like a bite!S

?Ylmost through it,S Or Hakeki comforted. Then she removed the 
needle and taped down a piece of cotton onto MtarsS arm where sheSd 
been inAected. ?There we go. !irst one done. Nas that as bad as you 
thought“S

?(a,S Mtars admitted, feeling herself relaq. ?It did hurt though.... It 
must have hurt even more for my poor Hittle Oemon....S

?2es, things like this do tend to hurt more when weSre young,S Or 
Hakeki agreed, retrieving and preparing the neqt inAection. ?3ut itSs 
necessary. 2ou understand“S

?I understand,S Mtars con-rmed, looking away as Or Hakeki cleaned 
another spot on her arm. ?I know sometimes things are miita and 
hurt, even when theySre good for you. I wish that wasnSt how it was. 
I think itSs strange thatSs how the world works. It would be much 
more mip if the things that were good for you felt good, too.S

?8erhaps we could talk as a distraction,S Or Hakeki suggested. ?I still 
have some more ‘uestions about your family history.S

?2i, I can talk,S Mtars replied. ?ISm very good at talking.S
?YrenSt you ever“S Oistro chuckled, a hand gently petting MtarsS 

side.
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Mtars tried to focus on OistroSs touch, instead of the second needle 
that poked her arm. ?Nhat ‘uestions do you want to ask“ I might not 
be able to answer them all. ISve never been very good at answering 
‘uestions. I donSt know very much at all, so ISm usually better at 
asking them.S

The second needle was removed from her arm, and another swab 
was stuck down to stop the bleeding.

?ISve got in my notes that your mother has dwar-sm,S Or Hakeki 
said, softly, and began to clean another spot on MtarsS arm. ?Yre there 
any other medical conditions that might run in your family“S

?Fm...S Mtars had to think hard about that one. ?2ou mean sickC
nesses“S

?2es,S Or Hakeki answered, pushing the third needle through MtarsS 
skin. ?Yny deformities or sicknesses. 0r anything you know that has 
killed family members before.S

?0h, sabre cats and spiders, mostly,S Mtars said, Eicking her ears as 
Hakeki gave a nod that told her that wasnSt quite what sheSd meant 
but she wasnSt going to say so out loud. ?Pm.... I had other babies, 
too. 3ut they were all born dead.S

?ISm sorry to hear that,S Or HakekiSs tone was soft and genuine, as 
she sighed and taped another swab to MtarsS arm. ?1iscarriages are 
hard to process. Jspecially for wanted children.S

?They were wanted,S Mtars returned the sigh. ?I wanted each and 
every one of them, but none of them ever breathed. (ot one breat
h.... I donSt know what I was doing wrong.S
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?ISm sure it wasnSt your fault,S Or Hakeki reassured. ?Y lot of pregC
nancies in FeckSne fail.S

?Jeally“S Mtars asked, trying to ignore how tender her arm was 
becoming as Or Hakeki cleaned another spot.

?2es. I remember my mentor telling me once that around -fC
teen percent of FeckSnerian pregnancies fail,S she said, though Mtars 
didnSt understand what the word percent meant. ?Fere in the Jmpire 
we have less than three percent fail. Hife in FeckSne is hard, and it 
puts a strain on eqpecting mothers. ItSs not anyoneSs fault; itSs Aust a 
sad fact of life. I remember my mentor telling me a miscarriage was 
why she left FeckSne to become a healer.S

Mtars cocked her head as Or Hakeki mentioned her mentor. ?2our 
mentor was from FeckSne“S she asked. ?Nas she a runaway“S

?(o, no,S Or Hakeki shook her head, inAecting Mtars again. ?Mhe 
wasnSt. Mhe didnSt have anything to run away from. Mhe was proud 
to be FeckSnerian.S

MtarsS knew she was making a rude face, but she wasnSt able to 
stop herself. Proud to be Heck’nerian.... The only people sheSd ever 
known who were proud to be FeckSnerian were people like HahSkort 
and UaySoten; terrifying warriors who hurt anyone they could Aust to 
prove their strength.

?Fm...S Or Hakeki paused, her hand hovering over her neqt needle 
for a moment.... Mhe didnSt pick it up as she turned back to Mtars and 
pressed her ears down in a sympathetic gesture. ?Or 1issesa told me 
about your troop.S
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?Fe did“S MtarsS rude face turned into a sad one, then, and her ga4e 
fell to the Eoor.

?2es. Ynd I understand why youSre hesitant to trust people from 
your old culture, but...S she paused again, looking unsure. ?Nell. ISm 
not sure if itSs my place to say. I donSt want to upset you or be rude.S

MtarsS ears perked up, at that, and she couldnSt help giving a weak 
smile. ?Thank you. (ot many people think about not wanting to 
ojend me. ItSs okay if you say what you want to say, even if itSs rude. 
I say rude things all the time. (ever on purpose, though. Ylways on 
accident.S

Or Hakeki gave a polite halfCnod, halfCbow to the nurlak, before 
speaking softly, ?I donSt believe you were raised in the real FarSpy 
religion.S

Mtars felt herself making another rude face; this one Aust as confused 
as the last.

?1y mentor told me about her time in FeckSne,S Or Hakeki clariC
-ed. ?Mhe said there were a lot of cults using the FarSpy name to teach 
sacrilegious beliefs.S

?Macrilegious“S Mtars echoed.
?Hies,S Or Hakeki said, simply. ?They taught lies.S
Mtars shifted anqiously, not liking what she was hearing but not 

completely sure why it bothered her so much. Mhe cast a glance to 
Oistro and was glad to see that her discomfort was matched; she told 
herself if Oistro was uncomfortable, too, then it meant she wasnSt 
being completely unreasonable....
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?ISve upset you, Or Hakeki observed with a wince. ?ISm sorry. ItSs 
Aust.... FeckSne e‘uality is something I feel rather strongly about. 
Pm. Or 1issesa said that he contacted me speci-cally because my 
mentor was outspoken on discrimination against FeckSnerian imC
migrants. Fe knew I wouldnSt Audge you for anything that might 
have happened to you, or that you... might have done.S

Mtars felt her shoulders go slack, at that. ?I...S she paused, her ears 
folding down and her nose scrunching up in an upset eqpression. ?I 
donSt really want to talk about what happened to me,S she admitted. 
?ISm not mad at you; I know youSre Aust trying to be nice to me. 3ut 
it really hurts to talk about, right now. Ynd ISm not sure why or how 
to make it not feel so mup. Mo I donSt want to do it.S

?I understand,S Or Hakeki said, softly. ?Ne can drop the subAect5 
ISll only bring it up when I have to for Hittle OemonSs health.... NeSve 
gotten ojCtopic, anyway.S

?Fave we“S Mtars asked, her ears twitching as Or Hakeki nodded. 
?Nhat were we meant to be talking about“S

?Micknesses that run in the family,S Or Hakeki reminded her. Then, 
she turned and retrieved the neqt needle and sterile swab. ?8hysical or 
mental.S

?1ental sicknesses“S Mtars cocked her head5 Then took in a hiss of 
air as the needle stung her arm. ?2ou mean being ababhi“S

Or Hakeki pulled the needle from MtarsS skin and then paused; a sad 
and sympathetic look on her face. ?I wouldnSt use a slur for it, but... 
yes.S
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Mtars wasnSt sure, eqactly, what a Bslurz was, but the way that Or 
Hakeki looked at her made her chest tight in a way she could barely 
understand. Hike the woman could see into her past, and hear all the 
times she had been called that word5 Ynd it was clear she thought 
that it had never been deserved.

?They used to call me hakalika, too,S Mtars said. ?Fakalika in the 
head.S

?Mm,S Or Hakeki gave a hum and a nod as she picked up the needles 
sheSd used so far and placed them in her needleCboq. ?Nas anyone else 
in your family hakalika“S she asked.

Mtars shrugged, letting out a long, sad breath as she did. ?I think that 
answer might change if you asked dijerent people. 1y rek 5um, 
that means sister5 she used to say that my yal-t, who was both our 
gorg but not her yal-t... uh.... that means she was5S

?I know FarSpy words,S Or Hakeki reassured, sitting down in the 
chair sheSd been standing on and pulling her notebook into her lap so 
she could write. ?Fe was your father but not hers, and you all shared 
a mother. Dorrect“S

Mtars nodded, and felt OistroSs hand pet her leg as she passed. Ys 
she did, Mtars realised Hittle Oemon had -nally stopped crying.

?Fer name was TaSlak,S she said. ?TaSlak used to always say that 
HahSkort was hakalika, because he would get so angry even when 
nothing had happened. Mo angry that he would walk around and talk 
to himself and growl and get into -ghts. TaSlak would tell him he was 
hakalika for it, and then he would yell that she was the hakalika one, 
because she would hear people talking when they werenSt there.S
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?Ah,S Or Hakeki underlined that note. ?Fearing voices is concernC
ing. Oo you ever hear voices in your head“S

?Wust my own, and thatSs mostly when I talk,S Mtars answered. ?I 
never heard other people like she heard them. Mhe had entire friends 
that nobody else could see. Uekik used to say sheSd grow out of 
them, but I donSt think she really believed it.... Uekik never seemed 
to believe the things she said about TaSlak. (ot really.S

?I see,S pen tapping against her notebook, Or Hakeki chewed her 
lip. ?I see.... HahSkortSs aggression 5and ISm sorry to ask you this5 
but was it... directional“S

?YSlaSha“S Mtars ‘uestioned. ?Nhat do you mean by Bdirectionalz“S
?Nas it outwards anger, at everyone else“ 0r inwards at himself“S
?0h, outwards,S Mtars con-rmed. ?Ylways outwards. Psually at me 

or Uekik.S
?1hm,S Or Hakeki crossed out a note5 Ynd then, after a moment 

of hesitation, rewrote it. ?Fm.... Fe never hurt himself“S
?(o,S Mtars shook her head. ?Nhy“S
?ISm Aust wondering if it was caused by the culture he was raised in, 

or if it is a symptom of something... else,S she replied, a careful and 
deliberate note to her tone that Mtars didnSt understand.

Fowever, Oistro seemed to know eqactly what was being implied, 
and shook her head at the doctor. ?It wasnSt the selfCfeeding sickness,S 
she told her. ?I met the man, and ISve discussed how he was with his 
mother. The behaviour didnSt match. Fe was Aust an arsehole.S
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Or Hakeki nodded and crossed out the rewritten note, a sigh of 
relief escaping her. ?Thank the gods... I would have hated to report a 
potential outbreak.S

?Yn outbreak“S Mtars twitched her ears. ?Nhat thatSs mean“ NhatSs 
the selfCfeeding sickness“S

?Forrible disease,S Or Hakeki said, shortly. ?ItSs only carried by 
nurlak, and symptoms only present in the males. It ajects their 
brain and makes them paranoid and aggressive. Jventually they...S 
she hesitated, her eyes Eicking from Mtars to Hittle Oemon and back. 
?It kills them, if left untreated. Yctually, ISd like to make sure you 
and Hittle Oemon both take preventative medication as youSve been 
travelling and thereSs a chance you may have been eqposed.S

Y pang of fear s‘uee4ed at MtarsS heart. ?8lease, I donSt want him 
to dieKS

?Fe wonSt,S Oistro promised, answering before Or Hakeki could. 
?I can make the treatment at home. UaSharAa can, too. FeSs good 
at it5 ItSs the -rst thing I ever taught himKS there was a burst of 
pride in OistroSs voice as she mentioned her son, and her con-dence 
helped Mtars to relaq. ?Ne can head back to the markets and get the 
ingredients we need for it before we go home. Fow does that sound“S

Mtars nodded, a weak smile -nding her lips. ?I would like that very 
much, Uekik Oistro.S

?Jight,S Oistro gave Mtars a con-dent nod and pat on the side. 
?2ouSre living with alchemists, now, so you donSt ever have to worry 
about being sick ever againKS



CHAPTER THREE

THE BATHROOM FLOOR; THE 

NIGELLE-BEESA HOUSE

MORAH 35TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars was feeling very, very sick.
After leaving Dr Lakeki’s odce anm haking tbeir way uack to tbe 

harkets, Stars bam tboqgbt sbe’m felt a little uit zqeasy.... Anm tben, 
wben tbey’m gotten bohe, sbe was sqre sbe was feeling mippy. So 
sbe’m s;ent tbe may in uemE neeming assistance to sit q; to feem ber 
Little Dehon wben be bam criem. Kacb tihe ja’barBa bel;em kee; ber 
q;rigbt ber beam woqlm s;in anm sbe’m bave to close ber eyes as ber 
hotber belm ber son in ;lace to feem.

Sbe knew tbat Dr Lakeki bam saim sbe higbt not feel well as ber 
uomy ;rocessem all of tbe hemications.... Cqt tbe natqre of tbe naqsea 
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sbe was feeling froh tbe vaccines bamn’t truly settlem in qntil tbe ne(t 
horning, wben sbe’m woken q; ;oor ja’barBa uy tbrowing q; all 
over tbe uem anm, squsezqently, bih.

Sbe bamn’t felt hqcb like ueing aroqnm ber fahily, after tbat. Anm 
tbey’m res;ectem ber wisbes. So now sbe sat on tbe )oor anm clqng 
simeways to tbe toilet, ber ne(t few uoqts of vohiting baving ueen too 
;roBectile to actqally hake it into tbe uowl -insteam it trailem across 
tbe rooh to tbe o;;osite wallH, all alone anm misgqstem uy tbe taste of 
ber own hoqtb.

Sbe coqlm conMmently say tbat sbe was baving a very uam may.
Sbe felt like sbe’m ueen ;qncbem in tbe beam. Anm tben tbe stohI

acb. Anm tben stauuem in tbe arh. Anm tben ;qncbem in tbe beam 
again.

Anm uy tbe soqnms of ber son’s wailing, be was feeling very hqcb 
tbe sahe as ber.

Slowly, Stars triem to ;qsb berself to ber feetE uqt sbe was so qnI
steamy anm weak sbe uarely hame it to ber knees.

Still, tboqgb, sbe gri;;em tbe toilet seat witb all foqr of ber arhs 
anm witb trehuling legs forcem berself to stanm.

Fer son neemem ber.
Fe needed ber.
Anm sbe wasn’t going to fail bih. 3o hatter bow hqcb eacb ste; 

towarms tbe hain rooh hame ber beam s;in.
Sbe reacbem tbe moor anm leant against tbe wall as sbe lookem oqt 

to tbe s;arselyImecoratem rooh.
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Dena was on tbe olm arhcbair Distro bam foqnm for ber, rocking 
Little Dehon uack anm fortb anm wbis;ering cohforting worms to 
bih as Distro anm ja’barBa sortem tbroqgb tbeir hail on tbe nearuy 
taule.

Obey all seehem very focqsem, uqt as Stars sbiftem a )ooruoarm 
creakem anm ja’barBa’s ear gave a twitcb anm be glancem q; to heet 
ber eye.

?Stars6’ be gas;em, bqrrying over to bel; bolm tbe wohan steamy. 
?Toq sboqlmn’t ue walking aroqnmR?

?5y uerr neems he,’ Stars interrq;tem, ber tone sqr;risingly Mrh 
tbroqgb its naqseoqs zqiver. ?‘ bave to tell bih everytbing is going to 
ue okay.’

An qnsqre look ;assem over ja’barBa uefore be glancem uack at bis 
hotber anm swallowemE tbe uqh; in bis tbroat uouuing in a nervoqs 
way.

?3ot qntil yoq’re sanitary,’ Distro saim, twice as Mrh as Stars bam 
ueen. ?Toq’ve Bqst bam yoqr face on a toiletR ja, Sweetbeart, sit ber 
mown.’

ja’barBa bel;em gqime Stars to tbe coqcb uesime Dena’s cbair as 
Distro bqrriem to a sbelf anm retrievem a Bar of clear lizqim.

?Ybat is tbatG’ Stars askem, Berking ber beam uack at tbe ;qngent 
alcobolic shell as Distro qnscrewem tbe lim anm uegan latbering Stars’ 
arhs in it. ?‘t’s giving he a beamacbe6’

?‘t’s banm sanitiser,’ answerem Distro. ?‘t kills gerhs. ‘ hame it 
hyself, so ‘ know it works.... Folm still, now6 Obe sooner ‘’h mone 
tbe sooner yoq can bolm yoqr uoy.’
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Stars, relqctantly, mim as sbe was tolm anm sat still as Distro rquuem 
tbe sbar;Ishelling salve into ber skin.

?‘ mon’t like tbis,’ sbe saim aloqm as Distro rquuem a tbin layer onto 
ber face. ?‘t shells uam.’

?8eallyG ‘ like tbe shell,’ re;liem ja’barBa.
?You’d like tisi’maar,’ Dena hqhulem qnmer ber ureatbE ulqsbing 

anm averting ber gape wben everyone in tbe rooh lookem at ber.
Distro gave a bqhoqrem snort, tben, anm releasem Stars’ arh to ste; 

over to tbe very ehuarrassemIlooking Dena.
?Johe on,’ Distro saim as sbe took Little Dehon. ?9ive bih bere. 

Obere we go.’
Stars leant forwarm eagerly as Distro a;;roacbem, bolming oqt ber 

arhs to take ber son as zqickly as ;ossiule. Anm once sbe bam bih 
sbe leant uack, sli;;ing mown uackwarms qntil sbe was lying on tbe 
coqcb witb bih cramlem against ber cbest.

As soon as be was wra;;em in ber arhs Little Dehon’s wailing 
zqietenem mown into an qnba;;yIuqtIbqsbem uauuling.

It was like he was trying to talk to her, Stars tboqgbt as sbe het bis 
eye. But he didn’t know how to use words, yet.

?‘ know, hy uerr,’ sbe saim as sbe leant forwarm to ;eck a kiss on bis 
forebeam... tben sbe )o;;em uack mown witb an qneasy s;in of ber 
stohacb as ber naqsea retqrnem.

?Nb, mon’t tbrow q; on tbe baby,’ ja’barBa hqhulem, bis banm 
Mnming its way uetween Stars anm ber son as if to sbielm bih. ?Obat 
won’t enm well for anyone!’
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?Fe neemem he,’ was tbe only res;onse Stars coqlm hqster. ?Fe was 
crying uecaqse be neemem he.’

Obe tboqgbt ;angem at ber beart.
Fer Little Dehon bam neemem ber. Anm sbe’m alhost ueen too sick 

to go to bih.
Cqt be’m needed ber6 Fe’m neemem ber so hqcb be bam ueen wailing 

anm crying for berE only zqietening mown once be was in ber arhs.
He loved her.
A warh, wet line fell mown Stars’ cbeek anm Distro zqickly wi;em 

it away.
?Toq’re a goom hotber,’ sbe tolm tbe nqrlak.
?Fe neemem he,’ Stars re;eatem.
?Tes, be mim,’ Distro conMrhem. ?Anm yoq cahe oqt for bih. Kven 

wben yoq’re feeling so hiseraule, yoqrself. Toq’re a good mother.’
?Teab6’ ja’barBa agreem, bis banm Mnming Stars’ beam so be coqlm ;et 

ber ;layfqlly. ?3aw, look at tbat little fqcker. Alreamy falling aslee;.... 
Lqcky uastarm.’

?Ye’ll leave yoq two alone,’ Distro cbqcklem, uatting ja’barBa’s 
banm froh Stars uefore hotioning for bih to go sit uack at tbe taule. 
?DenaG Johe Boin qs.’

?Woin yoq in wbatG’ tbe nqrlak res;onmem, ber eyes tigbtening sqsI
;icioqsly as sbe watcbem tbe fo(ens retqrn to tbeir seats. ?Sorting tbe 
hailG Distro. Toq know ‘ can’t ream.’

?Tes, uqt yoq’re goom coh;any,’ Distro re;liem, ;qlling oqt a letter 
froh tbe ;ile anm bqdng. ?Anotber froh tbe K.D.8, tbis one looks 
like it’s a list of foom uanks.’
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?Yell, it’s nice of tbeh,’ ja’barBa sbrqggem, skihhing over bis own 
letter anm tben sliming it over to Distro. ?Anotber of yoqr clients, tbey 
saim tbey’re ba;;y to wait for tbe refqnm on tbeir ormer. Kigbtb Jbilm, 
‘ mimn’t e(;ect tbis hqcb cleanIq;. ‘ tboqgbt once we got to town 
it’m ue done!’

?Yell... tecbnically, ‘ coqlm bave bam tbe K.D.8 settle hy client 
meuts...’ a mee; ;ink s;ream across Distro’s cbeeks, tben, anm sbe 
lookem to tbe )oor witb a sam anm ehuarrassem look as sbe trailem o2.

Stars saw Distro wring ber banms an(ioqsly qnmer tbe taule... anm 
realisem sbe wasn’t tbe only one wbo noticem it, as Dena got q; anm 
bqrriem over to sit uesime berE tbeir knees urqsbing togetber as tbey 
sbiftem close.

?Obat’s... tbat’s a service tbey o2er,’ Distro continqem, anm Stars 
saw ber take Dena’s banm anm give it a szqeepe. ?Cqt ‘ mon’t know. 
‘t Bqst mimn’t feel rigbt. ‘’ve s;ent so long uqilming hy clients’ trqst. 
Letting soheone else take over, even for sohetbing like tbis, Bqst.... ‘ 
mon’t like tbe imea of it.’

Anotber of Dena’s banms Boinem tbe cohforting szqeepe, anm DisI
tro let oqt a long ureatb.

Sbe qsem ber free banm to sift tbroqgb tbe hail, anm tben ;ickem q; 
a shall ;arcel anm belm it oqt to ja’barBa. ?‘t’s froh Jo2,’ sbe tolm 
bih.

?Jo2G6’ ja’barBa snatcbem tbe ;arcel witb e(citehent, anm uegan 
e(ahining it all over. ?Nb6 ‘ was so worriem be wasn’t going to hake 
it to tbe ne(t townR?

?Yby woqlmn’t beG’ Dena rollem ber eyes. ?Fe moes it every year6’
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?Shush,’ Distro uattem at Dena qnmer tbe taule... anm tben gently 
restem ber banm on tbe wohan’s knee.

Stars felt ber ears ;rick q; anm twitcb at wbat sbe saw.
Obat was a very qnqsqal tbing for ber hotber to allow. Very qnI

qsqal6
Had Distro been doing that before today? Stars triem to recall tbe two 

wohen’s interactions. Sbe knew tbey’m s;ent a lot of tihe togetber, 
even uefore tbey’m gotten to town, uqt.... Maybe sharing a bed with 
Distro had softened her to the idea of Distro touching her? The knee 
was a very unusual place to touch. Though, maybe that was just where 
Distro touched her friends?

Cqt tben one of Dena’s banms restem ato; Distro’s, gently tbqhuI
ing over tbe little green scales tbat bam grown over ber skin, anm Stars 
got tbe feeling tbat sohetbing auoqt tbeir interaction was mi2erent. 
Sbe tboqgbt it lookem a lot like bow Annanyn woqlm rest ber banm 
on Sken’s, wben Sken anm ber sat togetber at minner.

?Yell, if ‘’h going to get attitude!’ ja’barBa gave a bqhoqrem sco2 
anm rose froh bis seat. ?Oben ‘’h hoving to tbe uemrooh to o;en 
tbis6’

?Nb, Sweetbeart, mon’t ue so mrahatic6’ Distro retqrnem tbe sco2, 
waving ber banm at ber son as be hame for tbe stairs. ?ja’barBa6 
Ka’harja!’

Little Dehon let oqt a uauule as Distro raisem ber voice, anm Stars 
gently ran a banm over bis uack to cohfort bih. ?Shh, it’s okay,’ sbe 
cohfortem. ?Toq mon’t neem to ue lenta. Toq’re safe. ‘ ;rohise.’

?Ab, sorry,’ Distro lowerem ber voice again. ?Fe’s alrigbtG’



J. WADK YTON3x”

Stars nommem -slowly, to avoim haking berself zqeasy againH anm 
tben let ber beam lay uack mown on tbe arh of tbe coqcb. ?‘ mon’t 
like feeling hiita like tbis. ‘t’s hq;. Obe host hq;. ‘ bate it. At least 
wben hy hiita was urqises ‘ knew bow long it woqlm bqrt for.’

?Toq’ll  feel  uetter tohorrow,’ Distro reassqrem -tboqgb Stars 
tboqgbt sbe saw Dena cast ber a moqutfql lookH uefore ;icking q; 
hore of ber hail anm looking tbroqgb it. ?Toq’ve bam a reaction to 
one of tbe hemications, uqt it’s notbing to ue concernem auoqt.’

?‘ still mon’t like it,’ saim Stars. ?‘R?
Obere was a knock at tbe moor anm Stars cqt o2 to tqrn an ear in 

its mirection anm listen.
?5ayue if we ignore tbeh tbey’ll go awayG’ Distro saim, bqhoqrem.
?Ye can bo;e,’ Dena agreem in a notIsoIbqhoqrem way.
Cqt tben tbe knock soqnmem again anm Distro beavem a sigbE ;qsbI

ing berself o2 tbe cbair to lanm ber feet anm hake ber way over to 
greet tbeir visitor.

?Tes, yes6 ‘’h cohing6’ sbe callem as sbe reacbem tbe moor anm 
yankem it o;en. ?Jan ‘ bel; yoqG’

Sbe was het uy a stoqt fo(en han witb cqrly silverIanmIulack bair 
anm a urigbt rem sbirt.

Stars watcbem bih as be falterem, a mee; ulqsb cree;ing over bis 
cbeeks as be het eyes witb Distro anm bis ;revioqslyIconMment meI
heanoqr tqrnem into a BellyIlike nervoqsness.

?Tes, qbR Fi, ‘’h jetika. jetika !io,’ be greetem. ?5I5y bqsuanm 
anm ‘ bave Bqst hovem in ne(t moor anm, well. Fe’s at work rigbt now 
uqt ‘ tboqgbt ‘ higbt... ;o; inG Say bello to tbe new neigbuoqrsG ‘.... 
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Do yoq live bereG You? ‘ hean ‘’m bearm auoqt yoq froh sohe ;eo;le 
at tbe tavern uqt ‘ mimn’t realise ‘’m ue ne(t moor to.... You really live 
here?’

Distro took in a mee;, mee; ureatb, bolming it for a seconm uefore 
letting it oqt oqt tbroqgb ber nose in a slow anm meliuerate way. ?Toq 
can ask he two zqestions,’ sbe saim, ber tone )at anm Mrh.

?Dim yoq really call jlictG’ be ulqrtem, anm even froh tbe mistance 
Stars tboqgbt sbe coqlm see bis eyes s;arkling.

?Tes,’ Distro answerem cqrtly. ?5y fahily was attackem on tbe 
Feck’neINkatako uormer, anm ‘ sbiftem to ;rotect tbeh. jee; tbat 
in hinm wben yoq talk witb tbeh, uecaqse ‘ won’t tolerate anyone 
treating tbeh like sbit6 Next question?’

jetika lookem taken auack for a hohent, bis eyes marting uebinm 
Distro so be coqlm look to Dena anm Stars. Oben, be lookem uack to 
Distro. ?‘ tboqgbt... yoq were heant to tqrn uack after.’

?Obat’s not a zqestion,’ saim Distro. ?Cqt ‘’ll give it to yoq for free, 
anywayE ‘’ve got no fqcking clqe. Obe to; tbeory is tbat it’s uecaqse 
‘’h balf wolven.’

?Nb, tbat’s wby yoq’re so ;ale, rigbtG’
?‘s tbat really yoqr seconm zqestionG’ Distro askem, balf sbqtting 

tbe moor.
?YbatR 3o6’ jetika ulqsbem as be belm q; bis banms squhissively. 

?‘I‘’h sorry6 ‘’ve q;set yoq. ‘ can tell. Obat wasn’t hy intention, ‘.... 
‘’h sorry. ‘ really mimn’t e(;ect to see yoq. You! Nf all ;eo;le6 ‘ was 
e(;ecting Bqst a... a regqlar ;erson as hy neigbuoqrR?

Distro sbqt tbe moor in bis face.
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?jekik Distro6’ Stars gas;em. ?Obat was very rqme6’
?3o, yoq know wbat’s rqmeG’ Distro snortem, ber ears ;ressing uack 

as sbe lookem over to Stars. ?Saying ‘’h not a Iregqlar ;ersonJ anm 
treating he mi2erent Bqst uecaqse of tbe way ‘ look6 That’s rqme6’

Stars coqlmn’t misagree witb tbatE sbe’m learnt tbat treating soheI
one mi2erently uecaqse of bow tbey lookem was very, very bqrtfql. 
Annanyn bam e(;lainem it all to ber wben sbe’m Mrst het Sken anm 
saim sohe very rqme tbings.

?Regular person,’ Distro grqhulem as sbe retqrnem to tbe taule. ?I’ll 
show bih a regular person....’

?5ayue be mimn’t know it was rqmeG’ Stars triem. Sbe bo;em tbat 
tbeir new neigbuoqr wasn’t tbe sort of ;erson wbo likem to ue delib-
erately rqme.

?Eeeeh!’ Distro wavem a mishissive banm anm sat mown beavily ne(t 
to DenaE befting berself into tbe tooItall seat. ?Ooo hany ;eo;le mon’t 
know it, in tbis fqcking town.’



CHAPTER FOUR

UNDER KA’HARJA’S ARM; BED

YUNE 1ST, YEAR 10,053 AE

It had been a long, restless night in the Nigelle-Beesa household, 
and Stars still hadn’t managed to fall asleep because she’d been think-
ing too much.

So many thoughts kept witting about in her head that she vasn’t 
eTen sure vhere to start vith them. So many thoughts, and all of 
them confusing ones that made her chest ache and her palms sveat 
and her head spiral like a spin-top.

She  thought  of  her  old  troop  members.  Lhe  varriors,  like 
Aah’kort. Knd Ray’oten. Knd Feak’nak. Knd jre’War. Lhe ones vho 
vould shout and yell and hit and kick. Cho made her so scared, and 
cold, and shaky vith their anger and their Tiolence.
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Knd she thought of the others vho vere treated like her. Cho 
hadn’t been able to run avay like she had done. Aike Hi’na. Knd 
;ya’ti. Knd Kl’har. Lhe ones vho vere still there. Cho vere still 
stuck vith those scared, shaky, cold feelings.

She vished she could go back and saTe them all, but she knev there 
vasn’t much she could do. Kll she’d been able to do vas tell that 
man from the Ympire Eisaster Felief about them. Knd though he 
promised he’d send someone to try and help, he’d seemed doubtful— 
the program could only help people vho vere already in the Ympire, 
he’d said. If they vere still on ;eck’ne land then there vas nothing 
they could do, legally, to saTe them. Lhey vould do all they could 
but, in this situation, all might be Tery Tery little.

It made Stars’ stomach churn vith guilt.
Sure, none of her troop had treated her vell xnot eTen the other 

lov-ranking nurlak vanted to knov her, because of her hakalika 
headx but she still didn’t vant them to be in pain. She didn’t vant 
them to be scared, and lonely, and suMering.

No.
She vanted to saTe them. Lo free them.
She vanted them all to e5perience the vonderful feelings she’d felt 

vhile traTelling vith the caraTan.
;m....
The caravan.
Stars missed the caraTan.
Sure. Lhings vere better nov that she liTed in Rokako Boaka, 

rather than ;eck’ne. She vas clean. Knd had clothes that !t. Knd 
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somevhere varm and dry to sleep. Lhe Ympire Eisaster Felief pro-
gram had eTen spoken to the local library and assigned someone to 
help her continue learning to read, so she didn’t haTe to struggle on 
her ovn vith it.

Knd it vasn’t Wust her, either. Aittle Eemon vas getting stronger. 
Ra’harWa and Eistro vere preparing to start vork again. YTen Eena’s 
eyes had a gleam of health to them— one that Stars had neTer seen 
before. Not in her vhole life.

Lhings vere better in tovn. YTeryone kept saying so, so they had 
to be6

But... Stars vasn’t sure vhat to think about it. Because, despite 
vhat eTeryone kept saying about it, things didn’t actually feel all that 
much better.

It vas like the days vere passing them by at a snail’s pace. YTeryone 
vas restless, and self-conscious, and lonely.

They were all so lonely.
Eena still had no friends.
Eistro had to coTer her face Wust to go to the markets for food qand 

it didn’t eTen help— people still recognised her and stared in that rude 
and obno5ious vay7.

Knd Ra’harWa missed JoM. ;e spent days at a time pining for him— 
Wust vaiting for vord.... It vas something Stars felt all too familiar 
vith.

4h, she missed jabecut. She missed him so much.
Why did he have to leave? She let out a sigh. Lhen, she tensed as 

another thought poked at her brain. Why did he leave me behind?
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She sat up, hurriedly, and felt Ra’harWa’s arm fall from her side as 
she coTered her mouth and shuddered.

Why didn’t he take me with him?
Lhe thought gripped her and, though she tried to push it avay, it 

refused to leaTe her be.
Ka’harja was able to help me. Ka’harja hadn’t hesitated, even when 

he’d had so much more to lose, so why couldn’t—
Stars rose to her feet and began pacing, an5iously rubbing her arms 

as she took in a shaky breath and tried, desperately, to stop her head 
from thinking those thoughts.

There had to be a reason, she told herself. Fabecut wouldn’t have left 
me behind if he didn’t have to. He would have taken me, if he could— 
He said there was a reason he couldn’t. Wasn’t there? What... what 
was it, again?

Stars bit her lip, the speed of her pacing increasing as she tried to 
remember vhat jabecut had said to her the night he’d left her.

He was... going somewhere. He was going to... somewhere else. But 
where? Chere was he going?! Why couldn’t she remember? Had he 
even told her where?

Stars heaTed a long, heaTy sigh as she heard Aittle Eemon giTe a 
8uiet mumble, and she felt all of her negatiTe thoughts fade avay 
as she vas distracted by her son. She knev if she didn’t feed him he 
vould get louder, then louder and louder, until he voke up eTeryone. 
So she made her vay to his cot and, feeling her heart wutter vith Woy 
as he smiled and reached out to grab at her, picked him up and held 
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him comfortably in her lover arms so she could pull up her shirt and 
feed him.

Lhough he latched on, he seemed much more interested in playing 
vith her hair.

;is grip vas getting stronger. Lhough his legs vere still veak as he 
kicked out and viggled.... But that vas okay.

He wasn’t going to be killed for it, here.
Stars liked that thought.
;er Aittle Eemon vas safe, here. ;e didn’t need to be strong. 

9eople vould help him, Wust like people vere helping her. Just like the 
caravan had helped her.

Stars felt her mood drop at that thought. YTen though it hadn’t 
really been a sad one it had still made her feel sad.

Lhe caraTan had been so nice. Lhey had understood her. She didn’t 
feel so out of place vith them like she did here in tovn— here she felt 
like she vas an outsider, and that eTeryone vas Wudging her for vho 
she used to be. But in the caraTan they had loTed her for vho she vas, 
and had vanted to help her grov....

She missed them. Maybe even more than she missed Fabecut.
Stars rubbed at her face vith her free hands, letting out a lov groan.
She needed to go for a valk to clear her head. She hadn’t been 

outside since she’d gotten her Taccinations qshe’d been far too sick 
to leaTe the house7 and it vas making her feel veird and vrong and 
upset.

So, still gently cradling her Aittle Eemon, she made her vay dovn-
stairs and slipped on her shoes.
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Shoes.
Shoes.
Shoes vere such strange things.
She appreciated them for protecting her feet from the sharp rocks 

on the tovn’s cobbled paths. But she didn’t like that she couldn’t feel 
the grass and the dirt betveen her toes. Lhe grass alvays reminded 
her she vasn’t alone— that beautiful, liTing green that cooled her vhen 
the sun vas high and tickled her skin. She still thought of it as a 
friend— a loTing companion that kept her company in a vay nobody 
else seemed to understand. She hated that shoes vere a barrier be-
tveen her and the grass she loTed so much.

But, then, she vasn’t going to be valking on the grass— she vas 
going to stay vithin the tovn borders vhere the stone paths lay. So 
the shoes vould be helpful.

4thervise the hard rocky ground felt too much like the packed 
dirt she’d valked vhile in ;eck’ne... and that vas a familiarity she 
didn’t vant, tonight.

Stars pushed the thought to the back of her mind and slipped 
out into the street. Lhe dim blue light of the soulstone streetlamps 
illuminated the ground vhere she valked.

She vas halfvay to the marketplace vhen Aittle Eemon unlatched 
from her breast and gaTe a happy s8ueal— reaching for her face.

1My most mip berr,’ she vhispered, lifting him up to kiss his nose. 1
Kosson. Kosson.’

It vas a shame the library vasn’t open at this hour. If it vas, she 
could haTe gone and found a book to read to her Aittle Eemon. 



(ISjILLYE Z?

Something for them both, to keep their minds occupied and staTe 
oM the sad and lonely thoughts.

Knother happy s8ueal sounded from her son and she lifted him 
higher— bloving a raspberry on his belly before placing him oTer her 
shoulder and patting his back until he burped.

She didn’t remoTe him from the embrace, eTen after she !nished 
petting him, and held him close as she continued through the streets.

She vas glad she had her son. ;e made eTerything she’d been 
through vorth it, and she vould giTe him eTery opportunity she 
could to make sure he grev up happy.

Even if she had to do it without his yalfit.
She shook the hurtful thought from her mind and continued on— 

instead trying to focus on a happy memory.
Coborn.
Joborn had been such a good friend.
She vould often let Stars sit vith her as she cooked— e5plaining 

each ingredient and its purpose in the dish as she prepared and added 
them. She had been so patient, and so soft-spoken, and funny. Knd 
she listened to vhat Stars had to say, genuinely seeming to care in a 
vay that nobody else had eTer cared before.

4h, she missed Joborn so much.
She missed everyone in the caraTan.
Joborn. Knd Knnanyn. Knd Sken. Knd Baku and Roko. Knd 

jelelor, Naranako, and JoM. Lrat, and Aif, and Rrarf. Knd she eTen 
missed Eenni and Layal and Cerani, though she knev they vere 
Eistro’s friends more than they vere Sken’s.
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She missed them all.
She missed eTeryone she’d knovn....
jabecut, and La’lak, and Kl’har, and Hi’na.
She even missed Lah’kort.
Lhe thought vas so sudden it made her pause vhere she stood.
She missed... Aah’kort.
Slovly, Stars closed her eyes and let out a long, sorrovful sigh.
She missed Lah’kort.
1I miss Aah’kort.’
Somehov, hearing vhat she vas feeling aloud helped it not feel 

so confusing. Aike speaking it had untangled it from the mess of 
thoughts in her head and put it dovn in front of her to process.

Aah’kort may haTe been horrible to her, but he vas still a part of 
her family.

;e vas her father, and her brother qand her uncle, too, her mother 
had told her7. ;e had alvays been a constant in her lifex Not a 
pleasant constant, of course. ;e had been horribly mean and sel!sh. 
But nov that he vas gone things felt so strange and diMerent and 
weird.

She vished he had been kinder to her.
She couldn’t understand hov he had become vhat he vas. ;ov 

he could be like the rest of the ;ar’py troop they had been trapped 
in. Not vhen eTeryone else she had eTer knovn from their family had 
been so loTing.
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Stars felt Aittle Eemon viggle, then, and lifted him oM her shoul-
der so he could look into her eyes and she could see his big beautiful 
smile.

1How could anyone with so much of our blood in them be so cru-
el?’ she muttered— though she vasn’t actually asking her son such 
a hard-to-ansver 8uestion. Instead, she simply sighed and thought 
of Ra’harWa. 1Cell... Ray’oten vas avful, too. Knd Ra’harWa is such 
a nice person. (aybe blood isn’t as important as eTeryone alvays 
told me.... Eistro doesn’t seem to think it’s Tery important at all, and 
she’s one of the smartest people I’Te eTer knovn.... ;m.... I think she 
might be right.’

Aittle Eemon, clearly not understanding vhat vas being said, 
made a grab for his mother’s ear and s8uealed in Woy.

Stars let him tug her ear into his mouth, feeling herself smile as 
she pulled him close and pecked a kiss on his nose. 1Oou are my most 
important and mip little berr. I loTe you. Rosson. NeTer forget hov 
much I kosson you, my Aittle Eemon.’

She continued her valk, talking to her son as she did.
By the time she had valked around the markets and back home, 

she had started feeling a little bit better.... But still, she vasn’t tired. 
So she sat on the front step of their house and looked up at the stars.

Lhey veren’t as bright here as they had been vhen she vas vith 
the caraTan. She’d read that bright streetlights dimmed the night sky— 
that vas vhy the tovn used such lov-lit lamps. Ynough to light the 
roads, but not enough that the stars vould hide avay from sight....

1;ey, you alright3’
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Stars tvitched an ear, glancing tovards the Toice that had spoken 
to her.

Lhere vas a man standing at their ne5t door neighbour’s gate— a 
hand on the latch as if he had been halfvay through unlocking it 
before noticing her.

Stars stared at him for a long moment, taking in his dark skin and 
hair and his slender form hidden under chain-mail, before she sighed 
and looked back to her son vithout ansvering his 8uestion.

Aittle Eemon grabbed at her hair, giggling as she gaTe him a veak 
smile.... Knd then suddenly the man vas sitting beside her.

1Hey,’ he repeated, softer this time. 1Oou alright3’
1Oi,’ Stars replied. 1I think so.’
1Lhat’s good,’ he said, his Toice taking on that soft, almost conde-

scending tone that Stars had heard from far too many people since 
moTing to tovn. 1I’m glad you’re alrightx1

1I’m not stupid,’ Stars interrupted, an impatient edge to her tone. 
1I understand vhat you’re saying, so you can talk to me like I’m a 
person instead of talking to me like I’m an animal vho can’t speak 
International.’

14hx Qh,’ the man seemed taken aback, and 8uickly glanced 
around as if looking for the thought he’d lost. 1Fight.... Qm. Cell.... 
(y name’s Lenkata jio. Chat’s... yours3’

1Stars,’ Stars ansvered. 1Beesa.’
1Stars Beesa3’ he echoed. 1Lhat’s an interesting name.’
1Oi,’ Stars replied. 1I chose it carefully.’
1Oou chose it3’ he asked.
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1Oi,’ Stars con!rmed. 1(y name used to be something else, back 
vhen I vas a ;ar’py. But nov it’s diMerent. Dust like I am.’

1”ood diMerent3’ Lenkata asked.
1I think so,’ Stars ansvered. Lhen, vhen her son kicked out and 

tugged on her hair, she smiled varmly and oMered the infant her 
thumb to chev. 1I hope so.’

Lhey sat together vordlessly for a long moment before Stars cast 
Lenkata a 8uick sidevays glance.

He looked tired, Stars thought. Like he’d also been up all night, just 
like she had.

But she didn’t think too hard on it as she vas distracted by her son 
grabbing at her again and babbling a demand for her focus.

Lenkata let out a small chuckle, adWusting his chain-mail shirt and 
putting dovn his svord on the step beside him. 1It’s been a long 
night, huh3’ he said. 1zuiet, thank the gods. Yasy vork at least.’

Stars’ ear tvitched, though she didn’t look at him. 1Yasy vork3’
1(m6’ Lenkata nodded. 1Nobody caused any trouble. ;onestly, 

for hov big it is here, I vas e5pecting my Wob to be a lot more hectic6’
1Chat do you do for a Wob3’ Stars asked, looking back up to the 

man.
;e wicked his shirt, as if that should haTe meant something, and 

then vhen Stars Wust looked confused he said— 1I’m a guard. O’knov. 
Reep the peace3’

14h.’
1(m.’
Lhey sat in 8uiet for a vhile longer.
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Lhen, Stars had a thought and tvitched her ear. 1Lenkata Fio,’ she 
said, slovly. 1Oou liTe ne5t door, don’t you3’

1Oeah, I’m guessing you’Te met my husband3’
1Retika3’ Stars guessed. Lhen, vhen Lenkata nodded she pressed 

back her ears and vinced. 1;e vas Tery rude to Rekik Eistro.’
14h3’ it vas Lenkata vhose ears tvitched, nov. Knd he frovned 

as he looked confused. 1Cas he3’
Stars nodded. 1Oes. ;e said she vasn’t a Vregular person,L because 

she looks diMerent. It’s rude to tell people they look diMerent, eTen if 
it’s true. It’s not her fault she looks the vay she does. She didn’t eTen 
mean to call Rlict6 It Wust happened to her, because Ray’oten vanted 
to hurt Ra’harWa and me.’

Fealisation hit Lenkata, then, and he mouthed a Tery 8uiet VohL 
before a veak chuckle found its vay out of him. 1Is that vhy she 
slammed the door on him, then3’

Stars nodded again. 1Oi.’
Lenkata’s chuckle grev louder, and he rubbed at his stubbled 

cheek. 1Kh. I’m so sorry. ;e didn’t mean to oMend her. ;e vas Wust 
taken by surprise is all. Eidn’t e5pect to see her, and didn’t knov 
vhat to say.’

Stars thought she understood— there vere many times she vas sur-
prised and said the vrong thing vithout knoving it vas vrong.

But she didn’t dvell on it as, vhen she looked up from her son’s 
beautiful green eyes, she sav the sky aboTe the rooftops vas turning 
a light yellov-blue and blurted— 1Lhe sun’s rising.’
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1;m3’ Lenkata folloved her eyes to the horiMon and grinned. 14h, 
yeah. Aook at that6 Lhat’s beautiful, isn’t it3’

1Oi,’ Stars agreed. 1Nery beautiful. Lhe sunrise neTer looked like 
that in ;eck’ne. Lhere vas too much dust in the air.’

1Cas there3’
1Oi...’ Stars trailed oM, vatching the sky. Lhen, her ears drooped 

and she felt a sigh escape her. 1It vas so diMerent in ;eck’ne. ;ere is 
so much softer. 9eople are so much more ready to be kind and help 
each other.... Aike Ra’harWa, and Eistro, and Sken.....’

Lenkata gaTe a tentatiTe nod, clearly not completely understand-
ing vhat Stars meant, but seeming to knov she needed to air her 
thoughts out loud.

1Chy did you sit vith me3’ Stars asked, her ears wicking up as she 
looked to him.

1;uh3 4h,’ Lenkata shifted in place. 1Cell. I vas vorried.’
1Oou vere vorried about me3’ Stars echoed.
14f course I vas,’ Lenkata put a hand on hers. 1I vanted to see if 

you needed any help. Lhat’s all.’
1But you don’t eTen knov me6’ Stars blurted. Lhen, she looked to 

her son again and brushed a tuft of his hair from his eyes as her Toice 
softened. 1Nobody vho has helped me has knovn me....’

Lenkata paused for a long moment, looking like he vas thinking of 
hov to reply very carefully, before he lent forvard and dropped his 
focus to Aittle Eemon’s smile. 1(aybe ve don’t knov each other,’ 
he said, gently. 1But ve share something special.’

1Feally3 Chat do ve share3’
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1Lhe vorld,’ Lenkata replied, simply.
1Lhe vorld3’ Stars tvitched an ear. 1But everyone shares the vorld6’
1Y5actly,’ Lenkata said. 1Lhat’s vhy ve haTe to look out for eTery-

one. YTen if ve don’t knov them.’
Lhere vas a moment of 8uiet as Stars thought on that statement. 

She turned it oTer in her mind, oTer and oTer— processing it slovly 
before !nally smiling. 1I like that,’ she decided. 1Lhat’s a nice vay to 
think about it.’

1(m,’ Lenkata gaTe a nod.
Lhe look he gaTe Stars made her hesitate— unsure for a moment if 

he’d really meant vhat he’d said. But then he smiled, and held out his 
hand for Aittle Eemon to take, and she vas sure Wust by the look in 
his eyes as her son played vith his !ngers that he vas a kind person. 
YTen if he said things he didn’t mean.

1Could you like to come in and eat breakfast vith us3’ Stars asked, 
realising vhat she’d said only after she’d oMered it. 1Ra’harWa von’t 
mind making more. Yspecially if I help him. I like helping him make 
breakfast. Oour husband can eat vith us too, if he vants to. Ks long 
as he’s not rude to Rekik Eistro again.’

1I’d loTe that,’ Lenkata said, smiling vide. 1(y husband and I haTe 
only Wust moTed in, here, so ve haTen’t really had time to make many 
friends. It vill be nice to share a meal.’

1Oi, I knov hov you feel,’ Stars gaTe a nod. 1Ce’Te been here since 
Dasfe, and ve don’t haTe any friends yet, either.’

1Lhat long3’ Lenkata asked, his smiling falling in a sympathetic 
vay. Lhen, vhen Stars nodded, his smile tvitched back to the corners 
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of his lips. 1Cell... that Wust von’t do, vill it3 Lhough I think I haTe a 
solution to both our problems.’

14h3’ Stars tvitched her ears curiously at his grin. 1Chat’s that3’
;e oMered her his hand. 1jriends3’
K moment passed as Stars looked dovn at Lenkata’s hand.... Lhen 

she beamed back, and took it. 1Oi,’ she said. 1I vould like to be 
friends6’



CHAPTER FIVE

SITTING AT THE TABLE; THE 

NIGELLE-BEESA HOUSE

YUNE 2ND, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars had been right; Ka’harja hadn’t minded making extra food 
for her guests. He had been more than happy to, in fact, and wasted 
no time in pulling out the bigger pot and doubling the portions as 
he chop chop chopped away at the various foods before battering them 
and throwing them into the hot oil.

There hadn’t been enough chairs to accommodate six people so, 
while Ka’harja cooked and Stars set the table and woke their mothers, 
Tenkata and his husband had gone to retrieve two of their spares 
from their own dining table.
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It was a funny sight, Stars thought. The table they had gotten for 
the house was bigger than the usual foxen-sized table (it was second 
hand from the same place where they had found Little Demon’s cot, 
and shared the same sort of peeling paint and aged stains; Distro 
thought they may have once been owned by the same household) but 
was still a little too small for Stars and Ka’harja to sit at completely 
comfortably. So there were two people who were too large for the 
table and chairs they sat in, accompanied by two more people who 
were too small for their chairs in a way that almost balanced it to 
where they could sit comfortably (once they managed to actually 
climb into their very-tall seats, that was), and then there were two 
more people whose heads barely poked over the table enough to see 
their meals as they spoke.

There was a lot of laughter, today, and it made Stars’ heart feel 
lighter than it had in weeks.

Distro and Ketika, despite their previous exchange being so tense, 
hadn’t been able to stop talking enough to get halfway through their 
meals. Every time Distro would pick up a slice of apple or a fried 
cricket with her chopsticks, Ketika would say something that would 
make her cackle hard enough to drop it.

Ka’harja was helping himself to his fourth serving; something that 
clearly impressed Tenkata, as he stared with wide eyes and a hu-
moured scoq as it was downed in record time and a Cfth plate was 
Juickly piled up.
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Even Dena, who usually hated company, was smiling as she sat 
beside Distro and watched her struggle to chew through her hearty 
laughter.

6ne of Distro’s scale-covered hands met the table, slamming 
against it repeatedly in her humour before she swallowed and ex-
claimed, BNou’re not serious?’

BI am? I am?’ Ketika said with glee as he picked up his cup and held 
it high as if mock-toasting. B6h, she was furious? —ut, then, that’s 
mothers, for you?’

BHmp?’ Dena scoqed, sounding almost half-agreeable as she Cn-
ished the last of her plate and shifted, perhaps a little awkwardly in 
the oversized chair, closer to Distro’s side. BNou say, to a room full of 
mothers.’

Ketika snorted into the drink he had just put to his lips, sending a 
splash of droplets out in all directions.

BThere really is no manners in this one’s head, huh1’ Distro agreed, 
leaning sideways towards Dena as if whispering; though she spoke 
rather loudly and didn’t take her eyes from Ketika as he wiped his 
mouth.

BHe’s still young,’ Dena joked; something rare and surprising, even 
for Stars’ ears. It was Juite surprising for the nurlak to hear and 
she felt her ears turn to her mother as the woman continued, BIf he 
doesn’t teach himself Juick enough, we could always2B she made a 
motion, as if slapping an invisible person with the back of her hand, 
B2into him.’
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Stars giggled, knowing her mother didn’t mean what she was say-
ing at all, and poked at her food with a Cnger (she wasn’t very good 
with chopsticks yet and, besides that, mostly still preferred to eat with 
her hands). BI think he’s mip,’ she said.

BNou think everyone’s great?’ Ka’harja said, playfully shouldering 
her.

BOrong,’ Stars corrected, matching her friend’s playful energy as 
she turned her nose to the air in a fake know-it-all expression, just 
as she had seen —aku do before. BThere are people I don’t think are 
mip.’

B0ame them, then,’ Ka’harja teased.
BKay’oten,’ Stars said. BShe was the most mup anyone could ever be. 

She was the mup-est kind of mup that a person can be, I think. Ynd 
I think that she was a kata’li.’

It was Ka’harja who snorted into his drink this time. Though he 
didn’t bother to wipe himself down.

BOell, it’s a good thing that kata’li is dead then, isn’t it1’ Distro said, 
simply; crunching down on just the head of the cricket she held, as 
if Juietly reenacting what she had done in her mind. BSo we’re rid of 
her for good?’

BYre you sure1’ Stars asked, watching as Distro swallowed the 
crushed head. BThere are stories of people coming back after they’re 
dead. Y lot of stories.’

Ka’harja just laughed. BMum doesn’t believe in ghosts.’
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BMm,’ Distro hummed, her voice taking on a ”at tone that made 
the entire table fall Juiet as she mumbled, BI didn’t believe in gods, 
either.’

Y long, pregnant pause took hold of the room as Distro put the 
rest of her cricket into her mouth and chewed on it noisily.

Then Little Demon’s babbling sounded from the basket on the 
couch, and Stars found herself rising to her feet to retrieve him.

She oqered him to nurse but, having only recently been fed, he 
seemed much more content to suckle on the thumb of his wing as 
he reached out for his mother’s face and gave a mu4ed-but-cheerful 
bah-wa sound.

The silence turned to low chatter and cautious talk of gods as Stars 
began to coo at her son.

BNou are so kama,’ she told him, pecking a kiss on his nose to elicit a 
giggle. BFarfah kama berr, terr kami mip. Tirr tai kami mip, alik kami 
farfah berr. Mip, and important. Mip important.’

Ka’harja gave a snort, clearly holding back a laugh as he swallowed 
and looked away, mumbling an apology before Stars could even think 
to be oqended.

She smiled when she realised what the apology was for, feeling 
reassured that her friend really had been listening to her when she’d 
said being laughed at upset her. It was clear he was making an eqort 
to respect her. Ynd even if he wasn’t good at it, she appreciated that 
he was trying.
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Ynd she could see from the corner of her eye that Tenkata and 
Ketika had paid attention to Ka’harja’s apology as they bit back their 
humoured looks and picked at what was left of their meals.

BTenkata1 Do you believe in gods1’ Stars asked, looking fully to her 
guests and ”icking her ears in curiosity. BKetika does, I can tell by the 
way he looks at Kekik Distro. —ut I can’t tell if you believe or not.’

Seemingly taken by surprise, Tenkata hummed a note through 
his mouthful of fruit and glanced around before he swallowed and 
answered, B6h, uh2 I’m Yurn. Ketika is, too. Oe both are.’

BYurn1’ Stars’ ears twitched again. BI’m not sure what that is. I 
don’t know many gods, besides the Har’py and Ynimon ones.... 6h? 
Ynd I know some of the 6kara gods. Krarf is an 6karas, and he 
taught me.’

BKrarf is an Okaras?’ Ka’harja echoed, sitting up straighter. BHuh? 
I thought everyone travelling with Sken was Ynimon.’

Stars shook her head. BKrarf’s not. He’s an 6karas.’
BHuh!’ it was a half-laugh, half-scoq. BI had no idea. Though, I 

don’t know much about that man.... I don’t think he liked me much. 
I barely saw him the whole trip; pretty sure he was avoiding me.’

BHe thinks you’re loud,’ Stars explained. Then, she turned back to 
Tenkata and asked, BOhat does it mean to be GYurn:1’

BOe believe in the seven goddesses,’ Tenkata explained; clearly 
holding back a chuckle as Stars’ ears ”icked up alert. BThe goddesses 
harness the powers of the natural elements2 Things like the sun, 
and wind, and water. They made nature for us mortals to turn into 
art, and so... we do.’
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BI like art,’ Stars said, simply. BThey have art at the library. Sculp-
tures and paintings and woven tapestries. My favourite is the painting 
above the bathroom door. It’s a unicorn with a big herd of pegasus. 
The librarian told me that there’s only one unicorn in an entire herd 
of pegasus. Did you know that1’

Tenkata nodded, his warm smile growing as he did.
B7nicorns are all male,’ she recalled. BYnd they are the leaders of 

their herds.... Ohen I was a Har’py, Kay’oten was the leader. Ynd 
then in the caravan, Sken was in charge. Ynd now it’s Distro. Ynd 
all three of them are women? Ohich is very diqerent from what 
unicorns do.’

BOell, people are smarter than animals,’ Ketika chuckled. B7sually, 
anyway2’

BOho said I was in charge1’ Distro gave a loud scoq, and Stars 
turned to see her crossing her arms. BI never signed up to be leader 
of you lot?’

B0a, but you look after us,’ Stars replied, simply. BNou keep us safe. 
Ynd you make sure we have food. Ynd medicine. Ynd you beat 
Kay’oten in Hra’gahoo da for us.’

BDoes it count if I cheated1’ Distro sniqed, pushing her now-empty 
plate away so she could put her feet up onto the table. B—ecause, 
technically, you’re not meant to use anything but your own physical 
strength. Ynd I... well. Nou saw what happened.’

BIt’s not supposed to count if you use magic,’ Stars felt her ears ”ick 
down as she (slowly and carefully) considered Distro’s words. BSo... 
you did cheat, but....’
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B—ut who in their right mind would have argued with her1?’ 
Ka’harja gave a loud bark of a laugh and threw his hands up. B0ot 
me? —esides. It’s only cheating if someone calls you out on it.’

Distro gave another scoq and rolled her eyes before looking to 
Dena. BAan you believe this crock1’

BNi, I can,’ Dena said, softly; a rare smile Cnding her lips as she 
looked to her feet. BYs Stars saidI you make sure we have food. Ynd 
shelter. Ynd you keep us safe and healthy. That’s what a leader’s 
supposed to do.’

BTraitor,’ said Distro in a joking tone. BIf you really thought of 
me as a leader you’d agree with everything I said, regardless if it was 
actually true or not.’

The laugh that escaped Ka’harja made Little Demon sJueak in 
surprise, and Stars Juickly began to bounce him on her knee to 
comfort him.

Ka’harja watched her for a moment before wiping his mouth on his 
bare arm, smearing a line of sauce from his wrist to his inner-elbow. 
Then he rose from his seat and stretched. BI’m gonna go make that 
order of fairy repellent we got,’ he said as he turned for the kitchen. 
BIf anyone needs me I’ll be in the pantry.’

BThe pantry?’ Ketika echoed.
BNi? That’s where he makes his potions,’ Stars clariCed.
BIt’s small and private,’ Distro explained. BYnd the sun won’t ruin 

the ingredients. I’ve been making potions in pantries for years? Ynd 
before that it was my bedroom wardrobe. —ut that was mostly be-
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cause my father thought studying alchemy was a poor man’s art and 
didn’t want his little princess studying it? Phuh!’

BOell, we’re all poor now, aren’t we1’ Tenkata oqered with a sheep-
ish smile. BIn our pockets, anyway.’

BEyup,’ Distro picked up her bottle of drink from the table to 
raise it, and Stars winced as she downed it in one long scull before 
slamming it back down and burping. BThat’s why I left my old man 
behind, you know?’ she continued. BLiving rich wasn’t worth the 
emotional poverty. 0ot that my Crst mother was much better, mind 
you. Joor and distant? She pawned me oq Crst chance she got, the 
lazy bitch.’

BI’m... sorry to hear that,’ Tenkata replied, looking awkward. BYbu-
sive parents are2B

BEh?’ Distro waved her hand to cut Tenkata oq. BThey weren’t 
abusive, just set in their ways.... 0ow my stepmother? Diqerent story. 
I love that woman? —est mum a girl could have asked for? Shame I 
only met her when I was six. Oould have done me better to have 
known her sooner, I think,’ she gave a chuckle. BMaybe I wouldn’t 
be so loud?’

Stars twitched her ears, listening to Distro’s story but watching her 
guests curiously.

They seemed... like they were uncomfortable with the conversa-
tion as Distro continued. Stars could tell by the way they looked at 
each other; it was the same glance that Sken and Ynnanyn would 
always share before telling her that she had said something inap-
propriate. Ynd so, though Stars didn’t really fully understand why 
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they weren’t comfortable talking about Distro’s family, she thought 
it might be polite to change the topic.

She took the Crst opening she couldI
BShe used to read to me when2B
BI read to Little Demon?’ Stars blurted, trying her hardest not to 

be rude but not knowing how else to interrupt. BI need to go to the 
library and get another book to read to him. Tenkata1 Ketika1 Do 
you want to come to the library with me1’

—oth men immediately rose to their feet and retrieved their coats 
from the backs of their chairs.



CHAPTER SIX

A CORNER BY A WINDOW; 

KOKAKO BOAKA’S LIBRARY

YUNE 2ND, YEAR 10,053 AE

The library was, despite being such a popular service that was 
always mlled with a signimcant afount oq people, a very .uiet and 
calf place to beA

kqter faSing her way to the large and beautiqul building with 
her new qriends, Htars had sat down with her son in her qavourite 
sunny corner in order to read to hifA xer reading had been slow and 
clufsy, as was usual, but it had been a rela’ing thing to do, especially 
aqter such a loud breaSqastA

Hhe had, oq course, not accounted qor the qact she hadnMt slept the 
previous nightA knd beqore she even realised she was qalling asleep, 
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she was waSing up againz one oq the libraryMs blanSets thrown over 
her and TenSata snooKing in the bean bag ne’t to herA

ks she slowly blinSed awaSe, Htars realised she could hear her son 
giggling and turned to looS in his directionA

The child was propped upright in jetiSaMs lap, clapping his hands 
happily as the fan ‘iggled a toy set oq oversiKed wooden Seys in the 
airA

Htars sfiled, giving a yawn and rubbing her eyes beqore she slipped 
out oq her beanbag and onto the ?oorA Hhe scooted to jetiSaMs side, 
taSing her son as he s.uealed and reached out qor herA

LThanS you qor watching hif, jetiSaAM
LIy pleasure,M jetiSa chucSled as he handed the child bacS to his 

fotherA Lxeqty little tySe, isnMt he!M
Lkctually, 6r NaSeSi is worried because heMs underweight,M Htars 

correctedA LxeMs been gaining a bit, but she says that heMs still not 
heavy enough qor his ageAM

Lkh,M jetiSa gave a syfpathetic tut and shooS his headA LxeMs a 
bright Sid, at leastA Nots oq pep in those eyes oq hisA F recSon heMs 
gonna live a long, happy liqeAM

Htars beafed at the coffentz it was all she ever wanted qor hif, 
was a long and happy liqe- Ft was why she had leqt xecSMne, aqter allA

LFs he your mrst!M jetiSa asSedA
LBaAAA but also, yi,M Htars answered, her tone dropping in felanC

cholyA LFMve had fore berrA Jut never liSe this beqoreA kll fy other 
berr were born deadAM
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LFMf sorry to hear that,M jetiSa fatched her toneA LThat fust have 
been hardAM

L7i, it was,M Htars agreedA LJut now F have fy Nittle 6efonA knd 
he is the fost fip thing that has ever happened to fe- xe faSes fe 
very happyAM

LThatMs good,M jetiSa gave a chucSleA LTenSata and F have been 
talSing about adopting qor a whileA Jut itMs scaryAAAA Dspecially nowAM

LOhy especially now!M asSed Htars, her ears twitching curiously 
as her son tooS her hand to sucS on her thufbA L6id sofething 
happen!M

LOellAAA there was an incident with TenSataMs qafily,M jetiSa gave a 
nervous coughA LFtMsAAA why we fovedAM

L0hA F understand,M Htars saidz reaching one oq her qree hands to 
place on jetiSaMs shoulderA LF had to leave fy qafily when F had fy 
Nittle 6efonA Fq F didnMt, they would have Silled hifA Jut it still hurt 
a lot to doA FtMs hard to leave your qafily even when you have toA 7ou 
both fust be very strongAM

LThey would have killed hif!M jetiSa looSed cofpletely taSen by 
surpriseA

L7i,M Htars answered, sifplyA LIy brother would have eaten hif, 
because heMs halq dassen and tiaMmo are not allowed to liveAM

L0h, wowA That uh2L jetiSa cleared his throat with another an’C
ious coughA LThat faSes TenSataMs sister stealing fy engagefent ring 
looS a lot foreAAA less.M

Htars didnMt Snow what an engagefent ring was, but she Snew 
what stealing wasA knd she Snew how fuch it could hurt when 
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sofething you cared about was stolenA Ho she foved her hand qrof 
jetiSaMs shoulder to his bacS and gave hif a gentle pat beqore turning 
to qocus on her sonA

xe beafed up at her when she looSed down to hifz reaching up 
and giving a ‘oyqul gurgle as he tooS her hair in his little hands and 
pulled on itA

Htars leant down, nuKKling into her baby and Sissing his nose as he 
giggled and babbled at herAAA and jetiSa gave a breathless chucSle as 
he watched the pairA

LxeMs a cutie,M he said, scratching at his beard with a sheepish grinA 
LF, uhAAAA F donMt want to overstep, butAAAM he paused as Htars swivelled 
an ear towards hif attentivelyA LJut, ufAAAA Fq you ever need anyone 
to watch hif, FMf hofe fost daysA FMd love the opportunity to uhAAA 
practice! Eor when fe and TenSata are readyA Jut F understand iq 
you donMt want a stranger spending tife with your Sid-M

LThatMs very nice oq you to o3er,M said HtarsA Lknd youMre not a 
strangerz at least not anyfore, youMre notA 7ouMre fy neighbourA knd 
youMre fy qriendAM

LThanSs,M jetiSa gave another nervous laugh, which was accofC
panied by a warf sfileA LF honestly havenMt had fuch lucS faSing 
qriends hereA DveryoneMs nice enough, butAAAAM

L7i, F Snow,M Htars nodded in agreefentA LjaMhar‘a said itMs because 
there are too fany people hereA xe said that when thereMs too fany 
people, you donMt Snow who to talS to, and you see everyone a little 
bit less, and then they all seef liSe strangersAM
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LKa’harja said that!M jetiSaMs tail twitched in hufourA L4eally! 
xif! F fean this in the nicest way, but F didnMt e’actly peg hif as 
the brightest chunS oq stoneAAAA FMf surprised he fade that sort oq 
observationAM

Htars ‘ust shruggedA Lxe can be sfart sofetifesA Bot always, 
thoughA JaSu said itMs liSe he thinSs too qast, sofetifes, and then 
all his thoughts end up mghting with each other instead oq turning 
into proper thoughts, and then he acts liSe he has no thoughts at all 
because oq itAM

jetiSa ‘ust laughedA LOell, whatever it is, heMs good hufouredA F 
liSe hifAM

LF liSe hif too- xeMs fy best qriendA kndAAAM Htars hesitated as she 
recalled the way their fothers had been interacting in the past weeSA 
The gentle touches under the tableA The short, Snowing glancesA knd 
the way 6ena would laugh and looS away qrof 6istro with a blush 
on her cheeSsAAAA knd Htars recalled how at night, when she would get 
up to qeed her son, sheMd noticed that the pair had stopped sleeping 
bacSCtoCbacS in their crafped bed and instead 6enaMs arfs would 
be hugged tightly around 6istroMs fiddle as 6istroMs qace was buried 
in her chestA LF thinS he fight becofe fy brotherAM

L7eah, F got that qeeling,M jetiSa agreedA L7our fothers seefed 
pretty closeAM

L7i,M was all Htars repliedz though she was glad to Snow she wasnMt 
the only one who had seen how her and jaMhar‘aMs fothers were 
behavingA
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There was a peacequl .uiet as the pair becafe distracted by HtarsM 
son and his babblingA

It was like he was trying to tell them a story, Htars thought, nodding 
along gently as her son clapped and giggledA xe clearly had a lot to tell 
thef and, even iq she didnMt understand hif, Htars was deterfined 
to do her best to listenz she Snew, aqter all, how fuch it hurt to be 
ignoredA

Ho she let her son babble on, speaSing soqt aGrfations bacS as he 
did, until he got tired and reached up qor her to hug hifA

Hhe obliged, resting hif against her shoulder and petting his bacS 
as he slowly doKed o3A

Then, when she was sure he was asleep, she spoSe5
LIy other qriends used to watch Nittle 6efon qor fe a lot,M Htars 

coffented, turning bacS to jetiSaA LJacS when F was in the caravanA 
knnanyn, and Woborn, and JaSu, and Wo3AAAA Dven Trat would do 
it, iq F asSedA Jut F donMt thinS Trat liSed to do it, fuchAM

LBo!M
LBo,M Htars echoedA Lxe was good at it, thoughA xe tooS it very 

seriouslyAM
jetiSa gave an understanding nodA LFtMs a serious thing, isnMt it! 

NooSing aqter little onesAM
L7i,M Htars agreedA
L7eah,M TenSataMs voice groaned qrof behind the pair, and they 

both turned to see hif stretch and sit upA LFtMs a huge responsibility, 
isnMt it! Iust be worth it, thoughA Yust to see hif sfile liSe he doesAM
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L7i,M Htars qelt herselq give a giggleA L7esA Ft is worth itA knd even iq 
itMs hard worS, F canMt ifagine doing anything else qor hifAM

L7ouMre a good fother,M said jetiSaA Then, he glanced to his husC
band and asSed, LHhall we go!M

LjeSiS 6istro says that too,M Htars coffented, pushing herselq up 
and o3ering jetiSa her handA LHofetifes, when FMf all alone, FMf 
not sure iq FMf a good SeSiS or iq FMf a fup SeSiSA Jut when jeSiS 
6istro says that FMf fip, F Snow it fust be trueA Jecause sheMs a fip 
SeSiS, too, and she would tell fe iq F was doing sofething wrongAM

LHhe seefs liSe a wise wofan,M TenSata agreedA LFq not a little 
eccentricAM

LDccentric!M Htars echoed as she helped jetiSa to his qeetA LOhatMs 
that fean!M

L”nconventional,M jetiSa answeredA Though, when Htars looSed 
conqused he tried again, L”nusualA HtrangeA Jut in a good wayAM

Htars slowly nodded, and twitched a curious earA LNiSeAAA fe!M
L7eah, youMre a bit eccentric,M chucSling, TenSata pet Htars on the 

bacS oq her legA LFtMs charfing-M
Htars qelt herselq grinA LThanS you- F2M
L0h, Htars- F didnMt realise you were here,M a qafiliar voice cut in, 

and Htars .uicSly turned to one oq the librariansz a qo’en wofan who 
wasnMt fuch older than herselqA

8aldu was her nafe, Htars recalledA TheyMd spoSen on several ocC
casions, two oq which 8aldu had acted as a tutor qor HtarsM reading 
under instruction oq the Dfpire 6isaster 4elieq prografA Hhe was 
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a Sind and patient wofan, though today she seefed a little but 
qraKKledA

LFMf so sorry-M she saidA LOe didnMt have an appointfent, did we! F 
was with another patron- Fq F Snew you were here F would have had 
sofeone else cofe out to help you-M

L0h, no,M Htars gave a polite ear twitch beqore she shooS her headA 
LF wasnMt here qor reading lessonsA F was here with qriends- This is 
TenSata, and this is jetiSaA TheyMre farriedA knd fy neighboursA 
They foved into the house ne’t to ours- TheyMre very niceAM

LkhA ThatMs a relieqA F thought FMd gotten fy calendar wrong in the 
worst Sind oq way-M 8aldu sfiled as Htars fotioned to her two new 
qriends, and gave a polite waveA LFMf 8aldu, F worS with the DA6AEMs 
education departfentAM

LHhe helps fe read when FMf having trouble,M Htars e’plainedA 
LHheMs fip at reading2 Good at readingA knd at teachingAM

LThanS you, Htars,M 8aldu gave a .uiet laugh beqore she m’ed her 
hair and politely crossed her arfsA LFs there anything F can help you 
with, today!M

Htars shooS her head againA LBoA Oe were about to leaveA ThanS 
you, though-M

LOell, F hope you had a good tife,M 8aldu said, politely, beqore 
stepping aside to let the trio passA L7ou Snow youMre always welcofe 
hereAM

LThanS you, 8aldu,M Htars said, ad‘usting her grip on her son and 
faSing qor the e’itA LFMll be cofing bacS, toforrowA There are sofe 
new things F want to read about-M
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8aldu gave a happy nod, and the group said their goodbyes beqore 
heading outA They fade their way into the street and then pausedA

LOhere should we head o3 to, ne’t!M TenSata asSed, nudging his 
husband playqullyA

LThe farSets!M jetiSa suggestedA LOe need to restocS the pantryz 
weMre out oq ?our and oats, and could probably stand to get sofe 
ducS qor the stirCqry, tonightAM

L0h, yeah, the farSets sound qun-M TenSata agreedA LF wouldnMt 
find sofe fore oq those cinnafon fealworfsAM

LOe could picS up sofe wattle seed tea, too2L
Hofething hit Htars in the bacS oq the leg and she ‘ufped, giving a 

s.ueaS oq surprise as she turned to qace the old qo’en wofan behind 
herA

L0h, sorry, love, fay F pass!M
Htars ‘ust staredA
Hhe was old oldA The oldest person Htars had ever seen in her entire 

liqe- Dven older than her own fother who, until now, was as old as 
Htars thought people could getA xer darS hair was wiry, with streaSs 
oq greyCwhite running through it, and her sSin was worn so loose it 
hung qrof her body in a way Htars had never seen sSin do beqoreA knd 
she stared straight aheadz not glancing up to feet HtarsM eye with her o
wnA

Then Htars noticed, beside the old wofan in a bright red harness, a 
qafiliarClooSing anifalz a ?yeaterA Ft was a sfall creature that stood 
only as high as a qo’enMs hip, with large ?u3y ears and a long nose 
and sharp clawsAAAA Htars refefbered these creatures qrof her tife in 
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xecSMnez they qed on the sun?ies that ?itted through the wasteland 
and were a valuable qood source qor the larger anifals that ate featAAAA 
Though this one had a brighter pelt than the dullCbrown oq the wild 
creatures Htars was qafiliar with and she got the qeeling that this was 
a pet, liSe TucSer was to HSenA

k long, long fofent oq .uiet passed between the two wofen as 
Htars continued to stareA

LNove! Iay F pass!M the wofan asSed againz still not looSing at 
HtarsA

L0h-M jetiSa gave a gaspA L0h, Htars, you need to2L
LOhy did you hit fe!M Htars blurtedA LF didnMt do anything to you-M
LHtars-M TenSata was at her side, now, trying to usher her to the side 

oq the streetA LHtars, sheMs blindAM
LThat doesnMt fean she can hit fe-M Htars deqendedA LBobodyMs 

allowed to hit fe- Bot anyfore- jeSiS 6istro said so-M
LBo2 Htars2 Hhe didnMt see you-M jetiSa correctedA LHheMs blind!M
LHheMs still not allowed to hit fe-M Htars pressedA LHhe hit fe with 

her sticS-M
LFMf sorry, love,M the wofan said, sounding very genuineA LF didnMt 

fean to hit youA This ZsticSI is fy caneA F use it to mnd fy way 
aroundAM

LJy hitting things!M Htars twitched an earA
LHtars,M TenSata sounded concerned, now, though Htars wasnMt sure 

whyA L7ou shouldnMt asS .uestions liSe thatAM
LOhy not!M Htars qrownedA LF want to Snow-M
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The wofan ‘ust chucSledA LF donMt find .uestions,M she saidA LF 
thinS curiosity is a good thingAAAA F touch things with the cane, and the 
cane lets fe qeel thef so F donMt hurt fyselq by walSing into thefAM

L0h,M Htars thought that fade senseA LJecause youMre blind!M
L7esAM
LFn both eyes!M
L7esAM
LHo you canMt see! Bot even a little bit!M
LBot even a little bit,M she conmrfedA
Htars cocSed her head, her qace scrunching up in conqusionA Lknd 

youMre still allowed to live! They havenMt Silled you qor it!M
Htars watched as TenSata covered his fouth, clearly too stunned 

to even gasp, and she Snew sheMd said sofething rudeA
LFMve said sofething rude,M she said the thought aloudA LF didnMt 

fean to be rudeA F ‘ust want to understandA JacS in xecSMne, when 
people went blind, they would dieA TheyMd either be leqt to starve or 
theyMd get Silled and eatenA Bobody got old liSe you areAM

Lkh, youMre qrof Heck’ne,M the wofanMs surprised looS turned to 
one oq understandingA LOell that e’plains the accent, doesnMt it!M

LF have an accent!M
Joth TenSata and jetiSa visibly rela’ed as the wofan sfiled 

warflyA
L7es,M she answered, sifplyA LF thought it sounded qafiliarA FMve only 

fet one other xecSMnerian, beqoreA Novely young girl, she wasA k 
nurlaS whoMd run away qrof hofe and ‘oined a caravan oq travelling 
avioAM
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LFMf a nurlaS,M Htars saidA Lknd F also ran away qrof xecSMne and 
‘oined a caravanA Jut they werenMt avioA They were qo’en and secesAM

LOhat a wonderqul coincidence-M the wofan beafedA Then, she 
chucSled and held out her hand to Htarsz who had to crouch down 
to taSe itA L0h, F donMt thinS FMve introduced fyselq, have F! FMf jriqA 
jriq TennellA knd this is Tin, fy service anifalAM

LHSen had a service anifal,M Htars coffentedA Lkn incarah nafed 
TucSerA xe was to help her with KATAAA HA6! Fs that why you have 
Tin!M

LTin helps fe mnd fy way around,M jriq e’plainedA LHheMs a good 
little thingA IaSes sure F donMt qall down any stairs or walS in qront 
oq foving cartsA Hhe was supposed to open doors, too, but she has a 
bit trouble with thatA 6onMt you, Tin!M

Tin gave a snuLing sound and stepped closer to jriqMs sidez pressC
ing into it as iq to faSe sure she was aware oq her presenceA

LGood girl,M jriq futteredA Lknd what would your nafes be! F 
heard three oq you-M

L0h- FMf Htars,M Htars answeredA Lknd these are fy qriends, TenSata 
and jetiSaA TheyMre farriedAM

LThatMs lovelyA Kart oq that caravan!M
LBo, F donMt travel with the caravan, anyfore,M Htars e’plainedz 

qeeling a pang in her heart as she thought oq the qriends whoMd leqt 
her behindA LIe and fy SeSiS and fy berr all stayed here, with fy 
qriend jaMhar‘a and his SeSiSAM

LjeSiS and berr, what do those two words fean!M
LIother and baby,M Htars answeredA
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L7ou have a baby!M jriq lit upA Lknother coincidence- The nurlaS 
wofan qrof the other caravan, she also had a babyA k little halq harpy 
girlAM

LIy son is halq dassen,M Htars qelt herselq laughA
L0h, how precious,M jriq chucSledA LOhatMs his nafe!M
LNittle 6efon,M Htars saidA
Lkh, the other nurlaS called her daughter MeMF,M said jriqA LF believe 

she said it was kvio qor ZNittle TreasureI! Jut F could be fisrefefC
beringAM

Lxey, Htars!M jetiSa spoSe qrof behind Htars, and she turned to her 
qriendA LF donMt want to be rude, but TenSata and F need to head o3A 
7ouMre welcofe to stay and talS, butAAAA Oill you be alright on your 
own!M

L0h, yi2 7es, F will-M Htars stood straight, now, and gave a happy 
nodA LF cofe to the library on fy own all the tife- F Snow the way 
hofe qrof hereAM

Lks long as youMll be mne,M jetiSa pet her leg, beqore hooSing a hand 
around his husbandA LOeMll see you around, shall we!M

L7i-M Htars agreedA L7ouMre always welcofe to cofe over and talS-M
Lknd youMre always welcofe at ours,M TenSata returnedA L7ou have 

a good day, HtarsAM
LF will- knd F hope you have a good day, too, TenSataA knd you too, 

jetiSaAM
The two fen waved and then were o3z disappearing into the 

crowd as Htars called out another goodbyeA
LThey seefed nice,M jriq coffentedA
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LTheyMre very nice,M Htars conmrfed, turning bacS to jriqA LF liSe 
thefAM

LNovely, lovelyAAAM jriq gave another laughA LOhat are your plans qor 
the day, fy dear!M

L”fAAAA FMf not sureA Ohat day is it!M
LF believe itMs the second,M answered jriqA L8radaAM
L0x-M Htars covered her fouth, her eyes going wideA LThe second!- 

0h- F need to go hofe- The second is when Ietita visits- xeMs qrof 
the DA6A4- FMf supposed to talS to hif-M

Lkh, well, go on now- 6onMt let fe Seep you-M jriq waved a hand, 
fotioning qor Htars to goA Lxurry hofe, love-M

L7i- 7es- F will-M Htars e’claifed, hurrying around jriq so she could 
faSe her way hofeA LThanS you qor answering fy .uestions, jriq- 
Dven though they were rudeA F hope you have a good day- Jye-M
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Stars had hurried home as fast as she could without waking her son; 
a walk so fast some might have mistaken it for running, if they were 
only looking from the corner of their eye.

She was lucky that the townsfolk, seeing her rushed look, mostly 
moved aside for her to let her past. She thanked as many of them as 
she could, but she was in such a hurry she knew that not all of them 
heard her. A shame, as she couldn’t turn back to make sure they did.

Though she was out of breath she kept up the pace. She knew she 
was close to home, now; just two more turns, and she would be in 
her street!
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‘Stars? Stars, wait!’
Stars stopped at the familiar voice, breathing a sigh of relief as she 

turned to face Metita. He was in his usual uniform; with his shirt 
tucked under his belt and his deep green hair tied back in a messy bun. 
The E.D.R badge pinned to his chest re-ected a sparkle of sunlight 
as he looked up at her with tired eyes and adjusted his heavyOlooking 
bag on his shoulder.

‘Stars, are you alright?
‘xh! I was sure I was going to be late to meet you!’ Stars said as 

the foKen man reached her side. ‘I was all the way at the library, and 
I didn’t know today was today until —rif told me! I’m sorry! I’m so 
sorry that I was almost late!’

‘It’s alright,’ Metita reassured, his hands hovering by her leg in a 
comforting wayY Though he refrained from actually touching her, 
instead taking a deep and calming breath that was a clear cue for Stars 
to copy. ‘Deep breaths, now. Lou wouldn’t be in trouble for being 
late.’

‘Wah’kort would have been angry!’ Stars blurted. ‘He would have 
hit me!’

‘Wah’kort isn’t in charge of you anymore,’ Metita reminded her, 
motioning now with his hand for her to take a breath. ‘Ce’re here to 
help you, not punish you. Take a deep breath. Lou’re not in trouble.’

Stars took the breath and let her shoulders fall slack as it helped 
loosen the tight knot in her chest that she hadn’t realised had been 
forming.
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‘There we go. Is that better?’ Metita asked, mirroring Stars as she 
nodded. ‘Uood. Uood. There we go.... 4o harm done, hm? Ce’re 
both right on time.’

‘Li,’ Stars took another deep breath and let it out, adjusting her 
son in her grip as he gave a tired murmur and Vdgeted. ‘Ce can walk 
together, can’t we?’

‘Les, that does sound good, doesn’t it?’ Metita smiled warmly as he 
motioned for Stars to lead the way. ‘Lou can tell me all about how that 
doctor’s appointment of yours went. It says in my notes you received 
some vaccinations?’

‘Li,’ Stars conVrmed, starting her way home at a much slower 
pace than she had been walking before. ‘Les. Dr Wakeki had a lot 
of vaccinations, both for me and for my Wittle Demon. They were 
awful.’

‘Awful?’ Metita echoed.
‘Li,’ Stars folded down her ears, giving Metita a mournful look. 

‘They miita a lotY 5m. I mean. Hurt a lot. And made us both feel 
very sick. Dr Wakeki said they were to help us stay healthy and mip, 
but.... I didn’t like them. 4ot at all.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Metita, softly. ‘Though, I am glad you 
still got them. qaccines are very important things.’

‘Li.... Yes,’ Stars said, and saw Metita twitch his ear as she corrected 
her wording. ‘Dr Wakeki told me about them and why it was imporO
tant to get them. So I knew I needed to.... I still didn’t like them, 
though.’
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‘Mm,’ Metita acknowledged Stars with a hum. Then, he glanced 
up at her, just for a moment, with a reassuring look. ‘Lour InternaO
tional is getting better. I can hear the improvement in your pronunO
ciation.’

‘I’ve been trying, but sometimes I forget,’ Stars said. Then, after a 
moment, she sighed. ‘I was told I had an accent, today. Do I have an 
accent?’

‘Everyone has an accent,’ Metita answered. ‘Lours is just di6erent 
from the one that’s common here. It’s nothing to worry about.’

‘I don’t like sounding like a Har’py,’ Stars admitted. ‘I don’t want 
to be a Har’py, not anymore, and I don’t want people to think I’m 
a Har’py when they look at me or hear me talk! I want to be like 
everyone else! I... I want to be normal. I don’t feel normal.’

‘I understand,’ Metita told her, his voice soft with empathy. ‘Most 
people I work with eKpress the same sentiment at some point or 
another...’ he paused, then, to take Stars by the hand and s:uee7e it 
comfortingly. The professional air that clung to him seemed to melt, 
just a little, as he looked at her with a soft, sympathetic ga7e. ‘I think 
feeling like you’ll never be normal might be one of the most normal 
feelings in the world, Stars.’

A moment passed between them, :uiet and understanding, before 
Wittle Demon gave a babble and Stars felt his toothless mouth close 
over her ear.

Metita took a deep breath and his professional demeanour reO
turned as he released Stars’ hand and continued on.
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Stars followed him :uietly, after that; not saying anything until 
they had arrived at her front door and she opened it to announce 
herself0

‘—ekik! I’m home!’ she called, only to realise she didn’t have to 
shout, as both Dena and Distro were laying on the couch together.

Distro was asleep with her face buried in Dena’s chest as Dena 
rested underneath her and rubbed a hand along the curve of her back. 
Distro’s tail was entwined around Dena’s leg, loosely, though it was 
:uickly shaken loose as Dena jolted in surprise as Stars entered the 
room. Dena looked at her daughter with wide eyes before shoving 
Distro onto the -oor and stumbling to her feet.

Distro mumbled something, but otherwise didn’t seem to notice 
that she was now laying on her boots, and continued to sleep.

Dena shuBed in place for a moment, her nerves clear, before she 
stepped over Distro and hurried to her daughter. She embraced Stars, 
who crouched down to hug her back, before letting out a long breath 
and rubbing the back of her neck with a hand.

‘How was your day?’ she asked, not meeting her daughter’s eye but 
instead letting her ga7e trail her grandson as he reached out for her 
and babbled. ‘Did you have a good time?’

‘Li, —ekik,’ Stars answered. She pecked a kiss on her mother’s cheek 
before, gently, o6ering Wittle Demon to her.

Dena took the child without another word and retreated to her 
armchair, placing him in her lap so she could make playful motions 
with her hands while leaning him back against her chest.
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He loved it; s:uealing in joy and grabbing at Dena’s hands with his 
own and pulling her Vngers into his mouth to chew.

‘Is Distro alright?’ Metita asked from behind Stars, and Stars stood 
up straight before turning to him and -icking an ear. ‘She’s... jus
t...’ he waved a hand, motioning towards the sleeping woman, and 
winced.

‘She’s a heavy sleeper,’ Stars answered, stepping over to Distro and 
tapping her on the head. ‘—ekik Distro? It’s time to wake up. Metita 
is here!’

There was no response, so Stars tapped her harder and spoke loudO
erY Then, when there was still no response, Distro was rolled onto 
her back.

This seemed to annoy her, as she rolled back onto her side.
‘—ekik Distro, you have to get up!’ Stars said, loudly. ‘Metita is here, 

and you know that he needs to talk to us!’
‘Metita can fuck off,’ Distro mumbled; much to the man’s amuseO

ment.
—a’harja made his way downstairs then, holding a deep green apple 

in one hand and a hamper of dirty washing in the other. Cith a :uick 
glance of the room he seemed to gauge the situation and stepped over 
to his mother; dumping the hamper down noisily and giving her a 
soft thwap around the ears.

‘5p!’ he ordered, sharply.
Chen she simply grunted in annoyance and didn’t comply, he took 

her by her ankles and hefted her up; dangling her in the air as she let 
out a shriek of surprise grabbed at her son.
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‘—a’harja!’ she eKclaimed. ‘I’ve told you a hundred times not to 
swing me around!’

‘And I’ve told you a hundred times to put your socks in the hamO
per,’ he retorted, lowering her faceOVrst onto the -oor and letting her 
fall into a heap. Then he looked over to Metita and loudly took a bite 
of his apple. ‘Hey, Metita.’

‘Uood afternoon,  —a’harja,’  Metita  replied,  clearly  trying to 
smother a chuckle. ‘How have you been?’

‘Aw, yeah, surviving,’ —a’harja answered through his mouthful. 
‘Lou?’

‘I’ve been Vne, thank you,’ Metita responded, before motioning to 
the table. ‘Shall we sit?’

‘Leah, sure!’ taking another bite of his apple, —a’harja stepped 
over his mother as she waved an annoyed hand at him and took his 
usual seat. He pulled out the chair beside him and, looking over at 
Stars, thwacked a hand down on it nosily; smiling wide when she 
understood and hurried to sit with him.

‘xh, I see how it is!’ Distro teased as she took the seat opposite. 
Then she gave a loud sni6, wiping her nose on her sleeve, and turned 
to Metita as he sat down. ‘So? Chat’s on the agenda for today?’

‘Uood things!’ Metita responded, hefting his bag onto the table 
and pulling out a clipboard and pen. ‘I already spoke with Stars about 
her vaccinations outside, so that’s all conVrmed and we can contact 
Dr Wakeki about payment...’ he scratched a note beside one of the 
many items on his list, before giving an approving nod and motionO
ing to —a’harja and Stars in turn. ‘4ow. Ce have gotten ahold of one 



MISFITTED 8”

suitably si7ed bed for the two of you, which we can have delivered 
tonight, but there’s no E.T.A on a second.’

‘Aw, man! Lou mean we’re going to have to fight over it?’ —a’harja 
joked, giving Stars several friendly pokes that made her giggle. ‘Urr! 
Arg! Fight Vght! My bed!’

‘—a’harja!’ Stars laughed, batting his hands away. ‘Ce can share it!’
‘4o, we have to Vght,’ —a’harja said with a grin. Then, when Stars 

gave him a playful shove, he deliberately slipped o6 his chair and 
splayed out on the -oor. ‘xh! xh! Lou beat me! Mercy! Lou can have 
the bed!’

Stars gave another giggle and then, to her surprise, she heard a 
chuckle from her mother and turned to watch as the older woman 
shook her head at —a’harja and scrunched up her face in humour.

‘xh! That’s rare!’ —a’harja eKplained, pointing at Dena. ‘Am I 
growing on you?’

‘Li. Lou’re like a wart,’ Dena answered; her tone sounding almost 
a6ectionate as she looked back to Wittle Demon and nu77led into 
him. ‘Isn’t he? He’s a wart!’

Wittle Demon, despite not understanding what was said to him, let 
out a happy s:ueal and clapped his hands.

‘Lou know what? I’ll take it!’ —a’harja laughed, -opping back into 
his seat. ‘So. 4ew bed! Chat’s neKt?’

‘Les, what’s neKt?’ Distro asked, folding her hands together and 
leaning forward. ‘Do you have any news from the I.H.A?’

‘Les! Fantastic news,’ Metita said, pulling out a small letter from 
his bag. ‘They managed to conVrm your membership said and will 
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be sending through updated certiVcation for you to display if you 
choose to open another shop or clinic. They just need to get it written 
up and signed for you, which hopefully won’t take too long.’

‘I.H.A?’ Stars echoed curiously.
‘International Healer’s Association,’ —a’harja answered as Metita 

began sifting through a pile of documents with Distro. ‘Zasically, it’s 
a group of people who can vouch and say, 2Leah, she’s trained to 
make medication.P So that people buying potions know that she’s 
going to be good at it, and isn’t just throwing a bunch of crap toO
gether. I mean, you can still sell potions without a membership, but 
people are more likely to buy them if you have one.’

‘xh, that makes sense. I think,’ Stars replied. ‘Are you a member, 
too?’

‘4ah, I can’t join until my training is done,’ —a’harja answered. 
‘Chich, you know. I’m getting there. Zut not :uite yet. If I buckle 
down I could probably look into Vnishing my apprenticeship by the 
end of the year. Zut I don’t think I’ve got the focus for it.’

Stars nodded along, not completely comprehending what —a’harO
ja meant but knowing enough about his work as an alchemist to 
halfOunderstand what he was talking about.

‘Ah! —a’harja, speaking of your training,’ Metita cut in. ‘Lou reO
member how last month we discussed that your training was on hold 
while Distro waited for her certiVcation update?’

‘4o,’ —a’harja answered, simply. ‘Zut go on.’
‘Ah, well... we discussed that while Distro organises her new store 

and stock, she wouldn’t be able to handle your training,’ Metita 



MISFITTED ”J

clariVed. ‘And you agreed to let us look for alternate employment for 
you, until your mother had a stable clientObase again.’

‘5hY Huh. I agreed to that?’ —a’harja shrugged, grinning as he 
leant back in his chair. ‘I don’t remember. Zut, then, I don’t rememO
ber a lot of things!’

‘Mm,’ Metita gave a hum, before holding out a small stack of 
papers to —a’harja. ‘Ce found you a job.’

‘Aw, yeah,’ —a’harja’s chair clunked against the -oor as he let it fall 
back onto all four legs, and he took the papers to -ick through them. 
‘Chat’ll I be doing?’

‘Lou’ll be an assistant for a local seamstress,’ Metita eKplained. 
‘Simple work, only a few hours a day. She’s recently sustained an 
injury and needs someone to help maintain her store. —eeping shelves 
stocked and cleaning, mostly, as she’s lost the mobility needed for it. 
She’s an anvora woman named Fetel Cir; I think you’ll get along well 
with her.’

‘Right,’ —a’harja gave an agreeable nod. ‘I can do that.’
‘Anvora?’ Stars said aloud. ‘They’re one of the Rendi races, aren’t 

they? Wike harpies and avio?’
‘Leah,’
‘I’ve never met an anvora, before,’ Stars said. ‘I’ve only heard about 

them. Du Doria was one of Ken’efay’s sisters. She turned seeds colO
lected from berries into eggs to make the anvora. Did you know that?’

‘I did,’ Metitia conVrmed, politely. ‘And did you know that an 
anvora was the Vrst recorded person to ever survive a basilisk stare?’

‘I didn’t,’ Stars said, her ears twitching curiously. ‘Really?’
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‘Their name was Des Davanti,’ Metita told her. ‘qery interesting 
stu6. Lou should look it up neKt time you’re at the library.’

‘I will!’
Metita gave her a happy nod, then looked back to his paperwork. 

‘4ow, —a’harja. I want you to keep in mind that Fetel Cir won’t 
be paying you directly,’ he commented. ‘Lour wage is being subO
sidised by another organisation called International Disability IndeO
pendence and Support. Sometimes called the I.D.I.S.’

‘Leah, I’ve heard of them,’ said —a’harja, tapping his bad leg. ‘They 
helped with my rehabilitation when I was a kid.’

Stars hadn’t heard of them, and she was very curious as to what 
eKactly they were; but she wanted to be polite and tried to hold her 
tongue, resisting the urge to interrupt.

‘Ah, yes, your injury,’ Metita acknowledged. ‘That shouldn’t a6ect 
your ability to work, should it?’

‘4o, itY‘
‘Wittle Demon’s legs don’t work properly,’ Stars blurted, unable to 

keep herself :uiet any longer. ‘Dr Wakeki says he might not ever walk.’
Stars immediately regretting interrupting. However Metita, rather 

than getting angry at the interruption like Stars worried he would, 
simply took a small folder from his bag and -icked through the papers 
inside.

‘xh, yes, it says here...’ he mumbled. ‘Application forms.... Les! Dr 
Wakeki’s made a note that she wants us to put him forward for I.D.I.S 
support. Ce can talk about that when I’m done with —a’harja, hm? 
Ce’ll make sure he’s looked after, don’t you worry.’
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Stars nodded, grateful that Metita was so patient with her.
‘Alright,’ he said, softly, before turning back to —a’harja. ‘4ow, 

you’ll be a shop assistant, not a personal assistant; so your duties 
shouldn’t include any personal errands. xnly shopOwork. Do you 
understand the di6erence?’

‘Leah,’ —a’harja gave a nod. ‘Stacking shelves for her, but not going 
out to get her lunch.’

‘Uood, good,’ Metita made a note on the paperwork, before turnO
ing it around to —a’harja. ‘Read over this and sign it.’

—a’harja immediately went to sign, and Metita blocked his pen 
with a hand. ‘—a’harja,’ he said, seriously. ‘Read it before you sign.’

‘Zut I hate reading,’ —a’harja complained.
‘It’s a legal document, you need to read it,’ Metita heaved a sigh 

and shook his head. ‘I hope you haven’t been signing things without 
reading them, Vrst.’

‘5h....’
‘I like reading, though I’m still not very good at it,’ Stars commentO

ed. She bit her lip when she realised she’d interrupted. ‘Sorry.’
‘That’s alright,’ Metita reassured, before he turned back to —a’harO

ja and tapped the paper seriously. ‘Mlease, —a’harja. Read through it. 
Thoroughly.’

—a’harja gave an eKaggerated sigh and picked up the document, 
slowly scanning it over.

That was when Metita turned to Stars. ‘4ow, before we get into 
Wittle Demon’s I.D.I.S application, is there anything else you’re 
wanting to address?’
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Stars bit her lip, twitching her ears and thinking hard about that 
:uestion. ‘Do...’ she hesitated, then her brow furrowed. ‘Do I need 
to get a job like —a’harja?’

‘4o. At least, not just yet,’ Metita answered. ‘Do you remember the 
second time we met, and you Vlled out all those assessment forms? I 
believe we spoke about those results?’

‘Li... yes,’ Stars said, a sheepish look on her face. ‘I didn’t really... 
understand what a lot of it meant, though.’

‘Ah, well, I apologise that it wasn’t clear,’ Metita -icked through 
more of his documents. ‘If you’re ever confused by any of this, you ca
n always ask for clariVcation. It’s important that you understand 
what we’re doing. xtherwise we can’t help you properly. Les?’

Stars nodded.
‘It was agreed that, due to your circumstances as a new mother and 

Heck’ne immigrant, it would be best to focus on your son and your 
education before we tried to Vnd you any sort of work,’ he read o6 
a sheet. ‘The priority, before your employment, is creating a stable 
environment for Wittle Demon to be raised in. Do you understand 
what that means?’

‘5m...’ Stars blushed, -icking back her ears as she tried to put the 
eKplanation together. ‘I... don’t think I do.’

‘They’re saying you already have a job,’ Distro gave a loud sni6 and 
put her feet on the table. ‘Lour job is being a mother and looking after 
Wittle Demon. And part of that is learning how to do things like read 
and write, so that you can help teach him when he’s old enough.’
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‘xh. xkay,’ Stars’ ears -icked up, and she gave a relieved sigh. ‘I 
think that I can do that.’

‘Jourse you can!’ Distro sco6ed. ‘Lou’re a good mother.’
A smile found Stars’ lips, and she let out a long breath. ‘I am a good 

kekik,’ she repeated for herself.
‘I agree,’ Metita commented, gently. ‘Lou’re a very good mother. I 

always look forward to seeing you and your son in these meetings.’
‘Lou do?’ Stars asked.
‘Les,’ Metita’s ears perked up, and his tired smile creased the corners 

of his eyes as he took —a’harja’s nowOsigned forms. ‘At the risk of 
being a little too personal.... Sometimes this job eKposes me to rather 
depressing situations, and it can be eKhausting. Zut seeing the e6ort 
you put in for your son is uplifting and it helps to make the rest of 
my month easier to bear.’

It was a strange thing to hear.
Her entire life Stars had, as far as she knew, been the one that everyO

one tried to avoid. The one that got ignored, and that got groaned at 
with rolled eyes when she would try and join in conversations.

She had never been good at things, or a person that others looked 
forward to seeing. So hearing Metita say that she made him feel 
better....

It made her feel good in a way she’d never felt before. In a way that 
she couldn’t place or eKplain; like she was Vnally doing things right. 
Wike she wasn’t as worthless as she’d always been told she was.

‘Actually, on that note,’ Metita mumbled, looking at his papers. 
‘Ce still haven’t found any childcare facilities that are able to meet 
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Wittle Demon’s needs. At least, none with any vacancies. However, w
e are able to help with other options, such as private babysitters, if 
you Vnd yourself needing a break.’

‘—etika said he can babysit,’ Stars said. ‘He lives neKt door with his 
husband.’

‘Did he? That’s very kind of him,’ Metita acknowledged. ‘Is —etika 
a friend of yours?’

‘Li, he is,’ Stars agreed. ‘He said that he wants to have his own 
children, one day. Tenkata and him want to adopt. And he said he 
would like to practice by looking after my Wittle Demon if I was okay 
with it. And I am okay with it. Zecause he’s my friend, and I trust 
him.’

‘I’m happy to hear you’re making friends,’ Metita gave a warm, 
genuine smile. ‘It’s important to build a support system.... 4ow, 
about the I.D.I.S application,’ Metita pulled some documents forO
ward, placing them in front of Stars so he could point at them with 
his pen. ‘Dr Wakeki has Vlled in the majority of the information for 
us. Zut there are still some things for me to handle. I’ve Vlled these 
out before, and I can do most of it without asking you too many 
:uestions. Zut I will still have a few. And I will need your consent 
to Vll it out on your behalf.’

Stars twitched an ear. ‘Zut... if it’s for Wittle Demon, why do you 
need my consent? Shouldn’t you ask him, instead?’

—a’harja smothered a laugh, hurriedly apologising, before rising 
to his feet and :uickly busying himself with taking the dirty clothes 
hamper to the bathroom.
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Stars watched him go before turning back to Metita and repeating 
herself. ‘Shouldn’t it be Wittle Demon’s consent?’

‘I understand what you’re asking,’ Metita said, softly. ‘Zut Wittle 
Demon is too young to understand this sort of thing. So, when 
someone is too young and not able to understand these things, it’s 
up to their guardians Yin this case youY to provide consent on their 
behalf. Lou are his caretaker, and you have his best interests in mind, 
and so you decide what can and can’t happen to him.’

‘xh, that makes sense,’ said Stars. ‘5m... yi. Yes. Les. Lou can.’
Jonsent given, Metita began to Vll in the necessary forms for Stars 

and her son; taking his time to eKplain each part as he Vlled it in, and 
what it all meant.

Stars wasn’t sure she understood everything, not completely, but 
she was grateful that Metita took the time to make sure she knew 
what was being written. It meant a lot that he gave her the opportuO
nity to understand and didn’t just assume she wouldn’t, like so many 
other people always did.

And she made sure to tell him as much as he worked, to which he 
responded with a warm smile and a chuckle before moving on to the 
neKt page.

Zut that was when he paused, looking unsure as his pen hovered 
over a line on the document.

‘Are you okay, Metita?’ Stars asked.
‘Mm... yes, I’m Vne,’ he said, almost absently. Then, he took on a 

serious tone. ‘I need to ask you some very important :uestions, Stars, 
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to help with the application. Zut I understand if they’re too stressful 
to answer. If you can’t answer them, please tell me.’

Stars’ ears pressed back at the seriousness in Metita’s tone, and she 
shifted as she saw her mother from the corner of her eye; the woman 
was looking at Metita with sharp eyes and a distrustful eKpression. 
Though, her ga7e shifted to Distro as the woman hefted herself out 
of her chair so she could sit on the table, dangerously close to Metita’s 
paperwork.

‘Chat’s all this about serious :uestions, then?’ she asked, waving a 
dismissive hand at the bathroom door and drawing attention to the 
fact that —a’harja was standing halfOout the room with damp clothes 
in his hands, eavesdropping. She then took the form from Metita, 
who heaved a sigh at her bad manners, and read the line he had been 
hovering over. ‘Ah. They want details about his father.’

‘Fabecut?’ Stars mumbled, all of the good things she had just been 
feeling suddenly draining from her and being replaced with a heavy 
pebble of anKiety in her chest and a bubbly and tight gurgle in her 
stomach. She wasn’t sure why that feeling came over her, at the menO
tion of her son’s father; they had been in love, hadn’t they? They’d 
cared for each other. He’d never hit her, at least....

‘Les, this 2FabecutP man, you’ve mentioned him a few times,’ 
Metita acknowledged; his eyes tightening in the same suspicious way 
that Dena’s had as he watched Stars. It was clear that he had seen her 
tense as she’d said Fabecut’s name, and the look he gave was almost 
disapproving. ‘Chere is he? Cas he one of the Har’pies you lived 
with, previously?’
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‘4a... I mean, no,’ Stars mumbled, wiggling uncomfortably in her 
chair as she felt everyone’s eyes on her. ‘He wasn’t a Har’py. He 
stayed near the border, because he was travelling near Heck’ne, and 
we would meet up. 5ntil he had to leave.’

‘I see,’ Metita took the document back from Distro, hovering his 
pen over it again in preparation to write. ‘And you didn’t leave with 
him?’

‘No,’ it came out as an almostOwhisper, and Stars brought her 
hands into her lap, Vddling with them nervously. ‘He had to leave me 
behind. He said there was a reason. I mean, I think he did? He said 
that he was going somewhere else. Zut I don’t know if he... ever told 
me where.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m not meaning to make you uncomfortable, I just 
want to understand. Need to, for my report. And for your son’s 
application,’ Metita sighed. ‘So the relationship with him wasn’t a 
close one? Cas it only seKual?’

‘4o, he said he loved me.’
‘Zut he didn’t try and help you leave Heck’ne?’ Metita’s tone was 

curt, now; clearly disapproving, and Stars felt that sickly pebble sink 
lower as he heaved a sigh. ‘He loved you, but he did nothing to help 
you?’

‘He said there was a reason,’ Stars mumbled, feeling her ears press 
down. ‘He must have. I don’t know why I don’t remember.’

Metita took another sheet of paper Ya di6erent one, to Wittle 
Demon’s applicationY and began to write something down. ‘May I 
be blunt, Stars?’ he asked as he wrote.
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Stars glanced from Metita, to Distro, to Dena, to —a’harja, and 
then to her own feet. ‘Yes,’ she managed.

‘It sounds, to me at least, that Fabecut took advantage of you,’ he 
said, before he tore what he had written from his paper. ‘Here,’ he 
held it out for Stars. ‘This is the address of a local brothel. They o6er 
counselling for seKual trauma. I think, even if you don’t see them for 
what happened with Fabecut speciVcally, it would beneVt you to talk 
to them about the abuse you went through in Heck’ne.’

Stars simply nodded, taking the paper without meeting Metita’s 
eye.

She didn’t like the thought that Fabecut may have taken advantage 
of her. At the time he had seemed so nice, and kind, and loving....

Zut that was before she’d met the caravan. And, now, compared to 
them, everything he’d said seemed so....

So....
She didn’t want to think about it.
‘It also has a free health clinic,’ Metita continued, his voice growing 

softer. ‘If you haven’t found a doctor for yourself already, I think you 
should visit their clinic and ask to be tested for seKually transmitted 
infections.’

Stars simply sighed, mumbling that she would contact them, and 
watched as Metita moved back to Vlling out Wittle Demon’s applicaO
tion.

‘Hm.... I assume you don’t know any of Fabecut’s medical histoO
ry?’ he asked, his voice full of sympathy as Stars shook her head. ‘I 
didn’t think so.’



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE EATERY; LADY BATINKI’S 

BROTHEL

YUNE 5TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

It was a rainy day outside. The sound of the pitter-patter against 
the roof was mostly drowned-out by quiet conversation as people sat 
at their small tables and ate their meals.

The heavily-frosted glass windows let in the light (not that there 
was much light to let in, with the clouds over the sun) while ob-
scuring the view of the street outside; something that seemed to be 
appreciated by the others in the eatery as they sat, mostly unclothed, 
to enjoy their meals with like-minded people.

Overall, the atmosphere of the room was a cheerful one; though 
Stars couldn’t seem to stop trembling.
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She reached for her sauce packets, dropping them twice before 
Ketika leant forward and helped her with her food.

‘You’re alright,’ he told her, gently, as he pet her hand with his own.
She didn’t feel alright. Though, somewhere deep inside she knew 

it was true.
She hadn’t known what to expect, coming in to see a therapist 

as Metita had recommended. She had been assigned to a Dr Kiti 
Kamaras; though she had told Stars to simply call her Kiti.

The session had been intense, though Kiti had kept her calm as she 
recounted her life in Heck’ne; the abuse, the fear, the lost children. 
It had been a very long two hours. Stars thought it was maybe the 
longest two hours she had ever been through. And by the end of it she 
hadn’t even brought up half of all she’d experienced; she hadn’t even 
mentioned Fabecut. And she had only brushed lightly over Ka’harja’s 
escape, and even then it had only been a side-note as she’d spoken 
about the aftermath. How her sister had used the opportunity to run 
away, herself, and how Kay’oten and Lah’kort’s anger had become so 
much worse after that day.

Though Stars thought she felt 3ne immediately after the session 
had 3nished she’d still been advised to stay a while longer in the 
building, just until her nerves calmed themselves that last little bit. 
She was glad she had listened to the advice; as it was about ten 
minutes after she’d left the therapist’s oBce to sit in the lounging 
room with Ketika that everything that had been said caught up with 
her, and she’d broken down in tears.
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She’d wished Ka’harja was there. He had become very good at 
calming her down, and she always felt safe when he was with her. And 
though she felt guilty that she’d asked for him out loud, when Ketita 
had gone out of his way to bring her to her appointment, her friend 
didn’t seem to mind and hadn’t been o4ended. Instead, he’d seemed 
to understand and reassured her that she could talk to Ka’harja when 
he returned home from work. It was his 3rst day, after all. She could 
ask him all about it and the things he’d learnt.

She had to admit, it was something she was looking forward to....
?ut for now, having only just managed to calm herself, she and 

Ketika sat together eating lunch.
The thing, Stars thought, that hit her the hardest, were the simplest 

statements her therapist had spoken!
It wasn’t your fault.
You didn’t do anything to deserve that.
You should have been treated better.
It was strange to hear somebody tell her that the things that had 

happened to her weren’t her fault.
She wasn’t sure how to process the information; so she tried to put 

it to the back of her mind as she ate.
The food was nice, at least. It was some sort of pastry 3lled with 

apple and cinnamon. She’d been told the crust was made with meal-
worm —our; though she thought the crust barely tasted di4erent 
from the mushroom and wheat —our bread that Distro had made 
the night before. The entire pastry was a strange mix of earthy and 
sour, with a tangy sauce on the side (of which Ketika had helped pour 
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on top of her food) to act as a mild in-between for the two powerful
 —avours.

Though she was provided with a fork Stars found it easier, with her 
shaking hands, to simply pick at her lunch with her 3ngers. Nobody 
around them seemed to mind, and Ketika didn’t comment, so she 
scooped more of the pastry’s 3lling onto two 3ngers and licked it o4.

As she did she heard a babble from her side and her ear twitched as 
Little Demon stirred in the carrier he’d been napping in.

‘Hello, my most precious Little Demon,’ Stars greeted; feeling her 
mind settle at the sight of her son’s happy smile. He reached for her, 
so she picked him up and sat him in her lap; holding him upright and 
brushing back his short hair from his eyes. ‘Have you had a mip day, 
my taa’han katka6’

Little Demon responded by blowing small bubbles with his spit, 
and then he reached out; slamming the palm of his wing onto his 
mother’s food with a joyful squeal as it spattered outwards onto the 
tablecloth.

Ketika gave a gasp that ended in a humoured laugh as Stars pulled 
her son’s wing back and quickly checked it over.

‘?e careful, my kama berr“’ she exclaimed, drawing a few concerned 
looks that quickly turned to chuckles. ‘That’s still hot, I don’t want 
you to be miita.’

Little Demon just giggled, and licked at the sauce on his 3ngers.
‘Oh” Is that safe6’ she asked, glancing to Ketika with worry. ‘Is he 

allowed to eat this6’
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‘Should be 3ne,’ Ketika answered. ‘It’s all the same stu4 you’d 3nd 
in baby food. Just in a pastry. And he’s old enough to have a little bit 
of solid food.’

‘?ut he’s half dassen,’ Stars commented. ‘Dr Lakeki said they start 
eating solids later than nurlak....’

‘True, but if he’s trying it, maybe he’s got the nurlak genes“’ chuck-
led Ketika. ‘I don’t think there’s any harm in letting him decide when 
he’s ready for these things; it’s better than him being fussy, after all.’

Stars smiled and —icked her ears in acknowledgement before 
scooping more of the spattered apple onto her 3ngers to o4er to her 
son.

‘Do you like it6’ she asked as he grabbed her wrist and suckled on 
her 3ngers. ‘My precious little berr, you can have as much as you 
want. I will always share with you.’

There was a pang in her heart as a memory from a long time ago, 
when she was still very young, crept into her mind. The memory 
of being shoved rather viciously away from the food the rest of her 
family had hunted” And then her own mother holding her close 
and saying something similar about the roots and grubs she had 
gathered.

‘Stars6 Are you alright6’ Ketika asked, his hand 3nding one of hers 
as it rested on the table. ‘You look... worried.’

‘Ketika, can I ask you a question6’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘Do you ever say something, and then remember a time it was said 

to you, 3rst6’ she asked. ‘And even though the reason it was said to 
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you is di4erent to the reason you said it, it makes you feel... strange6 
Like you can’t believe you remember it so well, because it was so long 
ago and such a small thing6’

‘A few times,’ Ketika answered, poking at his own food with a 
thoughtful look. ‘My father used to say that our past experiences 
shape who we are in the present, and that things that are said to us 
”even in passing” can change us. ?ecome a part of who we are in 
our subconscious. And in my own experiences, I’ve found it’s the 
little things that tend to stick more.’

‘Why do they PstickG more6’
Ketika just shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’
Stars sighed at that answer and went back to letting her son chew 

on her 3ngers.
He giggled, —icking out his wings, before releasing his mother’s 

hand and grabbing at her chest with a squeal.
It was clear he wanted to nurse so Stars pulled up her shirt and 

let him latch on. He settled as he fed and Stars pet his short hair 
a4ectionately, whispering sweetly to him.

‘He’s a charming little tyke,’ Ketika chuckled, watching as Little 
Demon reached up to grab his mother’s hair and pull on it. ‘You’re 
doing well by him.’

‘Thank you,’ said Stars, leaning her head down so her son could 
get a better grip on her as he nursed. ‘That is a mip thing to hear. 
Sometimes I’m scared that I don’t know enough to look after him. 
?ut then everyone tells me I’m doing a good job, and it helps me feel 
less worried.’
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‘Hey, hon, you want me to replace that for you6’ a humoured 
voice came from beside Stars, and she glanced over to see the server 
motioning at her food.

‘Oh, no thank you,’ Stars answered. ‘I’m done eating. That’s very 
nice of you to o4er, though.’

‘Ah, shall I take it, then6’
Stars gave a nod and a smile, and the server cleared her plate” And 

Ketika’s, too, as he quickly picked it up and passed it to them.
‘How are you feeling, Stars6’ asked Ketika.
‘?etter,’ was the honest response.
The answer was followed by a happy giggle as Stars felt Little 

Demon let go of her breast, and she adjusted her son in her arms; 
resting him over a shoulder and gently petting his back. He burped, 
and then gripped her ear and pulled on it.

‘Oof, doesn’t that hurt6’ Ketika asked with a wince. ‘I’ve heard a 
baby’s grip can be pretty powerful.’

‘Na,’ Stars replied. ‘He’s not very strong. Though, he is getting 
stronger. ?ut it’s not miita” I mean, it doesn’t hurt when he does 
this. Not really. And, even if it did hurt, I’m used to a lot worse.’

Ketika winced again at Stars’ comment, and she realised it must not 
have been very a nice thing to hear.

‘Dr Kiti said I shouldn’t be used to it,’ she quickly added, hoping to 
show Ketika she realised she’d made him uncomfortable. ‘And Kekik 
Distro says that nobody is allowed to hurt me, anymore. And she’s 
right, and I’m not going to let them hurt me ever again.’
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She wasn’t sure he’d understood the intention, but he did smile, 
then, and gave her an approving nod.

‘You ready to go6’ he asked, picking up Little Demon’s carrier. 
‘The rain’s letting up. Might be best to get a move on before it starts 
again.’

‘Yi, that’s a very smart idea,’ Stars agreed, rising to her feet and 
giving a polite wave to the server as they passed. ‘Herhaps we could 
go to the library6 Ialdu has put aside a book for me. It’s about the 
Aurn religion.’

‘Ah, doing some reading up on me6’ Ketika teased, playfully nudg-
ing Stars with the carrier before heading to the door.

‘Of course“’ Stars exclaimed, following Ketika from the eatery to 
the street. ‘If it’s what you believe in, it must be very important to 
you. And you’re my friend, now. Which means it’s important to me, 
too, and I want to learn about it.’

‘Aw, you’re sweet,’ Ketika chuckled. Then, he looked up and the 
sky and gave a cautious hu4 of air. ‘Hm.... It might be best to go 
straight home. It looks like a storm might be brewing; don’t want to 
get stranded out somewhere.’

‘Oh, okay,’ Stars was only a little bit disappointed, though she 
thought Ketika might be right.

The clouds above were thick and grey, and though there wasn’t 
currently any rain spitting down at them, they only looked ready to 
get thicker and greyer as the day went on... and in the distance there 
was a huge, deep, black cloud approaching.

Yes.
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It was probably best to go home.



CHAPTER NINE

THE BEDROOM; THE 

NIGELLE-BEESA HOUSE

YUNE 5TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The storm was raging deep into the night; the dim soulstone lamps 
that usually shone outside had been muted by the darkness of thick 
fog, and the clouds overhead hid the stars and moons and turned 
the sky into a dark black void of nothingness from which strikes of 
lightning bit down with bright and violent .ashesL

The thunder outside boomed so loud that it was felt through the 
.oor, and Dittle ’emon responded with a terri-ed wail and clung 
tighter to his motherMs hair as she paced the upstairs room and tremI
bledL
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Etars tried, rather desperately, to swallow down her own fears of 
the night so she could comfort her sonL —ut she knew her attempts 
at gentle whispers were coming out broken and nervous as the wind 
outside howled like a thousand people crying out in agonyL

‘indows rattled with the force of the rain that slammed against 
their panes, which themselves seemed to lead into a world of empty 
darkness as they re.ected the dim reddish light of ’istroMs candleL

Etars felt herself whimper as the woman put down another kitchen 
pot !the third, that night! and heaved a sigh of frustrationL

jThis storm better not do any more damage to this house, F swearAM 
’istro huHed, adCusting the pot so it caught the droplets of water that 
had begun to leak from the previously wellIsealed roofL j‘eMve only 
just gotten ourselves comfortableA Ff we have to move again because 
of a .ood, FMll .ip my fucking lidAM

jJt least itMs still standing,M ’ena pointed out; though she didnMt 
sound anywhere even close to happy about the situationL jFf we were 
back in YeckMne, those tisiMmaar piles of sticks we lived in would have 
collapsed by nowLM

jEh!M ’istro gave an annoyed grunt and waved a dismissive hand at 
the nurlakL jFtMs all shitAM

’ena Cust rolled her eyes and shook her head, casting a glance to 
her daughter as Etars paced some more and buried her face into her 
sonMsL

jShh, shh, my katka,M she whisperedL jYou’re safe. I promise, you are 
safe with me. I won’t let anything hurt you. Na miita. Na miita.M
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Eomething lay on EtarsM shoulder and she .inched, giving a sxueak 
of surprise as she turned to see what had touched herL Ehe realised it 
was Cust 3aMharCa putting a hand on her shoulder to comfort her, and 
let out a long breath of reliefL

jYey,M 3aMharCa said, softlyL jFtMs going to be alrightL FtMll be over by 
morningLM

Etars nodded her acknowledgement, swallowing her nerves down 
as her ears pressed back and her breath trembledL jOan you! Oan 
you tell me about your day, again:M she askedL jF know FMve already 
asked so many times, but FLLL FMm really scared, 3aMharCaL Jnd hearing 
you talk helps me feel betterLM

jqf course,M 3aMharCa put an arm around Etars and led her towards 
the stairsL jFMll make you something to eat, too, yeah: Saybe some 
good food smells will help everyone feel a little betterLM

Etars xuietly agreed as ’istro gave another loud groan and .opped 
into the bed nezt to ’ena, who shifted closer to lay over her and run 
a comforting hand through her hairL

The last thing Etars saw of them, before they were obscured by the 
frame of the door, was her mother pressing a light kiss into ’istroMs 
cheekL Then she was suddenly in the kitchen, watching as 3aMharCa lit 
the stove and began to prepare a meal of crickets, rice, and vegetablesL

j1etel is nice,M he told her for what must have been the sizth or sevI
enth time that nightL jEhe lost her leg after a -re! Fnfection got into 
it, and it needed to be amputatedL Ft uhL Ft was a hard thing to hear 
about, after what happened with SumL —ut itMs been something we 
can both relate with, soLLLM he gave a wide shrug, before pouring what 
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was perhaps a little too much garlic oil into the wok; though Etars 
xuickly realised it was so the smell of food would make it upstairs to 
their mothersL jEheMs still getting used to her wheelchair, and needs 
her shop rearranged so she can move around properlyL ThatMs what F 
spent most of today doing5 pulling things down oH shelves for her, 
and moving furniture that was in her way so sheMd have room to move 
her chair aroundLM

jYer wheelchair,M Etars said aloud, to make sure she understood 
ezactly what kind of chair 3aMharCa was talking aboutL Ehe swallowed 
when he nodded, and held her son tighter against her chestL j3ekik 
’istro said that Dittle ’emon might need one of thoseL Yis legs donMt 
work properlyL They would have killed him for that, back in YeckMneL 
—utLLL here... heMs allowed to be aliveL Jnd people want to help himL 
Jnd they make sure heMs happy, tooL Kot Cust alive, but happy....M

j2eah, it was a hard thing for me to get used to, too,M 3aMharCa 
chuckled, seeming to understand her tone as he tipped all of the 
prepared ingredients into the wok, one by oneL j‘hen Sum -rst took 
me in F was convinced everyone was Cust waiting for the right time to 
aim a blow at meA —ut you know what: ThereMs been a lot more good 
people, than badL The diHerence is kind of craRy, actuallyAM

Etars nodded in agreement at 3aMharCaMs words, pecking a kiss on 
Dittle ’emonMs head as his cries slowly began to fade into timid 
babblingL

The siRRling of the food was drowning out the wailing of the wind, 
and the smell of the garlic was familiar and comfortableL Jnd it 
seemed like it wasnMt Cust Etars who was feeling more relazed as the 
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aroma -lled the house; Dittle ’emon -nally closed his eyes and gave 
an ezhausted sigh and relazed his grip on his motherL

Etars kissed him again, then looked back to 3aMharCa to watch as he 
cookedL They spoke xuietly, trying to keep away their anziety of the 
storm outsideL Etars asked many xuestions about 3aMharCaMs day at 
work, and he answered each one patientlyL Bven though heMd already 
answered all of them beforeL

Jnother crack of thunder sounded as 3aMharCa turned oH the stove, 
though Dittle ’emon didnMt wake as two bowls of rice were served 
and placed on the tableL

j2ou want me to take him upstairs:M 3aMharCa asked as Etars sat in 
her seatL jFMm sure Sum and ’ena wonMt mind watching him while 
you eatLM

Etars bit her lip, feeling hesitantLLLL —ut she knew it would be easier 
to relaz without her son in her arms, and so she relented; gently 
passing him to 3aMharCaL Dittle ’emon roused as he was given to the 
man, though he didnMt cry as 3aMharCa gave him a friendly bounce and 
stuck out his tongueL

jYey there, you little fuckhead,M 3aMharCa chuckledL j2ou want to 
go see your grandma:M

Dittle ’emon gave a nervous babble; which 3aMharCa returned in a 
more cheerful, slightly mocking tone, before taking the boy upstairsL

Etars -dgeted as her son left the room, feeling a bubble of anziety 
rising in her chestL

What if he was still scared and needed her? She trusted her mother 
with him, but what if it wasn’t enough, and he needed her: Was it 
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selfish of her to put him down while she ate, when he had been so scared 
of the thunder?

The thoughts pricked at her mind as she stared at the empty doorI
wayL

He hadn’t sounded happy as Ka’harja had taken him upstairs. 
Maybe she should go and get him—

There was a -rm and rhythmic knock at the front door; barely 
audible over the rain, but clearly not caused by the wind as it tapped 
out an almost musical beatL

EtarsM ears twitched at the sound, and after a moment another 
knock sounded and she rose to her feet to hurry over to the door and 
let whoever was caught out in the weather insideL

Ehe wasnMt sure what ezactly she was ezpecting to see, but what she 
was met with was still strange enough to surprise herL

Two women, both taller than herself, stood calmly and unbothI
ered in the rainL They werenMt fozen, or seces, or nurlak! KoL Fnstead 
of .uHy tails or slimy skin or eztra arms, they had short round ears 
and colourful feathered wings sprouting from their backs that were 
misImatched with their hairL

Jt a glance they looked to be one of the races from the 8endi 
!avio or alk, most likely! but as Etars looked them over she thought 
they didnMt seem quite the same as the descriptions sheMd read or the 
pictures sheMd seen of the 8endi people in the books at the libraryL 
‘ere they perhaps mized: They looked like they could have been 
mizedL Bspecially with the clothes they woreL
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The  shorter,  darkerIskinned  woman  was  dressed  in  familI
iarIbutIfancy clothes that were as blue as her wings; she looked like 
she belonged in one of the big, slightlyIoutdated wolven fashion 
books Etars had .icked through at the libraryL Seanwhile the taller, 
more slender of the two was dressed in a stranger out-t that resemI
bled the sort of clothes Eken might have wornL

Human fashion, Etars recalled what Eken had saidL From Sapious.... 
Were these two half human?

The one in human clothes !with her pale skin and blonde hair 
and wings of greyishIpurple! gave a haughty sniH that made the ring 
in her nose shiftL jJbbtoh,M she said as a grin found its way to her lipsL

Etars took pause at the familiar YeckMnerian greetingL Ft had been 
the last thing she had been ezpecting to hear from the womenL 
jJIJbbtoh,M she repliedL Then, she stepped aside and opened the 
door furtherL j2ouMre very wetL ’o you want to come in out of the 
rain: F donMt think itMs safe to be outside when itMs so dark and cold 
and windyLM

The heavy undersides of the pale womanMs thick leather boots 
thumped against the .oor as she wordlessly entered the house and 
glanced aroundL

The other woman, with the blue wings, followed her in with 
lighter steps; pausing to turn to Etars as the door was shutL

jThank you,M she said, her voice rich with a strange accent that 
sounded like nothing Etars had ever heard beforeL Ehe oHered Etars 
her hand, then, and smiledL jFtMs good to see you again, EtarsLM
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Etars cocked her head in confusionL jYave we met: F donMt rememI
ber youLM

The blueIwinged woman opened her mouth but was cut oH by the 
taller womanMs curt toneL

j‘eMve met you a few times before,M she said as she ezamined the 
wallsL j—ut this is your -rst time meeting usLM

EtarsM brow furrowedL jJMlaMha:M
jqh, thatMs right,M the blueIwinged woman breathedL j‘ellL Fn that 

case5 FMm NanetLM
j8achel,M said the other woman as she stepped up to the bathroom 

door; which she shut and began running her hand over in a strange 
motionL jFtMs nice to see you again, EtarsL Jnd also to meet you for the
 -rst timeLM

jEo we have met:M Etars asked, her furrowed brow deepening as she 
repeated5 jF donMt remember youLM

jWe’ve met you,M 8achel said, -rmlyL jYou havenMt met usLM
jThat doesnMt make sense,M Etars said, her voice growing Cust as

 -rm as 8achelMs had beenL j2ouMre not making any senseL 2ouMre very 
confusingLM

jThank you,M said NanetL
jF was not complimenting you,M Etars statedL j2ouMre confusing meL 

Yow is it possible to have met someone without them having met 
you as well:M

jFtMs complicated,M Nanet sighedL j—ut to put it simplyLLLL ‘eMre from 
the futureLM
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j‘ell, actually, technically weMre from the past,M 8achel correctedL 
j—orn in itL 2ou know:M

jBveryone is born in the past,M Etars saidL
jBzcept for people who arenMt born yet,M said 8achelL jThey’re not 

from the pastLM
Etars could see her pointL Though she still didnMt understand most 

of the rest of what the girls were sayingL
jFMll be blunt, Etars,M 8achel gave another sniH, still tracing invisible 

shapes into the doorL j‘eMre here to pay back a favour that we owe 
you! ‘ell, we donMt owe it to you, yetL —ut we will, eventuallyLM

jTwo years from now,M Nanet oHeredL j0ive or take a few monthsLM
jTwo years:M Etars twitched an ear in confusionL jYow do you 

know youMre going to owe me a favour: Oan you see the future: 
3aMharCaMs boyfriend, OoH, he can see the futureL Ye called himself 
a prophet! Though, he said thatMs diHerent from the YeckMneMs 
malaMkalaL Eome people call the malaMkala the Erophet in FnternaI
tionalL They call them that because the -rst malaMkala could see the 
futureL —ut the new malaMkalas havenMt been able to do that for a long 
timeLM

j0ive it some time, the power comes back,M 8achel muttered, -nI
ishing her tracingL jJh, got itAM

j0ot what:M Etars cocked her head as 8achel opened the bathroom 
doorL Jnd then, Etars gasped and stepped back in surprise when she 
saw the other side of itL
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There was no bathroom inside anymoreL Fnstead, there was a xuiet, 
dark, hilly -eld with a clear starry sky and long grass that swayed in 
the gentle windL

j0ighiAM she ezclaimedL j‘hat did you do:A ‘here has the bathI
room gone:AM

jFtMs still there,M Nanet told herL jFtMs CustL Behind the portalLM
jEortal:M Etars glanced to the blueIwinged womanL jThat word is 

familiarL F think F read about portals, onceL TheyMre a type of magic, 
arenMt they: Jnd theyLLL open like doors, between diHerent places in 
the worldAM

Nanet gave an encouraging nod and a warm smile, seemingly genI
uinely pleased by EtarsM bright memory; though 8achel gave a toothy 
hiss and motioned for them both to step through the portalL

jYurry upAM 8achel told themL j‘e donMt have all nightAM
j8achel, honey, we have all the time in the universe,M Nanet scoHed 

a laugh and approached the other womanL Ehe pecked a kiss on 
8achelMs cheek !rising on her toes to do so! and then shook her 
headL j—e patientLM

jYm,M 8achel hummed her acknowledgement before looking back 
to Etars and beckoning her closerL j2ou coming:M

j‘here does it go:M Etars asked, planting her feet -rmly to show she 
wouldnMt be coerced through the portal without a very good reasonL 
j‘hy does it lookLLL familiar:M

Ehe swore she could hear something on the windLLLL Dike a warning 
that what was happening was strange and unnatural and unsafeL 
Though she didnMt understand itL Kot completelyL Jnd she wasnMt 
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able to hear it properly as 8achel gave a grunt and put her hands on 
her hipsL

j2ouMve been there before,M she answered, vaguelyL
jFtMs not too far away,M Nanet promisedL jqnlyLLL four months:M
EtarsM brow furrowedL j‘hat:M
jqh, maybe itMs closer to -ve months,M Nanet correctedL
Etars planted her feet -rmer into the .oorL jThat makes no sense,M 

she saidL jThatMs not an answerLM
Nanet made a face, looking like she thought it was an answer and 

she didnMt know how to ezplain it to Etars in any other wayL
jEtars,M 8achel gave a sigh, sounding exual parts frustrated and 

sympatheticL jF know that what weMre saying is confusing, but weMre 
trying to help youL ThereMs something we need to pick upL Jnd we 
need you to see how we get it so that you believe in its powerLM

jFts power?M Etars twitched an earL j‘hat are you talking about:M
Ft was then that the sound of 3aMharCaMs footsteps began to thump 

down the stairs, and both of the strange womenMs wings .uHed up in 
urgencyL

Nanet rushed through the open door to the unusual outside, tripI
ping a little on the uneven ground in her hurryL Jnd 8achel stepped 
towards Etars, oHering her hand for the nurlak to takeL

jOome on,M 8achel urged, taking another step forwardL Yer gaRe 
was one of concern as she met EtarsM eye; genuine enough that it made 
EtarsM own -rm look falterL jF know you have no reason to trust usL 
—ut please, come with usL ‘e want to save your sonMs lifeLM



CHAPTER TEN

THE NIGELLE FARM; OKATAKO

GLIF 5TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The night  was  beautiful  and the  air  was  cold  and still.  The 
near-cloudless sky above twinkled with stars, and the two almost-full 
moons lit up the world brighter than the colourful nebula behind 
them; washing the grassy ’eld in silver and blue.

The third moon wasnSt visible as Otars stumbled through the 
strange doorway and gasped in awe at what she saw... but that was 
fairly normal, in Ikatako.

Otars knew where she was the moment she smelt the wet grass and 
saw the shape of the mountains in the far distance. Lt was so familiar, 
and yet so alien. Cike the halfway point between the world sheSd 
grown up in and the one she lived in now.
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The door behind her slammed, rather curtly, and she glanced back 
to see —achel run her hand over it and open it againj Dnd Otars gave 
another gasp.

The inside of the door was not where they had Fust been. Lnstead, 
it was dixerent familiar room; one that had been destroyed many 
months ago. Kive months, to be ezact.

The kitchen of ‘aSharFaSs house.
Otars stepped back, her gaGe !icking over the old wooden house 

that she knew had burnt to the ground only half a year ago.
BFive months away,S she managed to breathe. BPighi, youj Nou 

took me ’ve months away. Lt really was an answer...MS
Aanet gave an enthusiastic nod as —achel shut the door again and 

dusted her hands.
B3ut.... qortals canSt do thatMS Otars ezclaimed. Bqortals are supposed 

to go from one place to another, not through timeM ThatSs what the 
books said when L read them. They said that not many portals can 
go through timeM Inly the strongest portal makers can make portals 
that go through time. Dnd the ones that can go through time can 
never go backwards, only forwardsM The books said its kiGGa possible 
to go back in timeMS

—achel Fust gave a humoured scox. BYell, it sounds like maybe your 
books are wrongjB

Ohe cut ox as there was a shout from inside; a familiar voice, that 
made OtarsS heart leap to her throat.

BThatSs ‘aSharjB
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—achel slapped a hand over OtarsS mouth, holding her tight and still 
to Huiet her.

BShh!S she hissed, turning her gaGe to the door as a muUed cry of 
pain came through it.

EistroSs voice called out, her half-word almost completely unin-
telligible, as Aanet pressed a ’nger to her lips in a motion for Otars to 
keep Huiet.

BLSm ’neMS ‘aSharFaSs voice shouted, clearly lying through his teeth 
as the agony was clear in his voice.

BHe definitely does not sound fine,S —achel mumbled to herself, 
grimacing in a pained way.

Otars caught a glimpse of ‘aSharFa through the window as he 
limped out of the pantry. 3ut it was only a glimpse before she was 
yanked sideways and pressed between —achel and the outside wall of 
the house, out of sight from the man inside.

‘aSharFaSs shadow stretched out over the grassy ’eld, cutting a dark 
shape within the windowSs light, and Otars swallowed the lump in her 
throat as she realised with a strange sinking feeling that this ‘aSharFa 
didnSt know her yet. This wasnSt her ‘aSharFa.

BTry not to be seen while we’re here,S Aanet advised, leaning over to 
whisper in OtarsS ear. BIt can make things complicated.... Once you’re 
back in the right time you can say whatever you like about what you’ve 
seen. But until then, stay out of sight.S

Otars twitched an ear. Ohe wasnSt sure anyone would believe her if 
she told them about what was happening right now. Ohe said a lot of 
strange things jthings that were a lot less strange than thisj and it 
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was very rare for anyone to believe those things. Oo she didnSt think 
people would believe her for this. TheySd probably say it was a dream. 
Ir that she was hakalika in the headj Completely ababhiM

The front door of the 1igelleSs old house opened and shut, and 
the trio waited with bated breath as ‘aSharFa hesitated and glanced 
around.

BHe can sense something,S Aanet whispered. BWe should move before 
he sees us.S

BHold,S —achel ordered. BHe’s not on picket duty; his instincts might 
sense the magic, but he’s got no reason to think anything’s wrong....S

‘aSharFaSs ear twitched and his attention was drawn away as there 
was a terrible, agonised scream in the far distance that made OtarsS 
blood run cold.

Lt was coming from the direction of the wasteland, and Otars trem-
bled in horror at the sound of it.

BBlock it out,S she heard ‘aSharFa whisper to himself. BYou can’t help 
them. Just block it out and go do your job.S

D shiver ran up OtarsS spine as ‘aSharFa let out a shaky breath 
and shook his head. Dnd she watched as he hurried away into the 
direction he had been in when they had ’rst met.

1one of the women moved until he was out of sight; it was only 
once they were sure he was gone that —achel removed her hand from 
OtarsS mouth.

BThat was close,S Aanet sighed, casting Otars a worried glance. BL 
thought he was going to turn and see youM Dnd that would mess up 
everything!S
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B7e didnSt know we were here,S Otars said simply; mostly to rea-
8rm to herself what was happening. Ohe twitched an ear, listening 
to the night. BL didnSt notice last time L was here, because L was giving 
birth, but itSs too Huiet. There are no animals. Wven the crickets are 
Huiet. :sually there are birds and bugs making a lot of noise on nights 
like this. Yhy are they so Huiet9S

BIld magic scares them,S —achel commented. BDnd thereSs a lot of 
it going around tonight. D little bit of me and my magic, but mostly 
itSs the fallen stars. TheySre up there right now, moving into place 
above us, and the animals know it. Their instincts remember it from 
the old days.S

BThe old days9S Otars echoed.
BNou were 7arSpy once, yes9S —achel asked. Ohe grinned when Otars 

nodded. BOo youSve heard of the wiGard, —endi, and the stolen stars 
he turned into his children9 The war of sky and dirt9 LtSs that same 
magic, from when the sky attacked the ground. Ild and powerful, 
and the animals donSt want to be involved with it.S

Dnother scream ’lled the air and Otars rubbed her arms, swallow-
ing and feeling faint.

BDre you alright9S Aanet asked, placing a kind hand on her shoulder. 
BNou look ill.... Ls that screaming... you?S

BL was giving birth,S she said, her ears folding down as she heard 
another cry of agony. BLt was the most miita thing LSd ever been 
through. Wven more painful than the other births with my other 
children. L didnSt realise L could be heard all the way over here. L was so 
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far away, L didnSt know ‘aSharFa heard me.... 7eSs my ’rst baby that 
wasnSt born dead. Eo you think thatSs why it hurt so much more9S

Aanet looked sympathetic, though —achel Fust placed her hands on 
her hips and made a disapproving face. BL didnSt realise he was born 
tonight. 7m. Yell, L suppose thatSs fate for you.S

BKate9S Otars echoed. B7ow is him being born tonight fate?S
BL canSt say,S —achel said, simply; motioning for the other women to 

follow her as she turned and started in the direction opposite the one 
‘aSharFa had gone. B3ecause if L did, you might change what happens. 
Dnd it needs to happen.S

BYhy would L change what happens9S Otars asked. BLs it a bad thing 
that happens9S

BLn the moment, you will think itSs the worst thing to ever happen 
to you in your life,S —achel answered. BDnd, perhaps, it might be. 3ut i
t needs to happen, or the world will be stagnant when the sky returns 
to claim the dirt. Dnd this time the dirt wonSt win, and everyone on 
Eemrefor will die.S

Otars scrunched her face up as AanetSs hand on her shoulder became 
an arm around her back and she was gently guided after —achel. BL 
donSt think L like you much,S it came out of her before she realised 
what she was saying, and she blushed deeply when she heard it.

BDnd, yet, youSre still going to save my life,S —achel chuckled. 
BEonSt you worry about it, though, barely anyone who meets me likes m
e.S

BL like you,S Aanet commented.
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BL still donSt know whyMS it was a humoured ezclamation, thrown 
casually over —achelSs shoulder, but Otars thought it hid some sort of 
other emotion. Ohe was familiar with the tone of sadness that crept 
into her words through the Foking tone. Cike she thought what she 
said was actually true and not a Foke at all, but couldnSt bear to admit 
it and so hid it with laughter.

Aanet cast Otars an uncomfortable glance, though it was short-lived 
as —achel pressed on and picked up speed and the two girls had to 
hurry after her.

They walked for what must have been at least an hour. 4aybe two. 
Lt was hard to tell ezactly what their pace was in the hilly grassland. 
Dll Otars knew was she was relieved that her past-selfSs cries had 
disappeared into the distance.

BL think itSs about here,S —achel gave a snix and slowed to a stop 
before ezamining the ground, and then the sky, and then the ground 
again. B7m.... Neah. 7ere. Jome on, back upM EonSt want it to land 
on youMS

BCand on me9S Otars felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on 
end. BNou mean... the fallen stars9S

BNepM 3ack up, nowM Top of the hill over thereMS
Otars did as she was told; stepping clumsily backwards as —achel 

ushered her uphill with a wide motion of her arms.
B:p, up, upMS
B—achelMS Aanet gave a gasp and pointed to the sky above.
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3oth —achel and Otars turned to follow AanetSs motion, and OtarsS 
eyes went wide as she saw the two familiar shooting stars falling side 
by side in the colourful night.

They fell together, leaving a yellow trail across the sky, before one 
arced away to the left and the other began to drop, and growj Dnd 
growM

B3raceMS —achel ordered, and Otars felt Aanet grab her by the arm to 
hold her in place as the falling star approached them.

Lt hit the ground with a !ash of yellow light and a BOOM that was 
followed by a scream ja shriek of griefj and Otars saw a snake-like 
form rise from the stone as if trying to escape it. Lt was made from 
a dark blue sludge that dripped and spat, with a serpentine skull for 
its face. Lt lifted its many arms to the sky, grasping for the stars above 
and crying outZ

B4y childrenMS
—achel waved a hand and a shimmering magic layered in the air 

around them; absorbing the force of the collision as it rippled out 
with a thundering rush of air that shot through the grass, sending a 
powerful and familiar wave through the ’eld that Otars knew would 
soon collide with her past self.

BLSm sorryMS the creature from the stone wailed mournfully, !ick-
ering like a rainbow !ame and buGGing with a bee-like sound. BI’m 
sorry!S

Dnd then it was pulled back to the stone; screaming in desperation 
to escape it.
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Glowing stones that devoured the soul, Otars felt the hair on the back 
of her neck stand on end as she recalled the old 7arSpy legend.

Ohe couldnSt help but swallow down the lump in her throat as she 
glanced up and watched the second stone fall to the horiGon.

Ohe didnSt hear another cry like she had with the ’rst one ”though, 
perhaps that was because of the distanceK but she watched as the 
second rush of air and force approached and passed her; bouncing 
harmlessly ox —achelSs magic barrier.

Dlmost a minute of silence passed before —achel dropped the mag-
ical shield; giving a loud snix and crossing her arms as Aanet glanced 
up at the sky.

BThere they go,S Aanet mumbled.
Otars followed her gaGe curiously, wondering who she could possi-

bly mean.... Dnd it was then that she saw something else in the sky; 
something she had been in too much pain to see the last time she 
found herself living through this night.

D row of blinking lights, too uniform to be regular stars, spinning 
in a whirl and shrinking further and further away into the distance.

Aanet lifted a hand to her brow as she looked to the lights, as if 
shielding her eyes from a sunny day.

Dnd —achel Fust scoxed. BDt ease, soldier.S
Aanet rolled her eyes.
Dnd Otars cocked her head, ’nding herself utterly bewildered by 

the strange women and their unusual conversation.
BYere those gods9S she asked.
BYere what gods9S —achel retorted.



J. ADEW YNTI125L

BNou mean the lights9S Aanet asked. BIh, no. Those were nurlak.S
B1urlak9 Ln the sky9S OtarsS ear twitched. BYere they dead9S
BYhat9S
BYere they dead9S she repeated. B‘aSharFa said that, when Dnimon 

die, Ocara gives them glowing hair and turns them into stars. Those 
were stars in the sky, werenSt they9 Dnd if they were nurlak, then they 
must be dead.S

Aanet bit her lip. BYell, theyjB
BNeah, sure,S —achel interrupted. BNouSre right. TheySre dead.S
Aanet cast —achel a glance that Otars didnSt understand; though 

it was clearly ezpressing some sort of annoyance. —achel shook her 
head, Aanet furrowed her brow, and they had some sort of silent 
argument that ended in Aanet throwing up her hands in defeat.

BNeah. TheySre dead,S she said, sounding like she didnSt want to say 
it.

Lt was very clear to Otars that it was a lie, but she didnSt think it 
was too wise to argue. 1ot with —achel, at least. Ohe reminded Otars 
of some of the people sheSd known before jthe kind of people that 
might have left her behind to fend for herself, if she disagreed one 
too many timesj and she thought it was best to bite her tongue and 
pretend that —achelSs dishonesty wasnSt blatantly obvious.

Oeemingly content with OtarsS lack of argument, —achel gave an-
other haughty snix and made her way downhill towards the crater 
left by the fallen star.
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Lt was, considering the force the star had thrown out when it had 
landed, a rather small hole. Dbout twice as long as the stone was, with 
the stone being only as large as a loaf of bread.

Otars couldnSt believe what she was seeing as she followed after 
—achel to peer at the stone.

Lt was glowing red-hot like metal left in coals too long, with heat 
visibly rising from it and warping the air like a ’re in the night.

—achel stepped around it, waving a hand and muttering something 
in a language Otars didnSt understand, and the fallen star rapidly 
cooled; turning from a deep red to a golden-bronGe colour.

Otars recognised with a curious twitch of her ear that this was 
soulstone, and she wondered how it had turned yellow instead of blue.

Aanet watched on with a tense ezpression as —achel cooled the 
crystal. BOhould we get the otherjB

B1o. Ye only need the one half of her,S —achel said, simply. BThe 
other will make its own Fourney in time. Kor now, we donSt want 
her at full strength. Eo you remember how she was the last time we 
talked with her9 Dnd that was when sheSd had time to calm down. 
Ohe might actually kill us if we put her pieces back together nowMS

Ohe then knelt on one knee to pick up the stone and whispered to 
it in that strange, near unintelligible language that Otars had never 
heard before now.

The stoneSs light dimmed to a dull glow, and —achelSs face twisted 
in a scowl.

BL thought so,S she muttered, her annoyance clear in her tone. BOheSs 
not going to talk to us.S
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BYhy not9S Otars asked.
BYeSre human.S
Otars didnSt think they looked human. 3ut she wasnSt going to 

argue with these strange, powerful women. 1ot when she was ’ve 
months away from home.

BL canSt believe they Fettisoned her,S said Aanet as she stepped to 
OtarsS side and gave a mournful sigh.

BOhe Fettisoned herself,S —achel corrected, turning the stone in her 
hands. BEidnSt you9 L know you sacri’ced yourself, you altruistic 
bitch.S

B—achelMS
—achel ignored AanetSs protest, instead pulling out a canvas bag 

from her pocket and slipping the stone inside. Ohe held the bag out 
to Otars, who hesitated to take it.

BTake her,S —achel told her, her voice ’rm and somewhat annoyed.
OtarsS ears folded back and her eyes tightened in distrust.
They had said they were paying back a favour, and that they wanted 

to save her sonSs life... but they hadnSt told her anything else. Dnd 
after all sheSd seen, she wasnSt sure she trusted —achel. Ohe didnSt 
seem like a good person, not with the things sheSd said nor the way 
she treated people, and Otars didnSt think she wanted to believe that 
her son was going to be in any sort of danger at all... not after all the 
work sheSd done to make him safe.

3ut then AanetSs hand lay on her shoulder and she felt herself heave 
a sigh as the woman cast her a resigned look.

Ohe didnSt really have a choice but to take the stone, did she9
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BNou said this will save Cittle EemonSs life9S she asked out loud.
—achel nodded.
B7ow9S
BL canSt tell you that.S
Otars crossed her arms jall four of themj and turned herself 

away. BLSm not taking it. 1ot until you tell me what you mean.S
—achelSs annoyed ezpression turned to a scowl, and the feathers of 

her wings pricked up with her deep breath. Ohe spoke through her 
teeth as she stepped towards Otars and pushed the fallen star into her 
side. BL didnSt waste all this magic Fust for you to get stubborn at the 
last minute.S

BTell me how this will save my son,S Otars retorted, tightening her 
arms and trying not to tremble as —achel gave her the same kind of 
look that CahSkort would give her when she would stay out too long 
at night when he wanted her home. BTell me. L want to know why my 
berr will be miita.S

BTake. 7er.S
B1a.S
BTake herMS
B1aMS
—achelSs Faw clicked audibly as she licked her teeth and glowered at 

Otars. Then, she gave a defeated-but-frustrated sigh through her nose 
and growled, BOeven years,S she said, her voice dripping with venom. 
BLn seven years, heSs going to get sick. Dnd she knows the cure.S

BOeven years9S Otars twitched her ear, her ’rm ezpression faltering. 
BLf heSs going to be sick in seven years, why have you come to me now9 
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Yhy would you do this to me now, and give me so much time to 
worry9S

B3ecause now is the only time youSll be willing to listen to us,S Aanet 
answered, her hand sHueeGing OtarsS shoulder gently. BLf we came to 
you later, when he was sick already, you would be grieving too much 
to trust us.S

BTake the fucking stone, Otars,S —achel growled, forcing the bag 
into the nurlakSs arms and turning away. BJome on. YeSve been 
standing around long enough; itSs time you went home.S

Otars let out a breath and shivered as —achel turned away from 
her. Then she felt AanetSs hand give her a comforting pat before the 
woman helped her sling the bag with the stone in it onto her shoulder 
to carry.

1one of them said anything on the walk back to ‘aSharFaSs old 
house; though —achel held up a hand to signal them to keep Huiet 
as there was a surprised shout.

BGIGHI! Y7DT LO T7DT9M LTSO 7:PWMS
Aanet took OtarsS arm and pulled her back behind the hill they 

had almost stepped over; holding her back as the trio peeked over 
carefully to watch the familiar scene play out in front of them.

Otars felt her heart pang.
Lt had only been ’ve months, but looking at herself.... Ohe had 

clearly been in a terrible state. Ohe was visibly ezhausted and out 
of her mind from the pain of birth and lack of sleep and tiny food 
rations sheSd been surviving ox.
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Lt broke her heart to see herself in such a way, and she realised she 
liked what sheSd been seeing in the bathroom mirror of their new 
house much much better than the woman she saw in front of her 
now.

Ohe watched in silence as her past self was let inside, and then 
heaved a sigh as Aanet took her by the arm again to lead her down the 
hill.

They found their way to the back door and, as —achel began 
running her hand over it, Otars heard the loud conversation going on 
inside and made sure to keep herself away from the windows.

Ohe wrung her hands as Aanet rubbed her back, and they both 
watched as —achel silently worked on the door.

BStars,S Aanet whispered, leaning close to OtarsS ear so that the oc-
cupants inside the house couldnSt hear her. BListen, I’m sorry we can’t 
tell you everything. We have our reasons, please trust us about that. I 
promise we really do just want to help you, and don’t mean to confuse 
you.S

Otars gave a slow, unsure nod. Ohe wanted to trust Aanet, but was 
unsure if she did.

BYou’re going to change the world with your kindness, Stars,S Aanet 
told her as —achel stepped away from the door and let out a long 
breath. BYou’ve already done more than you could ever imagine just by 
coming this far. So, please, don’t forget who you are. Even when it gets 
hard.S

Otars didnSt understand. 3ut she didnSt have time to Huestion Aanet 
before —achel turned around and cleared her throat.
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BOtars9S —achel asked, beckoning the woman over.
Otars gave a frustrated ear-!ick of acknowledgement as Aanet 

nudged her towards the other woman. BNi, —achel9S
BTell Eistro weSre sorry about Cuana,S —achel said, softly; seem-

ingly genuine as her voice grew sad. BOhe had to get hurt to stop him 
from.... LtSs a horrible thing, and L wish we could save her, but itSs 
better than the alternative timeline.S

Otars opened her mouth to Huestion —achelSs meaning, but before 
she could the woman yanked open the door sheSd enchanted and 
pushed Otars through.

Otars stumbled as the door was slammed behind her, and she fell 
to the ground with a cry that was echoed by a surprised and familiar 
shriek.

Kor a moment, Otars lay stunned. Dnd then the door sheSd come 
through opened again and the surprised shriek screamed once more, 
and Otars realised that it was ‘aSharFa sheSd heard and Huickly rolled 
over to look at him.

7e was sitting on the toilet, a horri’ed and haunted look in his eyes 
as he looked from Otars to the bathroom door and back.

BWha—B  his  voice  was  a  high-pitched  sHueak  of  confusion. 
BYhaj Yhaj That was outside?!S

BOtarsMS EistroSs own voice ezclaimed from the open bathroom 
door, ’lled with worry, and Otars turned to see that she looked Fust 
as haunted as her son. BWhere have you been?! YeSve been worried 
sick about youMS

BL wasjB
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BNou canSt Fust run off on us, OtarsMS Eistro snapped, rushing over 
to throw her arms around the nurlak. BYe thought something had 
happened to youM Yhere were you9 Dnd how did you get in here 
without me seeing you9M L was on the couch, how did youj Yhere 
were you9MS

BL wasjB
BOTD—OMS EenaSs shriek cut her daughter ox, and her arms were 

suddenly wrapped around Otars  tightly.  BOtarsM  Ih,  MenSefay,  L 
thought something had happened to youM L thought you were mi-
itaj Ir worsej EonStM EonSt you ever worry me like this againMS 
she pulled away, gripping her daughterSs face and meeting her eye 
as she scolded her, and Otars saw she had been crying. BTirr basaka 
terr kunyaM Tirr lentaM 3asaka tarr miitaM 3asaka tarr GiSkafM Ir worseM 
Tirr lentaM Tirr mup lenta, OtarsM L was so frightened for youM Dlik 
hakalikaM 3roFaSkarM Tell me where you have beenM 1owM 3roFaSkarMS

Otars was too stunned to answer her mother.
Taken? Hurt?
Yhat was she talking about9
Yhy was everyone acting like this9
Ohe had only been gone for a few hours. That wasnSt unusual for 

her. Ohe would go out on her own all the time....
B3roFaSkar, OtarsMS Eena snapped, her breath shaking as she choked 

on a sob. BYhere9 Where?! L thought you were dead, OtarsM L thought 
you were deadM Yhere were you9MS

BL was...S Otars paused, ezpecting to be cut ox again. Yhen she 
wasnSt, she swallowed and continued, BL was in the past.S
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BYhat9MS Eena snapped.
BL was in the past,S Otars repeated, !inching at her motherSs horr-

i’ed look. BL... LSm confused. Yhy is everyone so upset9 LSve only been 
gone a little while. D few hours at most.S

Eistro shook her head at Otars as Eena stepped away and covered 
her face with all four of her hands.

BOh, you’re going hakalika like Ta’lak,S Eena whispered under her 
breath, and Otars felt her heart sHueeGe painfully.

BLSm not hakalika; itSs true,S she said. BL went ’ve months away. 3ack 
to the night Cittle Eemon was born. S

Eena shook her head again, seemingly at a loss for words, before 
retreating out of the room with a sob.

Otars made to follow, rising to her feet and taking two steps, before 
Eistro cut her ox and blocked her way.

BYait, waitMS she ezclaimed, furrowing her brow as Otars looked 
down at her. BOtars, wait. Pive her a moment.S

BL donSt understandMS Otars said. BYhy is everyone being so strange9 
Yhy was ‘ekik so worried9 L was only gone for the nightM L do that 
all the timeMS

BThe night9S the sound of the toilet !ushing made Otars twitch her 
ear, and she turned to ‘aSharFa as he washed his hands. BOtars, you 
were gone a lot longer than one nightMS

BDSlaSha9S Otars cocked her head. B1a9S
BYeah,S ‘aSharFa retorted.
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Kor a moment Otars simply stared at ‘aSharFa. Then she twitched 
an ear and realised that the rain had stopped. 1ot only that, but the 
air felt dry and warm. Otrange, for the day after such a heavy storm....

Ohe felt her skin crawling as she looked from Eistro, to ‘aSharFa, to 
the window that let in light from the orange-and-red sunset outside.

BL was gone for more than a day,S she realised aloud. B7ow long have 
L been gone9S

BTen days,S Eistro said, carefully. BLtSs the ’fteenth. NouSve been 
gone for ten days.S

BTen days9S Otars managed. Ohe found it hard to believe.... Though, 
she found everything that had Fust happened to her hard to believe. 
BLt was only a few hours for me. L went to the past. Aanet and —achel 
took me. 4aybe they put me too far forward by accidentjB she 
cut ox as she thought of how annoyed —achel had been at her, and 
wondered if it might not have been accidental.

Eistro crossed her arms, at mention of the girls. BAanet and —achel, 
you say9S

BNi,S Otars nodded. BTwo women. They said they were human, but 
they had wings like someone from the —endi. 3lue and purple. They 
opened a portal in the bathroom door, and took me back to the night 
Cittle Eemon was born.S

B4m.S
BLSm not hakalikaMS Otars defended, her voice turning pleading. 

BThey were real people, not in my headM They wereMS
‘aSharFaSs hand placed on OtarsS shoulder and he gave her a com-

forting pat. BL believe you,S he said.
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BL donSt... not believe you,S Eistro agreed, in a very cautious way. 
B3ut L donSt know if L... believe it.S

BLSm not lyingMS Otars ezclaimed. B1a makaM 1aMS
Eistro raised a hand to silence Otars, and gave her a look that was as 

pensive as it was sympathetic. BL donSt think youSre lying. Dnd L donSt 
think youSre craGy,S she reassured. B3ut L donSt know if you saw what 
you thought you did; if you were the one lied to. Aanet and —achel.... 
TheySre not real. Yell, thereSs never been anything to prove they are, 
anyway.S

Otars cocked her head and gave Eistro a confused look. D short, 
frustrated whine escaped her as the fozen shrugged, and she wrung 
her hands. BL donSt understand, ‘ekik Eistro. Eo you know Aanet 
and —achel9S

BLSve heard of them before,S Eistro said with a disbelieving sigh. 
BNou can read about them at the library, if you like; myths and leg-
ends section. Aanet and —achel are supposedly two pests who Fump 
through time and cause problems.... The chances that it was actually 
them is nezt to impossible. Wven if they do ezist, theySve only been 
spotted during what people say are Nsigni’cant shifts in destinyOj 
Nou know, stux like the births of heroes or the turning points of 
wars.... Lt was most likely Fust some troublemakers pretending to be 
them. 3ut either way, no matter who they are, theySre Fust looking to 
cause problems. EonSt listen to a thing theySve said to youMS

Otars wasnSt sure if what Eistro said made her relieved, or even 
more anzious.

Ohifts in destiny....
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Cike someone being born9 Ir someone leaving everything they 
knew behind and changing their entire life, all in one night9

Ir like... saving someoneSs life9
BThey said they wanted to save Cittle EemonSs life,S Otars blurted. 

Ohe shifted the bag on her shoulder, then, and pulled out the glowing 
yellow stone to show to her family. BThey took me back to the day he 
was born and we watched the stars fall again,S she held the stone out 
to Eistro, taking a knee so she could look the woman in the eyes as 
her pleading tone returned. BThereSs a person inside the stone. They 
said Cittle Eemon is going to get very sick, and that sheSs going to 
know how to make him better.S

EistroSs lips pursed, tight and thin, and she looked con!icted. Cike 
she didnSt want to believe Otars was lying or craGy, but the idea of the 
what it meant if she wasnSt made her even more uncomfortable and 
she didnSt want to think it was true.

Otars couldnSt blame Eistro for not wanting to believe her. She 
almost couldnSt believe what had happened to herM Lf it wasnSt for 
the fallen star in her hand, she might have dismissed it as a strange 
dream.

BThey knew your name,S Otars commented.
BDt this point, who in town doesn’t know my name9S Eistro huxed.
BThey knew that L know youjB
BOtars, the amount of times weSve been seen together...S Eistro 

shook her head. BL donSt doubt youSve been shown something; but 
L doubt that what they showed you was really the pastjB
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BThey took me to the day the stars fellMS Otars pressed, desperate for 
Eistro to believe her. BL saw your old houseM L saw meM L saw myself, 
sick and tired and dirtyM That wasnSt fakeM They couldnSt have made 
a fake meM They couldnSt have made it say the things L saidM 1obody 
else knew what L saidM 1obody else but ‘ekik and ‘aSharFaM ‘ekik 
doesnSt talk to anyone, so they wouldnSt have heard it from herM Dnd 
‘aSharFaSs forgotten every wordM Oo he canSt have told anyoneMS

‘aSharFa gave an anzious nod, as Otars motioned at him. BOheSs 
right,S he con’rmed. BL donSt remember a thing.S

Eistro sHueeGed her eyes shut, frustrated creases pressing into her 
brow as she looked pained and anzious. Ohe turned her whole body 
from Otars, as if trying to escape her miserable gaGe but refusing to 
physically walk out on her.

Otars felt her heart pounding and her lip trembling as she watched 
the woman struggle to believe her.

B‘ekik Eistro9S
Eistro let out a breath and opened her eyes, glancing sideways at 

Otars. BNou said they knew my name9S
BNi,S Otars con’rmed. BThey told me to tell you....S
BTell me what9S
BThat theySre sorry about... Cuana9S OtarsS own brow furrowed as 

she tried to recall exactly what theySd said. BDnd... that she had to get 
hurt, because it was the better version of things that had to happen9S

Eistro gave a scox, and threw her hands up in an ezaggerated way. 
BYho the fuck is Cuana9M LSve never met anyone called NCuanaOM Yhat 



4LOKLTTWE 2?5

crockM Yhat absolute fucking crockM EonSt believe a thing theySve 
said to youMS

Though EistroSs words were harsh, Otars thought she heard a tinge 
of fear in her voice. Dn anziety of what might be to come.

That was when Eena returned to the bathroom; her eyes fresh-
ly-red from another bout of crying and a guilty jalmost stunned to 
vacantj look on her face.

Ohe stood in the doorway for a second before stepping to the side 
and glancing behind her... and Otars gasped when she saw her son; 
held ’rm but gentle in the arms of a strange fozen woman as she 
nursed him.

Dt her gasp, Cittle Eemon looked up, unlatched from the womanSs 
breast, and reached out his arms towards his mother. 7e let out a 
miserable wail as he grabbed at the air, and Otars dropped the fallen 
star, letting it fall to the !oor with a heavy thump! as she rose from 
her kneel and rushed over to take up her son and embrace him tight.

BOhhM OhhMS she comforted as she bounced him. BLSm here. EonSt 
cry. 1a tiirl. LSm here. LSm sorry. LSm sorry. L didnSt mean to leave you. 
LSm sorry. 1a tiirl, farfah katka. LSm here.S



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE MAIN ROOM; THE 

NIGELLE-BEESA HOUSE

YUNE 15TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

Cerulia was a strong woman despite her foxen size. Deceptively, 
even, with her lean stature. She had no issue carrying Little Demon; 
she picked him up like he weighed nothing. Which, considering his 
size compared to her, was rather impressive.

Like most people in town she had dark skin. Though unlike most 
people in town, she had an even darker birthmark covering half of her 
face, trailing partway down her neck. Her hair was a deep blue-green, 
with brighter tips on the end that gave it a stunning sheen that 
glimmered each time she turned her head —a movement that was 
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done as sharp as the rest of her motions— and her ponytail ’icked 
like a whip.

She was a wet nurse, Stars had been told. Someone who had come 
to feed her son while she was missing. Stars understood the purpose. 
She had done similar back in HeckBne once, when she was pregnant 
with one of her miscarriages and another troop-mateBs milk had dried 
up before their daughter had been fully weaned. Aut it still made her 
feel terrible. Like she had failed as a mother and abandoned her son.... 
She knew, really, that she hadnBt. Aut mean and guilty thoughts in her 
mind kept poking at her, trying to convince her that she had. qnd it 
was hard to shake them away.

Especially so when Stars had seen how (uickly Cerulia had seemed 
to adapt to her sonBs schedule; she navigated the household with ease. 
She seemed to know exactly when the boy would be hungry or tired, 
even before Stars did, and she hadnBt hesitated to point out his needs 
to the nurlak....

Aut,  then,  even  though  CeruliaBs  pointed  looks  and  blunt 
tone-of-voice had initially made Stars ’inch like she was being scold-
ed, the woman had so far been very kind. She had handled Little 
Demon gently and reassured Stars she was not in any trouble. That 
whatever it was that had happened to her, she clearly had not intend-
ed to leave her child for so long.

Despite the reassurances it had still been a restless night for every-
one. Cerulia )much like DenaJ had seemed uncomfortable with 
StarsB insistence that she had visited the past, and had decided to stay 
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overnight until they were able to see Metitia in the morning. Just in 
case.

Stars  had  felt  her  stomach  ’ip  as  those  words  had  been 
ever-so-carefully spoken. Aecause the unspoken part wracked her 
with guilt‘

Just in case she disappeared again, and Little Demon needed to be 
fed.

Cerulia had been attentive to the childBs needs. It was something 
that Stars was both thankful for, and that made her heart turn over 
in misery as theyBd both stirred at his crying and both made for the 
crib.

6ow, with all three of them awake, the two women had made their 
way downstairs to care for the boy; Stars taking up on the couch to 
feed him, while Cerulia boiled the kettle in the kitchen.

Little Demon was still suckling when Cerulia returned to the main 
room with tea. She placed both cups on the ’oor by the couch before 
sitting beside the nurlak woman and watching her closely.

Stars ran a hand through her sonBs short hair as he drank. He was 
feeding slower than usual, Stars noted, almost like he was full but 
refusing to let her go.

?Look at that smile,B Cerulia said, her words kind but her voice still
 ’at and monotonous. ?He didnBt smile like that when I was feeding 
him. 6ot once.B

?6a7B Stars asked. ?He was sad7B
?He missed you,B Cerulia told her. ?ItBs clear he loves you.B
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?He loves me,B Stars echoed, slowly, before her ears folded back 
miserably. ?Aut he doesnBt need me, does he7B

?What,B Cerulia asked; her intended in’iction unclear as her tone 
didnBt change and the word came out with no readable emotion.

?He doesnBt need me,B Stars repeated. ?To him, I was gone for ten 
days. qnd heBs still alright. HeBs healthy. He— I can see heBs gained 
weight,B voice trembling, Stars felt tears welling in her eyes. ?If I never 
came back, he would have been alright. He would have forgotten me a
nd—?

?Shut up.B
Stars did; so shocked by the words —with their ’at and emotion-

less delivery— that she was stunned into silence as she turned to look 
at Cerulia.

?OouBre tired,B Cerulia said, simply. ?OouBve been through a lot. 
Oour 8udgement is impaired and youBre not thinking straight. Oour 
son needs you.B

?Aut he... you were feeding him, and—?
?So7B CeruliaBs tone was still mostly ’at; though her brow furrowed 

into a frown of displeasure. ?Aeing fed doesnBt mean he doesnBt need 
you. The poor thing cried the entire time you were gone. When 
Metita called me in, it took me an hour to get him to latch on. qnd he 
hadnBt eaten for half a day before that. He was hungry, but he wanted 
you. He loves you.B

StarsB own brow furrowed and she looked to the ’oor. ?Loving me 
is diRerent from needing me.B

?Is it7B Cerulia asked, bluntly.
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Stars 8ust sighed. ?I donBt know.B
?OouBre tired,B Cerulia repeated. ?Whatever happened to you, itBs 

aRected you deeply. ItBs why youBve lost track of time and—?
?6a. I didnBt lose track of time,B Stars interrupted, Vrmly. ?It was 

only a few hours, for me. Uachel put me back in the wrong day. Either 
by accident, or because I made her mad by not doing what she said.B

?I see,B Cerulia acknowledged, clearly not believing Stars, but not 
wanting to argue. ?What was it that she wanted you to do7B

?She wanted me to take the fallen star,B Stars commented. ?Aut I 
didnBt. 6ot until she told me why.B

?The yellow soulstone,B Cerulia clariVed. ?The one that Distro took 
from you and put away7B

?Oi, Uachel said that the woman inside it knows how to cure a 
sickness that Little Demon will catch in seven years.B

?I see,B Cerulia repeated. ?qnd when you didnBt take the stone, she 
got angry at you.B

?She called me stubborn,B Stars said.
?I would believe that,B Cerulia said; her ’at tone accompanied by 

a warm smile. Though it (uickly fell to a concerned look as Little 
Demon unlatched from StarsB breast and hiccuped. ?He looks like 
heBs eaten too much,B she commented. ?He may spit up when you 
burp him. Let me get a cloth before you do.B

Stars didnBt argue as the woman rose to her feet and retrieved her 
bag from the table. She thought she might have preferred the change 
of topic over being treated like she was crazy or a liar.
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q cloth was laid over StarsB shoulder, and she picked up her son 
over the same shoulder and gave him several gentle pats until he 
burped and —as predicted— spat up some of the milk he had 8ust 
eaten.

?There we go,B Cerulia commented, folding up the cloth before the 
sick could dribble down and make a mess.

?OouBre very mip— “ery good at looking after berr,B Stars said, still 
gently rubbing her sonBs back as he gave a gurgle and began to doze 
again. ?”h. Aerr is babies. Do you have any7B

?I have a son,B she answered. ?Yust one. HeBs seven. Turning eight 
with Peowfe at the end of the month.B

?Peowfe7B Stars twitched an ear.
?Sonfe,B Cerulia clariVed in International. ?The yearly eclipse.B
?Nh,B Stars understood. ?We called it Dalrenta, in HeckBne. It was a 

very scary time, with all of the qnimon gods in one place for so long. 
Aut now that I know more about Scara and her family, itBs a lot less 
scary.?

Cerulia gave a nod as she rolled up the cloth and put it aside. She 
picked up their tea, passing one cup to Stars, and they both began to 
sip at their drinks.

?Did you know each day of the eclipse has meaning7B Cerulia asked. 
?Well. If you believe in Scara, anyway.B

?6a,B Stars answered. ?I knew it was the sunBs daughters, making 
him rest, but I didnBt know each day had meaning.... Oou said 0ifG I 
believe in Scara. 2eople only say that sort of thing in that sort of way 



C. YqDE WOTN6153

if theyBre trying to say they donBt believe in it themselves. Do you not 
believe in Scara7B

?I do not,B Cerulia admitted, and Stars found herself watching 
the womanBs face carefully as she spoke; trying to understand her 
expressions to make up for the ’at tone. ?I was raised qnimon, but 
IBve always had doubts.... Doing the 8ob I do it was only a matter of 
time before I gave up hope that the !oddess had any power. If she 
exists at all.B

?qBlaBha7B Stars twitched her ear curiously as CeruliaBs face grew 
sombre and sorrowful. ?What do you mean7 Pekik Distro said you 
are a wet nurse, and that you help to feed children. Why would that 
make you lose your hope7B

?IBm a wet nurse for the E.D.U,B Cerulia told her. ?I feed orphans 
and children taken from abusive homes. ItBs draining. 2hysically and 
emotionally.B

?Is that why you talk that way7B Stars asked, before immediately 
remembering that PaBhar8a had told her that sort of thing was very 
rude to comment on. She covered her mouth and blushed. ?IBm sorry. 
That was rude.B

?IBve always talked this way,B Cerulia said; seemingly not annoyed 
as she gave a short-lived smile. ?I donBt mind if the way you word 
yourself is a little rude. 2eople say that the way I talk is rude. Even 
when the things I say are polite.B

?I donBt mean to be rude,B Stars promised.
?6or do I,B Cerulia agreed. ?Aut people who want to Vnd fault in 

someone will always Vnd it, in whatever way they can. If it is not 
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your words that are rude, it is your tone. If not your tone, it is that 
you donBt look them in the eye when you speak. qnd if you look 
them in the eye, youBre looking at them with an attitude. Oou can 
do everything correctly and the people who are looking for fault will 
make a point to Vnd it.B

Stars gave a heavy sigh, understanding all too well what Cerulia 
meant. ?ThatBs how it felt with LahBkort,B she admitted. ?Sometimes 
it was like he came to me looking for a reason to be angry at me. qnd 
when he couldnBt Vnd one —when IBd been as mip behaved as I could 
be— it made him even angrier. Which made me scared. “ery, very 
scared.B

q gentle hand brushed StarsB arm and she gave Cerulia an appre-
ciative smile before sipping up the last of the tea and sighing again.

?If being a wet nurse is so hard, why do you do it7B she asked.
?It needs to be done,B was the simple reply. ?I never stopped produc-

ing milk. Even after I weaned my son. This seemed the most logical 
thing to do with it.B

?Even though it makes you so tired7B
?Oes. Helping others is worth the fatigue.B
Stars looked at her feet for a moment, examining her bare toes 

(uietly as she turned CeruliaBs answer over in her mind. Then, she 
glanced to the woman and asked, ?WhatBs your sonBs name7B

?Terik,B was the answer.
?HeBs very lucky, I think,B Stars said. ?To have you for a kekik— 

That means mother.B
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?Thank you,B Cerulia oRered another smile which, as usual, fell 
(uickly into that almost blank expression Stars was starting to get 
used to.

Stars thought then that maybe CeruliaBs smile wasnBt falling be-
cause she was unhappy with what had been said, but because, like 
her voice, it was simply the most comfortable way for her face to be.

?IBm lucky, too,B Cerulia said. ?HeBs a sweet boy. He takes after his 
father.B

?His father7B Stars echoed.
?Oes. My husband, he—? Cerulia cut oR, looking like sheBd realised 

sheBd said something wrong; though Stars couldnBt Vgure out what 
it was as both women folded back their ears and stiRened. qfter a 
moment, Cerulia let out a breath. ?I apologise. I shouldnBt speak 
about him, not when youBre.... That was inappropriate.B

?When IBm... what7B Stars asked.
?Nn your own,B Cerulia said, her voice showing more emotion as 

she took on an empathetic tone. Nr, Stars assumed it was supposed to 
be an empathetic tone. It was hard to tell, as it sounded very stilted 
and unnatural; like Cerulia had struggled with it.

?Aut IBm not on my own7B Stars said, cocking her head.... qnd then, 
what Cerulia had meant clicked, and she reeled back and grimaced. 
?Oou mean Fabecut.B

?Oes,B the natural ’atness returned to CeruliaBs voice; though her 
expression stayed sympathetic. ?I read your Vle. I understand heBs not 
present.B
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?Metita thinks he took advantage of me,B Stars said, her ears press-
ing down further. It had been a hard thing to hear, and it was even 
harder, now, to say out loud herself. It made every part of her feel 
cold and clammy and tense, as she rested her empty cup on her knee 
and looked to the front door. She didnBt focus on it, not really; she 
simply wanted to avoid looking Cerulia in the eye as she swallowed 
down the tremble in her voice. ?I donBt like that thought. ItBs one of 
my more mup thoughts. Aut IBm starting to think it might be true. 
Aecause a lot of the things he said were very confusing, and....B

q doleful (uiet overtook the room as Stars trailed oR, only broken 
by Little DemonBs sleepy mumbles and the hoot of an owl outside.

Cerulia didnBt say anything or push Stars to talk further as they sat 
together. 6o; the only thing she did was, after several moments of 
(uiet, take StarsB empty cup in the hand opposite her own and stand 
from the couch to return them to the kitchen.

Stars also stood as Cerulia did, and by the time the woman was 
returning from the sink, Stars was sitting on the front steps; door 
open behind her so her companion could easily 8oin her.

Cerulia let herself down onto the step beside Stars, though she still 
didnBt say anything as they sat together (uietly, looking more to the 
beautiful night sky above than at each other.

Then, Vnally, Stars lowered her gaze and heaved a loud sigh.
?Ka’harja could save me,B she breathed, her voice scarcely a whisper. 

?I keep thinking about that. I was a stranger to him. qnd to Pekik 
Distro. Aut they never even hesitated to help me. 6ot even a little 
bit. They did everything they could to make sure I was safe. They lost 
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their home because of me. They lost everything. qnd then, even when 
they didnBt have to come after me, when they could have left on their 
own to go somewhere safe and say I wasnBt their problem anymore, 
they still came to make sure that LahBkort couldnBt take me back. 
They fought to keep me safe. To make sure I never got hurt again.... 
qnd I keep thinking these thoughts, about Sken and qnnanyn and 
Coborn and Poko and Aaku— qbout how they knew me even less 
than PaBhar8a did. qnd they had even less reason to help me, because 
I got in the way, and made them late for their sales, and ate their food, 
and read their books, and asked them lots of (uestions. qnd I think 
about how they helped me, even before they loved me. qnd I think... 
why couldnBt Fabecut do that7 He said he loved me. So why couldnBt 
he do these things, that people who didn’t love me could do7 qnd 
then my thoughts get all 8umbled, and I try to think of a reason, but 
I canBt. I canBt think of a single reason why someone who said they 
loved me would leave me behind to get hurt, when people who didnBt 
know me never even had it cross their minds to walk away without 
me. Instead I keep hearing (uestions in my mind, and I donBt know 
how to answer them. How could Fabecut say he loved me and then 
leave me to LahBkortBs anger, when strangers were so willing to stand 
between us to protect me7B

Cerulia nodded along, attentively, as Stars spoke; waiting for the 
nurlak to Vnish before calmly replying, ?It sounds like he lied to you, 
doesnBt it7B

?Oi, I think he did,B Stars agreed, and as she did she felt both a 
horrible twisting pain in her chest, and a light weightless feeling. It 



MISFITTED 155

was a confusing mix of relief and grief that made her throat heavy, 
like she was about to be sick. ?I think he... I think he did lie about 
loving me. I donBt like that he lied.B

?6o, I wouldnBt think so,B Cerulia said, simply. ?IBm sorry—?
?Stars7 StarsMB
q familiar voice interrupted the womenBs conversation and Stars 

looked up to see Tenkata, eyes wide and face ’ushed with worry, 
hurry past his own front yard to where she sat on the step. He looked 
exhausted from his long night of work; though it seemed that seeing 
Stars had given him a powerful 8olt of energy that left his tail bristling 
and his ears tall and erect.

?Stars, youBre alrightMB he exclaimed, taking Stars by her free hands 
and s(ueezing them tight. ?WeBve been so worried about youM Where 
have you been7M We thought something horrible had happened to 
youM Petika said you were so shaken after your therapy appointment, 
and then you 8ust vanishedM We thought— Maybe youBd— OouBd 
hurt yourself or... Nr.... Nh, IBm so glad youBre alrightM?

?Why would I hurt myself?B Stars twitched an ear. ?I donBt like being 
hurt. Why would I make myself hurt7 If I wanted to be hurt I would 
have stayed in HeckBne and not come here. It would have been much 
easier to get hurt there.B

q sound that could have potentially been a laugh escaped Cerulia, 
though Stars wasnBt completely sure thatBs what it was as it was 
hurriedly muNed.
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?Where have you been7B Tenkata asked again, his panting breath 
slowing as he began to compose himself. ?We thought something had 
happened to you, Stars.B

?Something did happen,B Stars answered, simply, twitching an ear 
as TenkataBs worried look became even more worried. ?I went back in 
time.B

?What?B his voice broke in a s(ueak.
?I went back in time,B Stars repeated, simply. ?Yanet and Uachel 

came in out of the storm. They knew my name, and they opened a 
portal to Vve months ago. qnd I went with them, because they said 
there was something important for me to do. Then, Uachel put me 
back in the wrong day. She put me back ten days late. Which was a 
big surprise, and I think she may have done it on purpose because I 
made her mad at me.B

Tenkata opened his mouth, then closed it. Then opened it again. 
Then closed it again. He seemed at a loss for words, as he looked up 
at Stars with a disbelieving expression.

qnd Stars clamped her mouth closed, her lips growing tight and a 
frown Vnding its way to her face as she realised, aloud; ?Oou think IBm 
being hakalika.B

?”h—? Tenkata looked to Cerulia, then, with a pleading expres-
sion. Aut the woman only shrugged.

?IBm not hakalika,B Stars told him, her voice Vrm. ?I know that what 
I saw was real.B

?Nh... okay7B Tenkata clearly didnBt believe Stars, though he didnBt 
argue as he sat by her side —the opposite side Cerulia sat at— and 
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let out a long, relieved breath. His entire body seemed to de’ate as 
the air escaped him, and he ended the sigh with a chuckle and pet 
Stars on the arm. ?IBm glad youBre safe, Stars. Petika and I have been 
worried sick.B

?IBm sorry. I didnBt mean to be gone so long,B said Stars. ?For me, it 
was only a few hours....B

She trailed oR as TenkataBs face grew tense and disbelieving, and 
felt her heart twist as he looked at her with tired eyes.

He didn’t believe her.
It made a thick and heavy lump sit in her throat as she watched 

him.
His eyes betrayed every thought in his mind— qnd it was clear that 

he thought she was crazy.
?Oou donBt believe me,B she stated.
?6o, noMB it was an obvious lie, as he pet her arm. ?I-I believe you.B
?Oou donBt,B she mumbled, almost bitterly, as she pulled her arm 

from him and looked away. ?Oou think IBm hakalika in the head.B
?6o, Stars, I donBt think youBre crazy,B he said, reaching for her 

again but pulling back as Cerulia silently swiped at his hand and 
shook her head at him. ?Stars. I donBt.B

?OouBre a very bad liar, Tenkata,B said Stars. ?IBve told you before 
that IBm not stupid. I can tell that youBre not saying what you mean. 
I see it in your eyes. qnd hear it in your voice. OouBre lying to me.B

Slowly, Tenkata closed his mouth. He let out a sigh through his 
nose and let his shoulders fall slack in a defeated way.
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In response, Stars gave a long and miserable groan before pushing 
herself to her feet and turning for the door. ?IBm going to go back 
to sleep,B she decided. ?Pekik Distro says we have to get up early 
tomorrow to meet Metita, and I donBt want to be tired when I talk 
to him.B

?Nh, okay.... !oodn—? Tenkata was cut oR as Stars shut the door 
behind herself.
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Metita’s ocwe ,asd pesbite neigm vape to ne rey- ,ayv agp igritu
igmd wlyyegtk- a rey- tegse agp a,.,ayp bkawe to neT

hAe ,akks ,eye baigtep a ,ayv wyeavu-ekko,d agp tAe ,oopeg 
fkigm wanigets tAat yag akogm tAev geatk- ,eye baigtep ,itA a pewu
oyatire mokpeg tyiv tAat igwoyboyatep tAe ketteys eawA pya,ey ,as 
assowiatep ,itAT Cgp tAe bkagts tAat ,eye bkawep akogm tAe sAekres 
,eye peeb myeegd AeaktA- ,itA tAe ,ayv ,eatAey agp slgkimAt tAat 
sAoge ig Jyov tAe kayme mkass ,igpo, tAat oreykoo.ep tAe wovvlgit- 
maypeg oltsipeT
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xltd pesbite tAe soJt wAaiys agp tAe stlKep sbipey to-s tAat sat akogm 
tAe epme oJ tAe pes.d jtays wolkpg’t Aekb Jeekigm ag(iolsT

jAe ,as ig tyolnked sAe ,as slye oJ itT Yreg tAolmA Metita Aap 
myeetep Aey ,itA a yekierep koo. agp igritep Aey to sit po,g ,itA a 
tiyep sviked sAe wolkp see tAat Ae ,as lbsetT jAe wolkp Aeay it ig Ais 
roiwed tood as Ae e(wlsep AivsekJ to yetyiere t,o voye wAaiys Joy Wistyo 
agp )a’AayHa :,Ao Aap notA igsistep tAat booyd e(Aalstep Wega ne 
tAe oge to ta.e tAe sewogp wAaiy tAat ,as akyeap- at tAe pes.‘T

jtays sAl!ep a,.,aypk- as Metita yetlygepd lganke to koo. Aiv ig 
tAe e-e as Ae set tAe t,o seats po,g Joy )a’AayHa agp Wistyo neJoye Ae 
too. to Ais o,g amaigT

—e kiJtep Ais woKee to Ais kibs agp blkkep olt a svakk staw. oJ babeys 
to bkawe og Ais pes.d agp jtays sa, Aey gave ,yitteg at tAe tob oJ tAe 
powlvegtsT hAolmA sAe pipg’t see vlwA ekse as sAe Aeayp a .gow. at 
tAe pooy agp Metita wakkep olt;

LDove igz’
Deylkia egteyep tAe yoovd tAegd agp set po,g Joly wlbs Ioge Joy 

eawA Wegad Wistyod )a’AayHad agp jtaysI ,AiwA sAe Aap fkkep ,itA 
noikigm ,atey agp byebaw.amep teanamsT

LhAag. -old’ jtays vlvnkep as tAe wlb ,as sAiJtep ig Jyogt oJ AeyF 
tAolmA sAe pipg’t biw. it lbT

qi.e,ised )a’AayHa pipg’t seev igteyestep ig tAe teaT hAolmA Ae 
stikk sat nesipe jtays to ylg a wovJoytigm Aagp akogm Aey naw. as sAe 
gl22kep Aey sog agp .issep Ais goseT Wistyo agp Wega notA too. tAeiy 
tead sibbigm at it bokitek- as tAe- e-ep MetitaT
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Metitad seeigm tAat erey-oge ,as fgakk- settkepd blt po,g Ais pyig. 
agp 3liw.k- kiw.ep Ais kibs to ,et tAevT Ljtaysd’ Ae nemagd keagigm 
Joy,ayp ig Ais wAaiy seyiolsk-T LNol pog’t Aare to koo. so geyrolsT 
Nol’ye got ig ag- tyolnkeT’

jtays ket olt a kogmd tyevnkigm nyeatAF lgslye iJ sAe tylk- nekierep 
AivT jAe mkagwep to Aey votAeyd agp tAeg to WistyoT hAeg sAe keagt 
amaigst )a’AayHa agp koo.ep naw. po,g at Aey sog as Ae nannkep agp 
yeawAep lb to myan at Aey AaiyT

LRtTTT feels ki.e R’v ig tyolnked’ sAe apvittepT
LR byovise -ol’ye gotd’ Metita saipd megtk-T LOe’re akk neeg rey- 

,oyyiep anolt -olT Oe pipg’t .go, ,Aeye -ol ,eye oy ,A- -ol keJtT 
Cgp ,itA it neigm so soog aJtey -oly tAeyab- abboigtvegtd tAeye 
,as wogweyg tAat sovetAigm tAat ,as nyolmAt lb pistyessep -olTTTT 
hAolmAd Wy )avayas asslyep ve tAat sAe pipg’t tAig. -ol ,olkp 
Aare moge Jay ,itAolt -oly sogT Cgp R Aap to amyee tAat it ,as olt oJ 
wAayawtey Joy -ol to keare Aiv neAigpF ,AiwA ogk- vape -oly ansegwe 
voye wogweygigm tAe voye tive tAat bassepT’

jtays nklsAep as Metita sbo.ed got payigm to koo. lb to veet Ais 
e-eT

LOe ,eye ,oyyiep soveoge Aap Alyt -old’ Metita wogtiglepd Ais 
roiwe mirigm ag lbset tyevnke ,AiwA Ae 3liw.k- s,akko,ep po,gT 
hAe toge Ae too. ogd tAegd ,as vlwA ki.e Deylkia’s sbea.igm roiweF 
ogk- wovigm olt oJ Metita it solgpep as Joywep agp as lggatlyak as 
,Aeg Deylkia Aap tyiep to solgp s-vbatAetiwT LNoly saJet- is rey- 
ivboytagt to lsd jtaysT Cs is -oly sog’sT Oe geep to .go, ,Aeye 
-ol’re neeg Joy tAe bast teg pa-sT’
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C tegse 3liet Jekk tAyolmA tAe yoov as akk e-es tlygep to ,atwA 
jtaysT

xlt jtays pipg’t sbea.T
Rgsteapd sAe yevevneyep Ao, heg.ata Aap koo.ep at Aey ,Aeg 

sAe’p saip sAe’p moge to tAe bastTTTT jAe pipg’t ,agt Metita to koo. 
at Aey ig tAat ,a-T —e Aap ak,a-s neeg so soJt agp .igp to Aeyd agp 
tAe tAolmAt oJ Aiv koo.igm at Aey ki.e sAe ,as wya2- vape Aey egtiye 
nop- tyevnkeT

Cgp Ae seevep to see Aey sAa.igmd as Ais seyiols koo. Jakteyep igto 
oge oJ s-vbatA- agp Ae mkagwep to Deylkia neJoye yeawAigm olt a 
Aagp agp bkawigm it megtk- og jtays’ o,gT

Ljtaysd’ Metita’s roiwe ,as soJt amaig as Ae appyessep AeyT LNol’ye got 
ig ag- tyolnkeT 4evevney tAat ,e’ye Aeye to Aekb -old got blgisA 
-olT R va- seev ,itApya,g as ,e tak. og tAisd nlt lgpeystagp tAat R 
have to ne byoJessiogakT Rt poesg’t veag tAat R Aareg’t neeg ,oyyie
pTTTT 5keased tekk ve ,Aeye -ol’re neegT’

Pigakk-d jtays Jolgp tAe wolyame to koo. a,a- Jyov Aey sogd agp sAe 
vet Metita’s e-es as Aey o,g nemag to fkk ,itA teaysT L6onop- nekieres 
veT’

LR pod’ )a’AayHa yevigpep AeyT
jAe akvost tAag.ep AivT xlt neJoye sAe wolkpd sAe Aeayp Aey 

votAey simAd agp koo.ep orey to see Wega’s nyo, Jlyyo,T 6ot ig 
agmeyd nlt wogweyg agp ,oyy-T

LR’v got Aa.aki.ad )e.i.d’ jtays saipT LR’v not.’
Wega sivbk- tlygep a,a- ,itAolt yebk-igmF Aey eays byessigm po,g 

agp Aey e-es s3lee2igm timAt as iJ sAe ,eye ig baigT
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Metita ,aitep batiegtk- as jtays too. ig a sAa.- nyeatA agp tlygep 
naw. to AivT jAe Jekt notA )a’AayHa agp Wistyo bet Aey og tAe naw.d 
agp Aeayp tAe solgp oJ Deylkia’s gaiks tabbigm ag(iolsk- akogm tAe 
epme oJ Metita’s pes.T

LjAe’s geyrols anolt itd’ Deylkia wovvegtep ,Aeg jtays pipg’t 
sbea.T LR tAig. sAe vimAt ne wogweygep -ol’ye moigm to tAig. booyk- 
oJ Aey iJ sAe tekks -olT’

LCAd’ Metita mare a megtke gopT LR seeT Is it sovetAigm R’v moigm to 
tAig. booyk- oJ Aeyd Joy7’

L6od’ Deylkia ags,eyepd sivbk-T LR tAig. -ol ,og’t nekiere itT Cgp 
R tAig. it ,ikk wogweyg -olT xlt R pog’t tAig. it ,ikk va.e -ol tAig. 
booyk- oJ AeyT’

CgotAey gopd agp Metita koo.ep naw. to jtaysT Ljtays7’
LR ,egt to tAe bastd’ jtays saipd walsigm Wega to mire a sonuki.e 

s3lea. tAat ,as 3liw.k- vl!epT LEaget agp 4awAek wave to tAe 
AolseT hAe- .ge, v- gaved agp tAe- .ge, v- qittke WevogT hAe- 
saip tAe- ,agtep to Aekb AivT hAe- saip tAat Ae ,olkp pie iJ R pipg’t 
mo ,itA tAevT’

Metita’s nyo, yaisep AimAT LhAe- tAyeategep -oly sog7’
L6od tAe- saip tAe- ,agtep to help Aivd’ jtays woyyewtepT LhAe- 

,agtep to sare Ais kiJed nlt R Aap to mo ,itA tAev to sare AivT’
LhAat solgps ki.e a tAyeatd’ Metita simAepT
LR pog’t tAig. it ,asd’ saip jtaysT LhAe- saip tAe- o,ep ve a Jaroly 

newalsed ig t,o -eaysd R’v moigm to sare 4awAek’s kiJeT Yreg tAolmA R 
pog’t ki.e AeyT’
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LR seeTTT’ Metita’s ekno,s Jolgp tAe tanke as Ae keagt Joy,aypd agp Ae 
byessep Ais voltA amaigst Ais Jokpep Aagps ,itA a begsire Jyo,gT Rt 
,as wkeay to jtaysd Hlst n- tAe ,a- Ais e-es 9iw.ep orey Aeyd tAat Ae ,as 
wogsipeyigm Ais ge(t ,oyps wayeJlkk-T LWip tAe- tekk -ol ,Aat to tekk 
ls7’

L6ad’ jtays ags,eyepT LhAe- tokp ve R wolkp sa- ,Aaterey R ,agtep 
,Aeg R mot naw. igto tAe yimAt tiveT R tAig. tAe- .ge, tAat gonop- 
,as moigm to nekiere veT’

Metita koo.ep polntJlkd tAolmA Ae pipg’t aymle ,itA Aeyd agp jtays 
Jekt Aey Aeayt sig. as Ae nemig to swyinnke po,g Ais gotesT

jAe wolkp yeap sove oJ ,Aat Ae ,yoted pesbite it neigm lbsipe 
po,gT Cgp sAe pipg’t ki.e tAe ,oyps Ae ,as lsigm;

Apprehensive to explain absence. Seems to have anxiety of receiving 
a penalty. Alleges to have gone back in time.

LR’v got k-igmz’ jtays nklytepT LNol pog’t nekiere veT OA- poesg’t 
ag-oge nekiere ve7z’

LR pod’ )a’AayHa yeasslyepT
Rt mare jtays kittke wovJoytd as erey-oge ekse sAl!ep a,.,aypk- agp 

Aey votAey Aearep a simAT
Metita ,atwAep jtays Joy a kogmd tegse vovegtd neJoye Ae ,yote 

oge kast gote agp koo.ep naw. lb to AeyT LR pog’t tAig. -ol’ye k-igm 
to ved’ Ae tokp Aeyd megtk-T LR tylst tAat -ol aye tekkigm ve exactly 
,Aat -ol nekiere Aabbegep to -olF v- wogweyg is ,AetAey oy got 
sovetAigm Aas aKewtep -oly beywebtiog oJ eregtsT jove vamiws wag 
aKewt tAe vevoy- agpIL
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L6az R did mo naw. ig tivez’ jtays e(wkaivepd yaisigm Aey roiwe ig 
myo,igm pesbeyatiogT LR ,egt naw. to tAe gimAt qittke Wevog ,as 
noygI hAe gimAt R vet )a’AayHaz R sa, v-sekJz hAe- wolkpg’t Aare 
Ja.ep tAatz’

Ljovetivesd vamiw wag aKewt oly beywebtiog agp oly vevoyiesd’ 
Metita wogtiglepd .eebigm Ais toge soJt agp wookT LRJ -ol ,eye 
pylmmep oy egwAagtepIL

LR OCj6’hz’ jtays stoop Jyov Aey seatF tAe teays fgakk- eswabigm 
AeyT LR ,asg’tz R ,asg’tz’

Metita’s e-es ,egt ,ipeT LjtaysIL
LR’v got k-igmz R’v got Aa.aki.az R sa, ,Aat R sa,d agp ,Aat R sa, 

,as yeakz OA- ,og’t ag-oge believe ve7z’
Ljtaysd ko,ey -oly roiwed’ Deylkia wovvegtepd stebbigm to tAe 

glyka.’s sipe agp votiogigm Joy Aey to 3liet po,gT LNol’ye JyimAtu
egigm WevogT jAAd go,TTTT’

jtays wkavbep Aey voltA sAltd sgi!igm a kolpd ,et son ig tAyolmA 
Aey gose as sAe pyobbep naw. Aearik- igto Aey wAaiy agp nlyiep Aey 
Jawe igto Aey vlyvlyigm sogT LOA- ,og’t ag-oge nekiere ve7’

LR pod’ )a’AayHa saip amaigT hAeg Ae tlygep to Metitad agp sbo.e 
,itA a fyvgess ig Ais roiwe tAat jtays .ge, ,as yayed LR sa, it v-sekJT 
R ,as tAeye ,Aeg sAe wave AoveF tAe natAyoov pooy obegepd agp 
og tAe otAey sipe oJ it ,as 1.ata.oT R’p yewomgise it ag-,AeyeT Cgp 
it ,asg’t jlg,atwAT R .go, ,Aat jlg,atwA ig 1.ata.o koo.s ki.eT Rt 
,as tAe egp oJ jgo,JakkT R wolkp tekk n- tAe wokoly oJ tAe myassT Ct 
this tive oJ -eay tAe myass ig 1.ata.o is peeb myeeg agp tAiw.eyT xlt 
it ,asg’t tAiw. agp myeegT Rt ,as jgo,Jakk myassF it ,as plkkeyd ,itA a 
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nkleumye- Ale to itT Nol vimAt got nekiere ,Aat she sa,T xlt R nekiere 
,Aat I sa,T Cgp R sa, 1.ata.o at tAe ,yogm tive oJ -eayT’

)a’AayHa’s Aagp wkosep ayolgp jtays’ o,g agp Ae too. a peebd 
pefagt nyeatATTT tAolmA jtays wolkp Jeek Ais Aagp t,itwAd agp .ge, 
Ae ,as yesistigm tAe lyme to tlyg agp 9ee olt oJ tAe yoovT jo sAe 
s3lee2ep Ais Aagpd mirigm Aiv a myateJlk koo. as sAe sgi!ep agp 
,ibep Aey e-es ,itA tAe naw. oJ Aey kast Jyee AagpT

Metita sivbk- goppepd koo.igm lgslye Ao,d e(awtk-d to yesbogp to 
,Aat Ae Aap neeg tokpT —e vape a gote og Ais bame tAat jtays pipg’t 
met tAe wAagwe to see as Wistyo mare a kolp agp AalmAt- sgiK agp blt 
Aey Jeet lb og tAe pes.T

LWistyod bkease pog’t po tAatIL
LR nekiere Aeyd tood’ Wistyo pewipep akolpT
Wega mare a sAoyt masbT LWog’t egwolyame Aeyz’
LR’v not egwolyamigm Aeyd’ Wistyo yesbogpepd fyvk-T LR nekiere AeyT 

Cgp -ol nettey tAig. Aayp anolt ,A- -ol don’t nekiere Aeyd newalse 
as Jay as R’v wogweygepd it’s tAe swegayio tAat va.es tAe vost segseT’

LhAe most segse7z’ Wega yose to Aey Jeetd akk nlt Aissigm at Wistyo as 
sAe Jawep tAe ,ovag agp tAye, lb Aey AagpsT L—o, poes tAis va.e 
any segse at akk7z Rt’s wovbketek- lgnekierankez’

Wistyo votiogep to Aey Jawe ,itA a Aagpd ylggigm a fgmey akogm 
tAe swakes tAat tyaikep Aey sgolt lgtik it yestep og oge oJ Aey oreyu
myo,gd tls.uki.e teetAT LHgnekieranke tAigms Aare Aabbegep to oly 
Javik- neJoyeT xesipesIL sAe too. Aey Jeet Jyov tAe pes. agp stoop 
to Jawe WegaTTT tAolmAd lgki.e tAe glyka.d Wistyo .ebt Aey tevbey 
ereg as sAe wyossep Aey ayvs agp wogtiglepd LOe .go, it’s got Hlst 
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jtays seeigm tAigmsd newalse )a’AayHa sa, itd tooT hAig. wyitiwakk-d Joy 
a vovegtT jAe ,asg’t AakklwigatigmF sAe yeakk- did mo sove,AeyeT 
—eay tAatT OAat sAe sa, ,as not Hlst ig Aey AeapT joveoge ekse sa, 
itT jAe is not wya2-T jo R ,agt to as. -old seyiolsk-d Wegad ,A- -ol 
tAig. ag-oge ,olkp fake sovetAigm ki.e tAis7 OAat ,olkp tAe point 
ne7 hekk ve ,Aat va.es voye segse to -ol7 C baiy oJ totak styagmeys 
nyea.igm igto oly Aolsed .ipgabbigm jtays Joy go abbayegt yeasogd 
Ja.igm moigm naw. ig tived agp tAeg Aokpigm Aey Aostame Joy teg pa-s 
neJoye bobbigm Aey naw. igto tAe natAyoov7 6ot Alytigm AeyT 6ot 
ta.igm ag-tAigm Jyov Aey oy va.igm Aey do ag-tAigmT Elst wogJlsigm 
Aey Joy go yeasogd mirigm Aey a nim yow. to Aokpd agp tAeg tAyo,igm Aey 
naw. AoveT Woes tAat seyiolsk- va.e voye segse to -ol tAag tAe ipea 
tAat soveoge o,ep Aey a Jaroly agp lsep vamiw ,e pog’t lgpeystagp 
to ba- it naw.7’

Ckk Joly oJ Wega’s Aagps wkegwAep igto timAt fsts agp Aey Ha, 
tyevnkep as sAe mkayep Wistyo po,g ,itA a riwiols koo. tAat vape tAe 
yoov Jakk igto sikegweT 6onop- payep to nyeatAe as tAe t,o ,oveg 
vet e-esT

jtays s,akko,epd ,atwAigm tAat Jlyiols koo. ig Aey votAey’s e-eTTTT 
hAe ,a- Aey eays biggep naw.d agp tAe ,a- Aey nyo, Jlyyo,epd agp 
tAe ,a- Aey kib t,itwAepT jAe Aap gerey seeg Aey votAey so agmy-T 
6erey neJoyeT 6ot at ag-ogeT 6ot ereg at qaA’.oytT

xlt tAegd as 3liw.k- as it Aap ta.eg Aey oreyd akk oJ tAe agmey ,as 
moge Jyov Aey agp sAe Jekk Joy,ayp igto Wistyo’s ayvsT
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Wega ket olt a sAoytd sAa.igm nyeatA tAat ,as voye son tAag e(Aake 
as Wistyo evnyawep Aey timAtk-d agp sAe nlyiep Aey Jawe igto tAe wkotA 
oJ tAe ,ovag’s swayJT

LI thought she was dead!’ Wega ,Aisbeyep tAyolmA Aey teaysT LI 
couldn’t bear to lose her. I couldn’t! I couldn’t! She’s all I have left!’

LR .go,d’ Wistyo wovJoytepd Aey toge soJt agp JoymirigmT LR .go,T’
C 3liet tabbigm walmAt jtays’ eay agp sAe sipeue-ep Metita as Ae 

pylvvep Ais fgmeys amaigst Ais babey,oy.T hAeye ,as ag aiy oJ sereyu
it- ayolgp Aiv as Ae koo.ep to tAe Javik- agp votiogep to Deylkia to 
wove wkoseT —e ,Aisbeyep to Aey Joy a vovegt Ivegtiog oJ ta.igm 
Wega to tAe nyea. yoov Joy sove ,ateyd agp sovetAigm anolt qittke 
Wevog tAat jtays pipg’t watwAI neJoye tAe- notA mare wlyt Alvs oJ 
acyvatiog agp goppepT

Deylkia too. to Wistyo agp Wega’s siped megtk- blttigm ag ayv 
ayolgp tAe baiy agp keapigm tAev olt oJ tAe yoovT

hAe pooy wkosep neAigp tAev ,itA a 3liet click agp jtays Jolgp 
AeysekJ sittigm akoge ,itA )a’AayHad Metitad agp Aey sogT

LRight,’ Metita saip ,itA a kogmd tiyep nyeatAT LhAat ,as rey- tegsed 
,asg’t it7 Cye -ol notA akyimAt7’

)a’AayHa goppepd tAolmA jtays ,asg’t slyeTTTT Was sAe akyimAt7 jAe 
pipg’t feel akyimAtT xltd tAegd sAe ,asg’t AlytT Cgp sAe’p seeg aymlu
vegts ki.e tAat so vag- tives ig —ew.’geTTT aymlvegts worse tAag 
tAatd so vag- tivesz OA- ,as tAis oge so vlwA piKeyegt7 OA- pip 
it va.e Aey Aeayt bolgp so Aayp7

LOAat anolt qittke  Wevog7’  Metita as.epd  Ais  roiwe wlttigm 
tAyolmA jtays’ wogJlsep tAolmAtsT L—e seevs pistyessepT’
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jtays’ attegtiog tlygep to tAe wAikp ig Aey ayvsd agp sAe nemag to 
nolgwe Aiv as Ae mare a ,ay- nannkeT

LOh, don’t be lenta, my berr,’ sAe ,Aisbeyep to AivT LIt’s okay. You’re 
not miita. It’s okay....’

qittke Wevog mare a ko,d 3liet vlyvly agp yeawAep lb a Aagp to 
jtays’ wAee.F myannigm akogm oge oJ tAe kogm ,et styea.s tAat Aey teays 
Aap keJt og Aey s.igT

LC,d v- vib kittke .at.ad I’m o.a-d’ jtays yeasslyepd sgicgm naw. 
tAe rey- kast oJ Aey teays agp bew.igm a .iss og Aey sog’s goseT LR’v 
o.a-T’

Metita ,aitep batiegtk- as sAe wakvep Aey sogd neJoye appyessigm 
Aey amaigT

LR’v soyy-d jtaysd’ Ae nemagT LR’v soyy- tAat R fgp ,Aat Aabbegep to 
-ol so Aayp to nekiereT R .go, -ol ,olkpg’t kie to ve anolt itT Cgp 
R wag’t ereg nemig to ivamige Ao, styessJlk tAis egtiye sitlatiog vlst 
ne Joy -olTTTT R tAig. tAat ,e wag akk amyeeF yemaypkess oJ ,Ao nekieres 
,Aat pip oy pipg’t Aabbegd -ol geep tive to yeworey agp yeoyiegt 
-olysekJT’

jtays s,akko,epd areytigm Aey ma2eT LRt did Aabbegd’ sAe vlvnkepT 
LRt yeakk- pipTTTT’

LR’v got moigm to aymle it pipg’td’ Metita byovisepT LOAetAey oy 
got R nekiere it poesg’t vatteyT 6ot yeakk-T OAat does vattey yimAt go, 
is -old agp Ao, ,e wag Aekb -ol met tAyolmA tAisT Nes7’

jtays ,atwAep Jyov tAe woygey oJ Aey e-e as )a’AayHa goppep akogmd 
nlt sAe pipg’t ags,eyT Rgsteapd sAe nolgwep Aey nan- og Aey .gee agp 
.issep Ais gosed sAyig.igm igto AeysekJ as Metita keagt Joy,aypT
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Ljtays7’
LhAag. -ol Joy got ty-igm to tekk ve R’v ,yogmd’ sAe fgakk- sbo.ed 

Aey eays pyoobigm ig e(AalstiogT LRt’s vape ve Jeek rey- vlb to Aare 
beobke ty- to tekk ve R pipg’t see ,Aat R sa,T’

LOekkd iJ R wag sbea. og a beysogak kerekd igsteap oJ byoJessiogak7’ Ae 
balsep to ket jtays gopT LhAe ,a- R see it isd ereg iJ -oly vevoyies 
have neeg vopifep ,itA vamiw oy -ol were kiep tod you nekiere itT Cgp 
tAat’s moigm to aKewt -olT Yreg iJ it’s got a bayt oJ my yeakit-d it’s a bayt 
oJ your yeakit-T Cgp ve nekierigm -ol oy got nekierigm -ol isg’t moigm 
to stob tAe ,a- -ol e(beyiegwep tAigms Jyov aKewtigm -ol tAe ,a- 
tAe- AareT R wag see tAat beobke aymligm anolt it is ogk- walsigm -ol 
voye pistyessF so R ,og’t aymleT Yreg iJ I pog’t nekiere tAat moigm naw. 
ig tive is bossinked R pog’t Jeek it’s v- bkawe to tekk -ol ,Aat you sa,d 
oy tAat tAe ,a-s you beyweirep -oly e(beyiegwe oJ it ,eye ,yogmT’

jtays s,akko,epd koo.igm naw. to Aey sog as sAe pipd agp Jekt as 
)a’AayHa sAiJtep wkosey agp Aekp Aey Aagp timAteyT

C kogm nyeatA eswabep Aey neJoye sAe blysep Aey kibs timAt agp ket 
Aey vigp ty- agp lgyarek tAe wogJlsigm tAolmAts ig Aey AeapT

jAe slbbosep ,Aat Metita saip ,asTTT yimAtd ,asg’t it7 Rt didn’t 
vattey ,Aat ag-oge ekse nekierepT She  .ge, ,Aat sAe Aap neeg 
tAyolmAT She .ge, sAe Aap moge naw. ig tiveT Cgp she .ge, sAe ,as 
yimAtT CgpTTT iJ gonop- ,as moigm to kisteg to ,Aat sAe saip oy nekiere 
Aeyd sAe slbbosep it ,olkp ne easiey to sivbk- got tak. anolt itT

hAeye ,as gotAigm tAat wolkp ne poged aJtey akkF she .ge, ,Aeye 
sAe’p moge agp ,Aat sAe’p neeg tAyolmAT xlt ,Aeg sAe tAolmAt 
anolt itd ,Aat wolkp bossink- wove Jyov aymligm to wogrigwe ag-oge 
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ekse oJ it7 jAe ,as naw. ig tAe byesegtd go,T Cgp sAe Aap tAigms to 
poz —ey sog geepep Aeyd as Deylkia Aap vape wkeay to Aey tAe gimAt 
neJoye agp tAat voygigm plyigm nyea.JastF qittke Wevog geepep her. 
—eyd anore ag-oge ekseT Cgp sAe geepep to koo. aJtey AivF got ,aste 
Aey tive agp egeym- fmAtigm ,itA beobke ,Ao pipg’t ,agt to nekiere 
,Aat sAe’p seegT

CJtey akkd aymligm anolt ,Aeye sAe Aap oy Aapg’t neeg ,olkpg’t 
wAagme ,Aat Aap akyeap- Aabbegep to AeyT hAose ,Ao ,olkpg’t 
nekiere Aey ,olkp Hlst tAig. sAe ,as wya2- oy k-igmT Cgp tAose tAat 
did nekiere AeyTTT ,Aat wolkp tAe- po anolt it7 OAat ,olkp sAe want 
tAev to po anolt it7

hAe ,Aoke sitlatiog ,as too wogJlsigmd agp sAe sivbk- wolkpg’t 
p,ekk og it ,Aeg Aey sog geepep Aey ,itA AivT

LMetita7’ jtays t,itwAep ag eayd Jeekigm a klvb Joyvigm ig Aey 
tAyoat as sAe wolkpg’t seev to fgp tAe styegmtA to koo. lb at AivT

LNesd jtays7’
LRJ beobke as. ve ,Aeye R’re neegTTT’ sAe balsepd wAe,igm Aey kib Joy 

a vovegt as sAe tyiep to matAey Aey geyresT LRs it akyimAt iJ R kie7’
xotA Metita agp )a’AayHa koo.ep wogJlsepT hAe- wast eawA otAey 

ag lgslye mkagwe neJoye notA tlygigm naw. to jtays amaigT
Lqie7’ Metita ewAoepT
LNid’ jtays wogfyvepT LR tAig. R ,olkp yatAey sa- R pog’t yevevney 

tAag Aare beobke tAig. R’v Aa.aki.aT’
LAh,’ Metita’s sAolkpeys ,egt skaw. as Ae ,atwAep Aeyd agp Ae mare 

a megtke gopT LR lgpeystagpT NesT Nol wag tekk beobke -ol pog’t yeu
vevney iJ it va.es it easiey Joy -olT R’kk va.e a gote ig -oly fke tAat 
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it’s sovetAigm -ol pog’t ,agt to sbea. ogT hAat ,a- gonop- ekse 
Jyov tAe YTWT4 sAolkp as. anolt itT R po yewovvegp -ol tekk Wy )au
vayas tAe tyltAd Ao,ereyd so tAe- wag lgpeystagp ,Aat -ol’re neeg 
tAyolmA agp byoripe -ol ,itA tAe Aekb -ol geepT Nol lgpeystagp7’

LNid’ jtays wogfyvepd kettigm olt a nyeatA agp Jeekigm ki.e a ,eimAt 
Aap neeg kiJtep oK Aey sAolkpeysT LR poT hAag. -olT’

)a’AayHa’s ayv ,yabbep timAtk- ayolgp jtays’ sAolkpeys agp Ae mare 
Aey a fyv s3lee2eT

C 3liet sat ig tAe aiyd ,Aeye gonop- sbo.ed neJoye Metita wkeayep 
Ais tAyoat agp blkkep a koose powlvegt Jyov a bike oJ babey to sit ig 
Jyov oJ AivT L6o,T jtaysd’ Ae wkeayep Ais tAyoat amaigT LR ,olkp ki.e 
to tak. anolt DeylkiaT’

LDeylkia7’ jtays 9iw.ep ag eayT LOA- po -ol ,agt to tak. anolt Aey7’
L—o, po -ol Jeek anolt Aey7’
jtays wow.ep Aey Aeapd lgslye ,A- Metita ,olkp as. Aey tAatT Oas 

Deylkia ig sove soyt oJ tyolnke7
LR tAig. sAe’s giwed’ jtays ags,eyepd waltiolsk-T LjAe’s neeg rey- .igp 

to veT Cgp to v- qittke WevogT’
LR’v mkap to Aeay tAatd’ Metita’s kibs tlygep to a ,ayv sviked agp Ae 

wogtiglep to swyinnke ig Ais babeyT Ljove beobke fgp Aey anyasireI 
4lpeT xewalse oJ tAe ,a- sAe sbea.sT’

L1Az 6od sAe’s got neeg ylpe at akkz’ jtays wogfyvepT LjAe’s neeg 
rey- giwe agp rey- batiegt ,itA veT R ki.e Aeyz’

LLoopd moopd’ Metita Alvvep ag acyvatired neJoye stobbigm Ais 
,yitigm agp megtk- wyossigm Ais AagpsT LOolkp -ol ne wovJoytanke iJ 
R .ebt Aey assimgep to -oly sogd Hlst Joy a kittke nit kogmey7’
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jtays t,itwAep a wlyiols eayT
LNol’re neeg tAyolmA a kotd agp R Jeek ki.e Aarigm a agotAey set oJ 

Aagps vimAt Aekb ease sove oJ tAe nlypegd’ Ae e(bkaigepT LPyov ,Aat 
R lgpeystagpd -ol’re Aap to ta.e -oly sog ,itA -ol erey-,AeyeF to 
-oly abboigtvegts at tAe kinyay-d to -oly tAeyabistd og -oly gimAt 
,ak.sTTTT R .go, -ol’re Aap -oly geimAnolys oKey to ,atwA Aiv Joy 
-old nlt tAe- wag ogk- waye Joy Aiv Joy so kogm neJoye Ae geeps to 
ne Jepd agp Aarigm to ne oguwakk Joy tAat at akk tives vlst Jeek rey- 
yestyiwtigmT’

LR pog’t Jeek yestyiwtep n- v- qittke Wevogd’ woyyewtep jtaysT LR like 
ta.igm Aiv ,itA vez —e’s tAe vost byewiols agp vib tAigm ig v- 
,Aoke kiJez’

LhAat’s ,ogpeyJlkd’ Metita’s svike mye,T L1J wolyse -ol pog’t erey 
have to keare Aiv ,itA DeylkiaT xlt R ,olkp ki.e -ol to Aare tAe 
option to po soT Ct keast Joy a ,AikeT R ,as tAig.igm oJ Aarigm Aey ,oy. 
voygigms ,itA -olT jlgyise to googT Oolkp -ol ne wovJoytanke 
,itA tAat7’

jtays koo.ep to )a’AayHad lgslyed neJoye keagigm ig wkoseT —e vorep 
to veet Aeyd tlygigm ag eay to Aey so sAe wolkp ,Aisbey igto itT

LWhat’s noon?’ sAe as.epF Aey ma2e 9iw.igm to Metita as Ais wAlw.ke 
tlygep to a wolmAT

LMippa-d’ )a’AayHa ags,eyepT LOAeg tAe slg veets tAe wegtye oJ 
tAe s.-T’

LOh!’ jtays’ eays stoop lb takkT LhAat va.es segsez Rs tAat ,A- aJteyu
goog is wakkep after goog7’

LNeaAd wos it’s aJtey googd’ )a’AayHa sgiw.eyepT
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Metita mare agotAey wAlw.keutlygep wolmAd agp jtays tlygep naw. 
to AivT

LR pog’t vigp iJ Deylkia Aekbs koo. aJtey qittke Wevog ig tAe 
voygigmd’ sAe saipT LR’v lslakk- rey- tiyep ig tAe voygigm newalse R 
Aare tyolnke skeebigm at gimAtT RJ sAe wave ig tAe voygigmd R wolkp 
skeeb a kittke nit kogmeyd wolkpg’t R7 xewalse sAe ,olkp Jeep Aiv ,Aike 
R ,as askeeb7’

LNesd e(awtk-d’ Metita yesbogpepd mirigm Aey a Aabb- gopT LhAat’s 
exactly ,Aat sAe ,olkp ne tAeye JoyF mirigm -ol voye tive to yeka( agp 
Aare nyea.sd Ao,erey -ol wAoose to ta.e tAevTTTT jAolkp R wogfyv 
-ol ,agt Aey assistagwe7’

LNid tAag. -olz’



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE CONSULT ROOM; DR 

LAKEKI’S CLINIC

YUNE 18TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The consult room was cool and comfortable despite the smell of 
bitter herbs and medications that hung in the air. The painted walls 
had recently been touched-up and seemed even brighter than usual, 
with several new cartoon dogs having been added to the scene.

The window on the far wall had been opened to let in the fresh 
air of the beautiful day outside, and Stars could hear joyous laughter 
xoating in through it as a group of fo;en men passed by’ hanging ok 
each otherCs shoulders and spilling their drinJs as they stumbled.
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Hittle Wemon also seemed to hear them, as he echoed their laughter 
with a happy s‘ueal of his own and reached up to pull on his moth-
erCs hair.

Ie didnCt seem to hold a grudge from when Wr HaJeJi had given 
him his injections, and had been more than happy for the woman to 
do her usual e;amination of him. SheCd checJed his ears, his nose, his 
mouth, toes, !ngers, wings. End then, with AeruliaCs help to Jeep 
him from wiggling, sheCd weighed him again. End the entire time 
the child had giggled and grabbed at the doctor, loving the game he 
thought they were playing together.

End now, as Wr HaJeJi organised her notes and scribbled some-
thing or another down into Hittle WemonCs record, the childCs focus 
had shifted bacJ to his mother. Stars was more than happy to let him 
talJ to her, even if she didnCt understand what he was saying, and she 
nodded along to everything he told her.

Ie was the most perfect, most wonderful, and most beautiful 
thing she had ever Jnown in her life, and she thought that every day 
with him might be the new best day of her life.

—IeCs doing wonderful,C Wr HaJeJi !nally acJnowledged, ending 
her note-taJing with a con!dent xourish as she jotted down the !nal 
letter. —?Cm very happy with his progress. ? swear, he looJs brighter 
and healthier every time ? see himMC

—NiF ? mean, yesMC Stars chirped, only briexy glancing up from her 
son to looJ to Wr HaJeJi. —IeCs so much stronger than he was when 
he was bornM Ie has been worJing very hard to grow. IavenCt you, 
my mip JatJaBC
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Hittle Wemon gave a happy s‘ueal and Stars wondered if he was 
starting to understand what mip meant, as his eyes now lit up every 
time it left her lips. She hoped he understood what she was saying. 
She hoped he understood how important he was, and how much she 
loved him.

E cough then sounded from StarsC side, and Aerulia gave a seri-
ous-looJing glance to the woman before licJing her lips to wet them 
and turning bacJ to the doctor. —zy the way, ? donCt thinJ Stars has 
been told about her test results. The ones from the clinic in zatinJiCs. 
There has been a lot going on with her return, and ?Cve just realised 
that it mightnCt have been discussed. Wo you still have a copy of her 
resultsBC

—1h, yes, ? do,C Wr HaJeJi con!rmed, rising to her feet and maJing 
for a shelf of documents.

Stars twitched an ear. —Nou have my resultsBC
—Nes, when you didnCt return for your appointment the clinic con-

tacted me so that ? could treat Hittle Wemon,C Wr HaJeJi e;plained, 
pulling down a small yellow folder from the shelf and bringing it over 
to the desJ.

—Treat himBC StarsC asJed as Wr HaJeJi began to xicJ through the 
folder. Stars realised, with a twitch of her ear, that most of the papers 
were in AokCs handwriting.... Y;cept for the last few of pages. Three 
of those were clearly done by Wr HaJeJiCs hand, while the last was a 
messy script Stars didnCt recognise. —8or... for whatB Oas he sicJBC

The looJ on Wr HaJeJiCs face answered before she did9 —Nes.C
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Stars felt her heart sinJ at that. End at the same time, Aerulia tooJ 
one of her free hands and gave it a comforting s‘ueePe.

—IeCs better, now,C Aerulia e;plained. Ier voice was its usual xat 
tone, but the looJ in her eyes was soft and comforting. —8ive days of 
medication mi;ed with bottled milJ. ?t wasnCt easy. Ie doesnCt liJe 
the bottle. zut ? got him to taJe it. Oe !nished the last dose the day 
before you returned. ThanJ the gods, because it completely slipped 
my mind with all the paperworJ ? was doing.C

—So heCs alrightBC Stars asJed, a deep breath escaping her as her en-
tire body rela;ed. She heard her son mumble curiously as he reached 
for her face with a wing and batted at her frown as if asJing about it, 
and she ‘uicJly gave him a smile so that he didnCt worry about her. 
—NouCre not sicJ anymoreBC

—IeCs well,C Wr HaJeJi con!rmed. Then, she spoJe slowly, carefully, 
as she met StarsC eye. —However, we need to talJ about a treatment plan 
for yourself. Nour tests were positive for A. Scuto;an.C

—A... Scu... Scuto....C
—A. Scuto;an,C Wr HaJeJi repeated. —Some people call it the snap. 

Though, personally, ? donCt liJe that name for it. ?tCs a type of 
chlamydia. E bacterial infection in the reproductive tract...C she 
paused when Stars looJed confused. —Nour genitalsBC another pause. 
—Nour hoourJnah.C

—1hMC Stars understood, now, and acJnowledged Wr HaJeJi with a 
nod. —So... if... if ?Cm sicJ, and my Hittle WemonCs better,C she felt a 
tight Jnot of an;iety s‘ueePe her chest, as she thought aloud. —Oill ? 
maJe him sicJ, againB ?Cve been feeding him.C
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—7o, itCs not transmitted through breast milJ,C reassured Wr HaJe-
Ji. Then, she realised Stars might not have understood the meaning 
of the word transmitted, and tried to clarify. —Spread, ? mean. UiPPa... 
JanB I think that’s the Har’py word.... UiPPa danJent by Jan.C

—UiPPa danJent by JanBC Stars repeated, slowly. She licJed her lips, 
thinJing about those words’ not shared by food.... —?f itCs JiPPa danJent 
Jan, how is it sharedB Iow did my Hittle Wemon get sicJBC

Wr HaJeJi looJed liJe she was thinJing very hard about how to 
word herself, and Stars wasnCt sure she liJed that she was having 
trouble e;plaining it’ it meant it was serious, didnCt itB ?f something 
was hard to e;plain it usually meant that there was a lot to it, and it 
was very important or bad.

—Oell, itCs usually spread through se;, butFC
Stars rose to her feet, giving an upset cry as she pulled her son tight 

FprotectivelyF to her chest with all four of her arms. —? have notMC 
she e;claimed. —7aM 7aM ? would notF ? would never— Terr aliJ 
tirr mupCJata farfah berrB 7aM 7aM ? would neverM Terr JaJa baJti 
halCJataM Tirr Josson himM Tirr love himM ? would never miita himMC

—7o, noMC Wr HaJeJi looJed panicJed, now, as she tried to calm Stars 
down. —7o, thatCs not what ?Cm sayingF ?Cm sorry, thatCs not what 
? meantM 2leaseM 2lease, listenM ? Jnow you would never rape himM ? 
JnowM 2lease, let me !nishMC

Tears had already started rolling down StarsC cheeJs as Aerulia 
stepped to her side and gently pet her. Wespite the comforting mo-
tion, Stars couldnCt stop her breath from heaving out of her. She felt 
liJe she would be sicJ’ just the thought of hurting her son, when she 
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had done all this to protect him, turned her stomach in a way that 
made it want to escape through her mouth.

—Stars, itCs alright,C Aerulia told her, simply. —NouCve misunderstood 
what Wr HaJeJi was saying. She wasnCt saying that was how Hittle We-
mon got sicJ. Dust that itCs the most common way to spread it. TaJe 
a breath. 7obody thinJs that Hittle WemonCs been hurt. Yspecially 
not by you.C

Stars tried to taJe a breath, though it was di4cult. She felt ill from 
her head all the way to her toes as she grasped her crying son tight in 
a protective embrace and buried her face into him. —I would never,C 
she whispered. —Never. I brought him here so he would be safe. I would 
never hurt him. Never.C

—? Jnow, ?Cm sorry,C Wr HaJeJi cautiously approached Stars, wring-
ing her hands as she did. —? didnCt mean for it to sound liJe ? was 
accusing you of anything. ? never thought you hurt him, ? worded 
myself poorly.C

Stars tooJ in another shaJing breath, Jissing Hittle Wemon on the 
nose as he echoed her upset with his own ‘uiet babbles and deep 
breaths. 7ot a wailing cry’ but an almost-silent worry as he grabbed 
her hair and held her close.

—Sit down, Stars,C Aerulia ordered, petting the chair Stars had risen 
from. —End let HaJeJi !nish.C

Slowly, hesitantly, Stars did as she was told. She Jept her face close 
to her sonCs, letting him babble to her as Aerulia pet her side in a 
comforting way.

—Aontinue, doctor.C
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—5m.... Nes,C Wr HaJeJi swallowed, nervously, and returned to her 
seat’ speaJing softly as she did. —Scuto;an is a bacterial infection 
inside the genitals,C she said, carefully. —ThatCs why itCs usually Fusu-
ally, but not alwaysF spread through se;ual intercourse. zecause 
when an infected personCs genitals touch someone elseCs genitals, it 
transfers some of that bacteria to the other person, and maJes them 
sicJ too. End once itCs on someoneCs genitals, it can get inside them 
and move up through the rest of their... reproductive system....C

Wr HaJeJi could see Stars had no idea what she meant, and cast 
Aerulia a ‘uicJ glance, as if asJing her to translate. End Aerulia 
nodded her head before repeating in simpler words9

—?tCs a sicJness that lives inside the parts of your body that maJes 
babies,C she said’ petting Stars again as the womanCs ears xicJed in a 
show of understanding. —zecause it lives inside the parts of you that 
maJes babies, it got inside Hittle Wemon when he was growing inside 
of you. :eaning he was born with it’ not that anyone gave it to him 
by hurting him.C

—ThanJ you,C Wr HaJeJi mumbled, rubbing her cheeJ. —?tCs been a 
long time since ?Cve talJed about se; and reproduction, especially in 
lay-manCs terms. ThatCs usually handled by zatinJiCs clinic.C

—Im,C Aerulia acJnowledged Wr HaJeJi with a hum. Though, her 
focus stayed on Stars. —Woes that maJe sense to you, StarsBC

Slowly, Stars nodded. —? gave it to him by accident, because ? was 
sicJ when ? was pregnant with him.C

—Nes. Y;actly.C
—Then... how did I get itBC she asJed. —Wid 8abecut give it to meBC
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—?tCs much more liJely that you gave it to him,C Wr HaJeJi answered. 
—ThereCs a high chance that you were born with it, too. Ohen we 
tested Hittle Wemon to con!rm the results we tested your mother as 
well, and she was also positive.C

StarsC eyes went wide. —? was born with itB ?... ?Cve been sicJ that 
longB ? didnCt Jnow ? was sicJ. ? thought... usually... usually if youCre 
sicJ, you either get better or you die.C

—7ot with sicJnesses liJe this,C Wr HaJeJi told her, softly. —Some-
times, a sicJness is very well hidden and wonCt go away until you taJe 
medicine for it.C

—zut if... if ?Cve had it this long, and not felt sicJ, is it really a bad 
thing to haveBC she asJed, her eyes scanning her son. —?t hasnCt ever 
made me feel sicJ, not that ? Jnow of. Ohat does it do to be a bad 
thing that ? need to taJe medicine forBC

?t was Aerulia who looJed to Wr HaJeJi, now’ who gave a pensive 
hum and wrung her hands.

—Stars,C Wr HaJeJi said, her voice so soft Stars had to xicJ her ears 
up to hear it. —Wo you remember how you told me about your other 
babiesB The ones who were born deadBC

Stars heart sunJ at the doctorCs words’ all the way to her feet this 
time. HiJe a rocJ thrown in a pond. —?t Jilled themBC

—? thinJ that it might have contributed, yes,C was the answer.
zottom lip trembling, Stars pressed her forehead against her sonCs. 

She could feel more tears threatening to escape her, though she was 
able to blinJ them bacJ. —?s it why my Hittle Wemon was born so sicJBC
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—Nes,C Wr HaJeJi answered, gently. —?Cm also con!dent giving a name 
to his disorder, now. Oithout a cause ? wasnCt ready to diagnose 
without seeing if his symptoms developed further, but now that ? 
Jnow you were infected with A. Scuto;an when you were pregnant, 
?Cm almost certain ? Jnow e;actly what the issue is.C

—Ohat... is itBC Stars asJed, her voice tinged with fear.
—?Cd have to run a few more tests before ? can put the diagnose on 

paper, but ? believe he has something called ata;ic cerebral palsy, with 
diplegia,C Wr HaJeJi said. —?tCs a condition caused by damage to the 
cerebe... to a very speci!c part of the brain. The part that akects how 
you move around. ?tCs a non-progressive condition, so he wonCt get 
any sicJer from it. zut itCs also not something that can be cured. Wo 
you understandBC

Stars nodded, doing her best not to cry again as Aerulia gave her 
arm a s‘ueePe. —IeCs broJen.C

—No,C Wr HaJeJi comforted. —7ot broJen. Dust dikerent. 2eople 
with ata;ic cerebral palsy can still live very full lives. End the condi-
tion doesnCt always akect life e;pectancy or cognitive abilityF 5m... 
how long he lives, or his ability to thinJ and learn.C

E long, long breath of relief escaped Stars, and she Jissed her son 
on the nose. —ThatCs mip. ? want him to live as long and happy as he 
can.... ?s this... ata;ic.... ?s this why his legs donCt worJ properlyBC

—Nes,C Wr HaJeJi said, simply. —Ie might never have full function of 
his legs, and will most liJely need an aid to help him move around.C

—HiJe a... a wheelchairBC Stars asJed, swallowing down the lump in 
her throat. —UeJiJ Wistro told me about wheelchairs. End the woman 
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UaCharja worJs for has a wheelchair. Ie said sheCs only just gotten it 
and is still learning how to use it.... Oould a wheelchair help himB 
UaCharja said that theyCre very helpful.C

Wr HaJeJi gave an encouraging nod. —Nes, he will probably need a 
wheelchair. The ?.W.?.S will be able to help you get one when heCs old 
enough to use it.C

The lump Stars had swallowed loosened and her heart slowly 
found its way bacJ to where it belonged in her chest.

?t was going to be alright. 2eople were going to maJe sure her son 
could still live, and be happy and healthy. That was all she wanted, 
after all9 her son to have the best life he possibly could....

Then, a thought creeping from the shadows of her mind as she 
wiped her nose on the bacJ of a hand, Stars looJed to Wr HaJeJi with 
a sheepish e;pression.

—1h, um...C she paused, waiting for Wr HaJeJiCs motion for her 
to continue. —?f ? was born with it... the other thing, the one that ? 
have.... ?s that why I’m...?C

She wasnCt sure how to word it, she was so e;hausted from every-
thing that she had learnt. End so, when Wr HaJeJi gave an under-
standing hum, she breathed a sigh of relief in response.

—:ost liJely, yes,C Wr HaJeJi answered. —A. Scuto;an is very liJely 
to have caused your own birth defectsF End your motherCs, as well, 
if she was born with it.C

—Gighi,C Stars breathed. —1ur family has been sicJ for a very long 
time.C
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—Nes, you have,C con!rmed Wr HaJeJi. —End ?Cm glad youCre !nal-
ly able to start getting better. Nou deserve to be healthy. Yveryone 
does.... 5m. So,C she looJed bacJ down to the page of results with 
the handwriting Stars didnCt recognise. —?f you havenCt had time to 
talJ to the clinic in zatinJiCs about your infection, ? can get you the 
medication you need now and send you home with it.C

—Ni, please,C Stars let her shoulders rela; as Wr HaJeJi rose to her 
feet and moved to a nearby shelf of vials, jars, and bottles, and began 
searching through it. —? would liJe to get better.C

—? would liJe you to get better, too,C Wr HaJeJi commented.
Aerulia echoed the sentiment with another soft s‘ueePe of StarsC 

arm.
End Stars turned to her. —Aerulia,C she asJed, biting her lip ner-

vously as the woman gave her an acJnowledging xicJ of an ear. —? 
thinJ ? would liJe to go to the library after this. Aould we please go 
to the libraryBC

—1f course, Stars. Oe can go wherever you want to.C



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A STREET WITH AN UNEVEN 

FOOTPATH; THE LONG WAY 

HOME

YUNE 18TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The library was always such a wonderful place. Stars always felt 
better after visiting, and today was no exception.

After hearing the news from Dr Lakeki she had felt terrible. But 
now, as she walked the long way home from her two hours of reading 
aloud to her son about his newly-diagnosed condition, Stars could 
conEdently say she was very happy. Cven if ’erulia(s shift had ended 
and she(d needed to go ;she had o)ered to walk Stars home, of course, 
but Stars had refusedM wanting to take her time and walk around 
town a whileI Stars didn(t feel alone. She had her son. And she also 
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had the kindly crowd of people who smiled and stepped aside to let 
her pass as she cooed at him.

Then, a low, dull thumping sound came from her left, and she 
heard her name called... and when she turned she found that she 
perked up even more.

j!a(harqaW(
!a(harqa was in the window of a nearby shop, holding a handful of 

clothes as he redressed the display manneHuins ;which Stars thought 
looked rather scaryM being shaped so much like people but having 
no facesI and knocking on the glass to get her attention. ?hen she 
looked at him, he grinned from ear-to-ear and waved before pressing 
his face against the glass and Yattening it in a comedic way that 
made Stars laugh aloud and clap her free hands in qoy. Then !a(harqa 
straightened up, pointing to the front door as he did, and called 
through the glass for her to come in and talk.

And she did. Stars made her way into the store, meeting !a(harqa 
at the door, and threw her arms around her friend.

Je hugged her back and Little Demon gave a surprised-but-happy 
murmur as he found himself in the middle of the embrace.

jAw, hey there, fuckheadW( !a(harqa greeted the baby with a pat on 
the head as he released Stars. Then, when Little Demon sHuealed in 
qoy and reached out to him, !a(harqa scooped him up from Stars( 
arms and held him up in the air. jJow did your checkup go, you little 
shitO Are you getting fatO Are you getting fatOW Neah you are, you fat c
untW(
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jThat(s not very nice language,( commented a Yat voice, and Stars 
turned to see a... strange-looking person who was certainly not foxen, 
but who was still around the same siRe as one.

They looked more like a bird than even a pure-blooded harpy didM 
with light brown feathers covering almost their entire body and a 
dark beak that(s corners were upturned in a smile. Their eyes, which 
were a dull turHuoise that Stars thought reminded her of one of the 
statues at the library, were pressed up playfully as they brushed their 
long, hair-like feathers away from them, tucking the tuft back behind 
their cheek before they adqusted the red spotted dress they wore and 
wheeled themselves forward9

Wheeled!
Stars( eyes went wide as she realised this person was in a wheelchair. 

And it hit her that this must have been 8etel ?irM the woman !a(harqa 
worked for. And as she realised this, she realised the dark patches 
along her left arm where her feathers didn(t grow were scars... and 
she noticed her left knee where her leg stopped at a featherless stub 
with no calf or foot.

She didn(t mean to stare. But she qust couldn(t help it.
Stars had never actually seen an anvora, before. She(d only ever 

heard about them in the stories about 0en(efay and her sisters and 
the birthing of the 2endi races. And she never would have thought 
that an anvora would look so strange or di)erent or animal-like. And 
then, on top of her surprise at how anvoras looked, she had also never 
seen a person with a whole leg missing9 Zot one that had healed, 
anyway. She(d seen people lose their legs and die from the blood-loss, 
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but she had never seen what it might look like if that sort of wound 
had been able to heal. The closest she(d seen were ’o) and Denni. 
But those were only their feet, and both of them could still walk. ’o) 
with his special boot, and Denni with that wooden leg of hers.... 
This was more. 8or one, there was so much more missing than either 
of the others Stars had seen. Something that couldn(t be easily hidden 
with a shoe or a long skirt. And it was a fresher scar, as well. ’learly 
only qust recently Enished healing.

jAre you alright,( 8etel ?ir asked, her voice sounding a lot like 
’erulia(s as she spoke in a low, monotonous way. jNou(re being aw-
fully Huiet, for how intently you(re looking at me.(

j1(m trying not to be rude,( Stars admitted, her ears pressing down. 
jBecause 1 have a lot of Huestions, but 1 don(t think any of them are 
very polite to ask.(

jAh...( 8etel ?ir(s smile fell as she gave Stars an awkward look. j1 
think 1(d rather you didn(t ask whatever you were thinking, if that(s 
alright. 1(m getting a little bit tired of being asked rude Huestions.(

Stars nodded, biting her lip.
j1 appreciate it,( the smile returned to 8etel ?ir(s beak and she 

heaved herself forward with a tired grunt. She o)ered Stars a hand, 
then pulled it back awkwardly when she realised there was no way 
that Stars could reach it without crouching down and instead used it 
to rub the back of her head. j1(m 8etel ?ir.... 1 assume you(re Stars. 
!a(harqa(s told me about you. 1(m happy that you(re safe. Je was very 
worried about you.(

jNi, 1(m StarsW( Stars conErmed. j!a(harqa is my best friend.(
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She decided not to comment on the fact she had been missing, 
and hoped 8etel ?ir wouldn(t ask Huestions about it. She thought 
that the woman might not, as she herself had said she was tired of 
Huestions, and it seemed like it would be impolite to not want to be 
asked Huestions only to ask them herself.

jJe said the same about you,( again, 8etel ?ir(s smile returned, 
large and bright and beaming despite how Yat her voice was. jJa. Ja,( 
she spoke the laughter as words, in a completely emotionless tone, 
instead of actually laughing. jThat(s cute.(

Stars qust blinked, staring again, until !a(harqa nudged her and 
gently gave her back her son so he could Enish dressing the man-
neHuins. Stars wondered for a short moment if, like ’erulia, 8etel 
?ir had always spoken the way she did. But then she recalled ’eru-
lia(s comments about people treating her strangely because of the way 
she talked, and knew it was best not to mention it and that she should 
instead simply do her best to try and understand 8etel ?ir without 
commenting on the Yatness in her tone.

j!a(harqa has said you are a very nice person,( Stars stated, simply. 
jJe said you have been very kind to him.(

8etel ?ir(s smile grew, and she looked like she might qust about 
burst from the qoy9 Net, still, her tone was monotonous as she spoke. 
jThat(s wonderful to hear. That makes me very happy. 1(ve enqoyed 
working with him. Je(s a very funny boy.(

jJe is funnyW( Stars agreed. jJe(s always making me laughW Nes-
terday, at dinner, he pretended to pull a cricket out of my earW And 
then he said 1 need to clean them more often, because 1 had crickets 
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living in them. ?hich, 1 don(t. 1 know 1 don(t, because the cricket 
he pretended to pull out of my ear was already cooked and had rice 
caught between its legs.(

jJa. Ja,( 8etel ?ir said again. jThat(s funny.... 1s that Little De-
mon in your arms.(

j—h, yesW This is my Little DemonW( Stars beamed, proudly, as she 
crouched down to show o) her baby to the woman. jJe(s the most 
mip and important berr in the entire worldW(

jFay 1 hold him,( 8etel ?ir asked, though her tone didn(t make it 
sound much like a Huestion. j1 really like children, and it(d make me 
happy if you would let me hold him.(

jNiW Nou can hold him,( said Stars, as she gently helped to place her 
son into 8etel ?ir(s lap.

She tried to be careful, though 8etel ?ir still gave a grunt as the 
child Yopped against her. Je was almost too big for her to handle, 
Stars realisedM his head rested on her chest as he nuRRled into her, and 
when he grabbed at her Engers it was clear that his hands were only 
barely smaller than her own.

jNou(re adorable,( she told him, ruCing his hair. jNou are one of the 
cutest children 1(ve ever seen. Nes. Nes you are.(

Stars smiled as her son giggled and put 8etel ?ir(s hand in his 
mouth.

jSo!( !a(harqa chirped from the window, pulling Stars( attention to 
him. jFore seriously, how did the appointment goO(

j1t was scary,( Stars answered, honestly, causing both !a(harqa and 
8etel ?ir to look up at her. jDr Lakeki told me that Little Demon and 
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1 were both born sick. She said that Little Demon has had medicine 
and gotten better, but 1 need to take medication before 1(ll get better, t
oo.(

j—h, yeah9 Neah, that was a thing,( !a(harqa blushed, clearing his 
throat as he stepped to Stars( side. j1 uh. 1 should have mentioned it, 
but it slipped my mind with you being gone for so long....(

jThat(s okay. 1t(s been very busy, and you forget most things,( Stars 
comforted. Then, she wrung her hands. jThe scarier part though.... 
Dr Lakeki said she knows why Little Demon can(t use his legs prop-
erly, now. And it(s not something that can be Exed. Je(ll always have 
it, no matter what.(

!a(harqa looked like Stars thought she must have when she(d Erst 
heard the newsM that devastated, mournful expression of worry. j
Yeah?(

jNi... though, she said he(s not going to get any worse,( Stars re-
assured. jAnd 1 read about it at the library, and it(s not as bad as 1 
thought it was. Zot really. 1t(s called ata... ataxic... cerebral... palsy...( 
she said the words slowly and carefully, making sure to pronounce 
them as correctly as she could remember to. jDiplegia.... 1t(s when 
the cerebrum part of the brain is damaged. But9 But Dr Lakeki told 
me that it doesn(t mean he(s brokenW zust di)erent. And he can still 
be happy, and healthy, and live a very long timeW But she thinks that 
!ekik Distro is right and he will need a wheelchair when he(s older.(

jAh,( !a(harqa gave a hum and wrapped an arm around Stars so 
he could give her a comforting sHueeRe. j?ell. That(s not the worst 
news, is itO(
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jZa, it(s not,( Stars said, giving him a smile. jFy Little Demon 
will be alright. Je(s going to grow up and be happy, even if some 
things are harder. And that(s okay, because sometimes things are 
harder for people. Like how remembering things is hard for you. And 
understanding the things people say is hard for me. 1t doesn(t mean 
he(s going to be unhappy, or left behind to look after himself on his 
own. Je(s going to be okay and have a very good life. And that means 
that all the hard and scary things that we did to keep him safe were 
all worth doing, and that 1 really am a good kekik.(

In seven years, he’s going to get sick.
She pushed the sudden memory of 2achel(s prediction to the back 

of her mind, keeping the smile on her face by force as she twitched 
an ear and then returned !a(harqa(s hug. jThank you, !a(harqa, for 
helping me save my Little Demon(s life. 1 don(t think 1 ever would 
have been able to save him if you didn(t help me.(

She felt him sHueeRe her, tight and loving, and sHueeRed him back.
A moment of Huiet passed before 8etel ?ir spoke up. jStars.(
jNi, 8etel ?irO(
j1s Little Demon not being able to walk why you had Huestions,( 

she asked, her expression cautious. jBecause if that(s what you want 
to know about, 1(m happy to tell you about how my chair works.(

j1t was some of my Huestions, yi,( Stars answered. jThough, it 
wasn(t all of them. Some of my Huestions were much ruder. But 1 
won(t ask those ones.(

8etel ?ir gave her a warm smile. j1 appreciate that, Stars. ?hat(s 
one of your Huestions about my chair.(
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j1s it hard to useO(
jNes and no,( 8etel ?ir answered. j1t felt impossible at Erst, but it(s 

getting easier as my arms get stronger. 1t will probably be easier for 
him, than for me. Je has four arms, so he will be able to move around 
and hold onto things at the same time. 1 can(t do that. 1(m stuck 
having to come to a stand-still qust to stop things from falling o) my 
lap.(

Stars nodded, giving an attentive Yick of her ears to show she was 
paying attention. jNou can move on your own,( she stated, plainly. j1 
didn(t think that(s what a wheelchair was. 1 thought he would always 
need someone to help him move around. But if he has a chair like 
yours he could do a lot more and go where he wanted on his own, 
instead of needing help.(

jNes,( 8etel ?ir nodded. jSometimes 1 still do need help. Some hills 
are too steep. And some places have stairs instead of ramps. But 1 can 
move around at home on my own. Cxcept for the kitchen. 1 still need 
help cooking.(

j!a(harqa  cooks  for  us,(  Stars  commented  without  thinking. 
Though, when !a(harqa chuckled, she found herself giggling back.

!a(harqa wouldn(t let her son go hungry. Nobody would let him.
Little Demon was going to live a good, long life. And he was going 

to be healthy. And he was going to be happy. And everything was 
going to be alright.

Everything was going to be alright.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

BED; THE NIGELLE-BEESA 

HOUSE

YUNE 20TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars woke up from a nightmare to dnC lerubia sitting on a stoob 
yL Dittbe ’emoncs .riy, She was feeCing the yoL with her ya.k to the 
yeCv yut she turneC when Stars sat up with a .rL, She gaTe the nurbak 
a sLmpatheti. book as she panteC anC wipeC the sweat from her yrow 
anC .bimyeC out of yeC to make sure her son was safe,

JheL put him Cown to rest togetherv anC then lerubia hurrieC 
Cownstairs to get Stars something to .abm her nerTes,

Stars useC the short moment to .at.h her yreathv though lerubia 
was onbL gone for a minute yefore she returneC with two .ups of 
teav anC Stars thought that someone ebse must haTe yeen home anC 
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abreaCL haC the water yoibing for lerubia to haTe yeen so fast,,,, So she 
turneC an earv hearC the siKKbing of fooC Cownstairs anCv reabising she 
.oubC smebb jacharxacs .ookingv reba‘eC,,,,

If he was cooking then he must have been alright.
ShecC yeen worrieC he wasnctv with the Cream shecC haC,
?Oou haC a nightmareIc lerubia askeCv hobCing out one of the .ups 

of tea for Stars,
?Oi, Eyout Dahckortvc Stars e‘pbaineCv taking the Crink, She reabiseC 

her hanCs were tremybing anC founC she neeCeC to use twov insteaC 
of xust onev to hobC the .up steaCL, ?— Creamt that he founC me again, 
Nr,,, — think it was,,, that — founC him...? — was somewhere far awaL 
from here with jacharxa, —t bookeC bike a .astbev the kinC bike in yooks 
at the biyrarL, NnbL it was fabbing apart, jacharxa was stanCing yetween 
me anC Dahckort to prote.t me, EnC — was bentaH S.areC, — was 
s.areC, EnC jacharxa woubCnct bet Dahckort hurt me, So Dahckort 
starteC to strangbe him, EnC —,,, — .oubCnct moTe, — was so s.areCv abb 
— .oubC Co was wat.h as he,,,, qe pubbeC jacharxacs heaC o- his yoCL 
anC hebC it up bike hecC kibbeC a sayre in a hunt,c

lerubia gaTe a seTere noCv bistening intentbL as she took her pba.e on 
the seat ne‘t to Starsc yeC, She CiCnct saL anLthing as she waiteC for 
Stars to .ontinue,

?qe kibbeC jacharxavc Stars saiCv her Toi.e MuiTering as she swabF
boweC, ?—t febt so reab, EnC it maCe me feeb .obC abb oTer,c

?—t wasnct reabvc lerubia .ondrmeC, ?jacharxa is dne, — xust spoke 
with him Cownstairs, qecs making aCoyo,c
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Stars febt the eCges of her bips twit.h into a weak smibe, ?— know 
it wasnct reabvc she .ondrmeC, Jhenv her smibe febb again, ?8ut when 
it was happeningv it felt reab, —t reabbL febt bike Dahckort was kibbing 
jacharxa,,,, EnC,,,,c

?EnCIc lerubia beant forwarCv as Stars traibeC o-, ?Yhat ebseIc
?—n the Creamv — saw jaLcoten was yehinC Dahckortvc Stars saiC, 

?EnC she CiCnct book happL ayout what he was Coing, 1ot at abb, 
She,,, she turneC awaL from Dahckortv anC — knew that she was beaTing 
him yehinC, EnC when she CiCv he .hangeC, qis hair turneC orangev 
anC his skin grew s.abesv anC wings grew out of his ya.k anC horns 
.ame out of his heaCv spraLing ybooC eTerLwhere, qe turneC into a 
Cassen, EnC then,,, then,,, jacharxacs heaC was ’istrocsv anC — was on
 dre, EnC — woke up,c

?Jhat sounCs bike a terrifLing Creamvc lerubia a.knowbeCgeCv 
Cunking her teayag in her .up for a moment yefore shifting it to the 
siCe to take a sip, ?YoubC Lou bike to go Cownstairs anC see jacharxaI 
WTen if Lou know the Cream isnct reabv it might hebp Lour nerTes to 
a.tuabbL book at him, Oour mothers are yoth Cown therev too,c

?Oi,,, — meanv Lesvc saiC Stars, ?— think — woubC bike to see jacharxa, 
qecs TerL gooC at hebping me feeb yetter, YoubC Lou staL up here with 
mL Dittbe ’emonv so — know hecs safeI — Conct want him to ye abonev 
yut — Conct want to wake him to take him Cownstairs,c

?Nf .oursevc lerubia promiseC, ?—cbb wat.h him as bong as Lou neeC,c
?Rntib noonvc Stars re.abbeC, ?Jhen Lou haTe to go,c
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E smabb smibe bifteC lerubiacs bips yefore Tanishing, ?— Conct minC if 
—cm hebC ya.kv toCaL, Jerikcs staLing at a frienCcs house, — Conct neeC 
to ye home untib tomorrow,c

?Nhv thatcs reabbL mip of Louvc Stars returneC the smibev weakbL, 
?“eabbL kind.c

E pat on her shoubCer from lerubiav anC Stars pusheC hersebf up to 
her feet anC maCe her waL Cownstairs, She arriTeC at the yottom xust 
in time to see ’ena yra.e her begs against ’istro to shoTe her o- the 
arm of the .ou.h, ’istro went Cown with a heaTLv Cubb thump anC 
an o-enCeC shoutv anC ’ena gaTe one of her rare baughs as the fo‘en 
.bamyereC ya.k oTer the arm of the .hair to ta.kbe her ya.kwarCs into 
the .ushions, JheL wrestbeC for a moment yefore ’ena saw Stars 
wat.hing them anC gaspeCv shu”ing ya.kwarCs awaL from ’istro 
anC ybushing,

Stars xust smibeC at her mother warmbL anC twit.heC her ears, ?—tcs 
mip that Loucre happL herev jekikvc she saiCv yefore turning for the 
kit.hen, ?jacharxaIc she askeC as she .rept in the CoorwaL, ?lan — 
.ome inIc

?Sure2c jacharxa .hirpeC, ?—cm xust dnishing putting Cinner for 
tonight onv then —cm going to start on yreakfast,c

Stars grinneC at her frienC as she saw his taib giTe a bittbe wagv anC 
she wat.heC as he set the biC on a pot anC pokeC at the 0ames to keep 
the stoTe yurning bow,

Jhen he retrieTeC a yag of porriCge oatsv a .ontainer of CrieC appbev 
a habfFyottbe of mibkv anC the sabt, qe .omyineC them in a barge potv 
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whi.h he pba.eC ne‘t to their sbowF.ooking Cinnerv anC gaTe it a stir 
yefore turning to Stars,

?Yhatcs upIc he askeC,
?— haC a yaC Creamvc Stars tobC him, ?— CiCnct bike it, 1ot at abb,,,, Oou 

CieC,c
?Yeesh,c grima.ingv jacharxa pet Stars on the shoubCer, ?SounCs bike 

— CiCnct bike it mu.hv either, Yhat CiC — Co to CeserTe thatIc
?Oou were keeping me safevc Stars tobC him, ?Brom Dahckortv anC it 

got Lou miita,c
?Eh,,,, Yebb, Et beast itcs not reabv huhI Dahckortcs the one who got 

hurtv not me,c
Stars noCCeCv booking Cown at her feet for a momentv yefore askF

ingv ?’o Lou think he .oubC .ome ya.kIc
?YhatIc
?’o Lou think Dahckort .oubC .ome ya.kIc she repeateC, ?Es a 

ghostIc
Jo his .reCitv Cespite booking Couytfubv jacharxa did take a moF

ment to think on the Muestion, ?— Conct think ghosts are reabvc he 
dnabbL answereC, ?8utv if theL were,,, — think that Dahckort,,, woubC 
ye too emyarrasseC to .ome ya.k,c

Jhat was an interesting iCeav anC Stars .oubCnct hebp yut twit.h 
her ears in .uriositL, ?EcbachaIc

?qe CiC abb that yraggingvc jacharxa .barideCv giTing the porriCge 
another stir, ?7aking himsebf out as a strong warrior, Eyout 'betting; 
Lou biTe, EnC then he was taken Cown so easibLv yL an obC CisaybeC 
woman with a rank so mu.h bower than his own,,,, — think if — was 
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himv anC thought the waL he CiCv —cC ye too emyarrasseC to show mL 
fa.e eTer again,c

—t maCe sensev Stars thought, EnC though she wasnct sure she 
.ompbetebL agreeC with jacharxav it maCe her feeb yetter to think 
ayout it that waL,

?Sov what are Lour pbans for toCaLIc he askeC,
Stars twit.heC an earv taking a moment to pro.ess the suCCen 

Muestion, 3— Conct knowvc she answereC, ?lerubia saiC shecs going to 
book after Dittbe ’emon for mev so —cm thinking of going to the 
biyrarL, 8ut —cm not sure,c

?Yebbv if Lou want to go to the markets on the waLv — .an giTe Lou,,,c 
jacharxa rea.heC into his po.ketv anC pubbeC out three gobC .oins, 
?Wnough for a sna.k,c

Stars giggbeCv anC a..epteC the .oins as jacharxa pba.eC them in one 
of her hanCs, ?Wewowmv jacharxa,c

Yith a grinv jacharxa ru”eC Starsc hair anC then put out the stoTe 
unCer the porriCge, ?Oou want to hebp me serTe this yefore Lou goIc

?Oi2 — .an hebp Lou2c yeamingv Stars hebC out her hanCs as jacharxa 
yegan serTing dTe yowbs of porriCge,

?Jake these four to the taybev anC —cbb take this one up for lerubiavc 
he tobC her, qe then gaTe an impish grin anC 0i.keC her with his taib, 
?Jhe yig yowbcs for mev Conct Lou take it2c

?Oou yetter .ome ya.k Cownstairs Mui.kbLv or — might2c  Stars 
.hirpeC a warningv yefore turning anC making her waL to the taybe, 
She ignoreC jacharxacs pbaLfubbLF.hiCing .omments as she pba.eC the 
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yowbs Cown oneFyLFone anC motioneC to the two women resting 
together on the .ou.h, ?8reakfast2 lome eat,c

’istro perkeC up at the sight of fooCG taking ’ena yL the arm when 
she CiCnct moTe anC pubbing her up to xoin them for yreakfast, JheL 
sat in the same .hairv rather than their own usuab .hairsv anC though 
’ena ybusheC as ’istro heaTeC hersebf up anC sMuisheC .bose yesiCe 
herv she CiCnct push her awaL,

?4orriCge2c ’istro a.knowbeCgeCv bouCbL,
?Yith appbevc Stars tobC her,
?Apple!c ’istro repeateCv beaning into ’enacs .heek as she saiC it, 

?Oou bike appbev Conct LouI Ere Lou going to eat itv or are Lou going 
to keep sookingIc

’ena shoTeC ’istrocs fa.e awaL from her ownv robbing her eLes 
Cramati.abbL yefore pubbing the porriCge .bose anC ybowing on its 
surfa.e,

?Yebbv that answers that2c ’istro teaseCv earning a giggbe out of 
Stars, She then pro.eeCeC to s.oop a spoonfub of porriCge from 
’enacs yowb insteaC of her own anC earneC a drm thump on her thigh 
with ’enacs dst, ?Argh! Ebrightv abright2 — wonct Co that againv then,c

—t was then that jacharxa returneC to the main room, qe grinneC 
wiCebL at Stars when she hebC up his yowb anC maCe his waL oTer,

?Ehv Lour beftoTersIc he xokeC,
?1avc Stars repbieC with a giggbe, ?— was onbL xokingv yefore, — 

woubCnct take Lour fooC, 1ot eTer2 8ut especially not when LoucTe 
yeen so ni.e to mev toCaL,c



l, AE’W YOJN1PQP

?7mIc ’enacs ears twit.heCv anC she .ast jacharxa a suspi.ious 
book as she bowereC her yowb, Vui.kbL swabbowingv she .ut her eLes 
to Stars, ?Yhat has he ConeIc

Jhe three gobC were retrieTeC from Starsc po.ketv anC she yeameC 
at her mother happibL, ?qe gaTe me enough to get a sna.k on the waL 
to the biyrarL,c

’enacs suspi.ious book turneC trubL sourv anC she fobCeC her ears 
right Cown anC 0in.heC ya.k, ?1a2c

?1aIc Stars e.hoeCv her own ears Cropping in .onfusion at her 
mothercs suCCen .hange in mooC, ?Yhat Co Lou meanv 'na;I qe did 
giTe me enough for a sna.k2 Oou .an .ount them if Lou Conct yebieTe 
meHc

?Ooucre not going out on Lour own2 OoucTe onbL xust gotten ya.k 
fromH Brom,,,c ’ena interrupteCv then .ut o- to take a Ceep yreath, 
?Jerr yabak kami miita, Jerr yasaka kami yaktivc she .ommenteCv
 drmbL,

EnC Stars febt her entire yoCL sti-en, ?7L heaC is not si.k2c she shot 
ya.k, ?EnC — am thinking .bearbL2c

?Jerr kiKKa2c
?’enavc ’istro maCe to put a hanC on ’enacs shoubCerv yut was 

shruggeC o-, ?Shecs dne,c
?1av shecs not2c ’ena snappeC, ?Shecs not in her right minC2c
?Ebik yawyv ’enavc jacharxa .ommenteC, ?She is too in her right 

minC,c
?Es if Lou woubC know2c
?’enaH?
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?She thinks she went to the past!c
Stars took in a sharp yreathv gbaring at her mother, ?— did! —cm not 

bLing2c
?1aH 1aH Ooucre notv huhI2 Ooucre not bLingI2c ’ena threw one 

pair of hanCs into the airv anC yurieC her fa.e into the other, ?Ooucre 
notI2 Jhen Loucre as hakabika as Jacbak was2c

Jhe .omment stayyeC at Starsv anC something insiCe her gaTe waL 
bike a yroken rope, E rare feebing pusheC through her usuabbLF.heerF
fub Cemeanour anC she rose to her feetv her .hair fabbing to the 0oor 
yehinC her as she sbammeC abb of her hanCs on the taybe anC gaTe a 
furious shout,

?JUST CALL ME ABABHI!c she snappeCv sma.king her yowb 
siCewaLs so her yreakfast went skiCCing oTer the 0oor,  ?ONR YE1J 
JN2 ONR ’N2 SN SJN4 SEO—1J —c7 qEjED—jE D—jW —JcS 
DWSS 7R4 JN RSW JqW SNBJ YN“’ BN“ YqEJ ONRc“W 
Jq—1j—1Jv E1’ ARSJ lEDD 7W E8E8q—2 ARSJ RSW JqW 
SDR“2c

’istro .oTereC her mouth as Stars LebbeCv anC jacharxa stooC anC 
trieC to baL his hanCs on Starsc ya.kH 8ut she shoTeC him o-v pushF
ing him awaL in frustration so harC that he stumybeC,

Jhen she turneC ya.k to her motherv who was staring with wiCe 
eLes,

?ONR Jq—1j —c7 8“NjW12 ONR Jq—1j —c7 E8E8q—2c she 
shouteC, ?SN ARSJ SEO —J2 SEO —J2 jEjE 7—E 7ED SESENv 
jWj—j2 SEO —c7 E 4E“SE E8E8q— jEJEcD— YqN J“RSJS 
JNN 7Rlq E1’ —S JNN SJR4—’ JN 8W J“WEJW’ 7O 
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EJW2 — j1NY —JcS YqEJ ONR Jq—1j2 ONRc“W JE“1E“J 
JN 8W 7O jWj—j2 — SWW —J WLW“O ’EO2 ONRc“W JE“1E“J 
E1’ W78E““ESSW’ JqEJ —c7 E8E8q—2 8RJ —c7 1NJ 
Y“N1J2 YOU E“W2 — j1NY YqEJ —c7 ’N—1J2 —c7 1NJ 
E 8W““2 E1’ ARSJ 8WlERSW YOU’RE DW1JE ’NWS1cJ 
7WE1 —  qELW JN 8W SlE“W’v JNN2 1N8N’O —S  EDF
DNYW’ JN 8W E jR1OEc7R4 E1’ SJWED 7O B“WW’N7 
E1O7N“WH E1’ JqEJ INCLUDES YOU! — AM JN—1J 
NRJ2 E1’ ONR lE1cJ SJN4 7W2c

8efore anLone .oubC rea.tv Stars stormeC out the front Coorv sbamF
ming it yehinC her so harC she abmost .oubCnct hear jacharxa shoutF
ing for her to .ome ya.k,

WTen if she haC hearC him properbLv she wasnct going to go home, 
1ot right nowH She was going to go for a wabk, EnC nobody was 
going to stop her2



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THREE METERS FROM THE 

ROAD; JUST OUTSIDE OF 

TOWN

YUNE 20TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The grassy ground was cold and wet, even with the sun overhead 
creeping towards the centre of the sky. Despite being the mrst Sonth 
of -unwatch the air still had a chill to it, and the wet dew gave it 
purchase to bite into skin like needle’sharp teeth.

Dark grey clouds speckled the distance, though they didnNt seeS 
to threaten their presence over the town. jor did they threaten their 
presence here where -tars lay in the grassy meld where she had said 
goodbye to her friends in the caravan Cust a few Sonths prior.

-tars knew she had to go hoSe, soon.
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-he didnNt want to. -he wanted to reSain out here, hugged by the 
grass and furious at her Sother for their arguSent... but it was alSost 
Sidday, now, and Jerulia would need to go hoSe. Yhich Seant 
-tars had to do the saSe.

-he took a deep breath, feeling the icy cold air sting her nose and 
throatF both still raw froS her bout of crying earlier.

Lrustrated, -tars sat up and rubbed her face with two of her hands, 
before slowly lowering the others to her stoSach.

-he still found it hard to believe her Kittle DeSon was alive. That 
heNd survived, unlike all her other children. That sheNd Sanaged to 
keep hiS safe froS KahNkort and BayNoten.... That she was a real 
Sother, now.

-he had really thought she was going to lose hiS. That soSething 
would go wrong. That he would get sick or hurt and not get better.

Iut sheNd kept hiS alive, with the help of her friends and faSily, 
and now he was going to live a long and happy life.

-he Hopped back over and let out a deep, long sigh.
‘t was less than twenty days until the yearly eclipse. ‘t was so soon, 

she couldnNt believe it. Half a year.
JoSe the eclipse, sheNd have escaped MeckNne half a year ago.
7Day one,N -tars whispered, echoing JeruliaNs words. 7Pada. The 

celebration of ageing.... It’s when everyone is marked as an eclipse old
er.... The same as Har’pies do.N

-he rolled onto her side, then, and watched a beetle Sake its way 
through the long grassF creeping along a blade until it reached the tip 
and spread its wings to cluSsily take Hight.
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7Day two,N she continued, a little louder than before. 7Iibda, the 
day of Sourning. E day dedicated to those weNve lost.... To reSeSber 
theS, and to celebrate what they were to us.N

The beetle landed on another blade of grass nearby, and the fragile 
plant bowed deeply under its tiny weight.

7Day three, Tanda,N she continued, reaching out a hand to catch 
the beetle before the falling SoveSent of the grass Hicked it to 
the ground. 7The day of rest and Sagic. Yhen the mve gods cross 
coSpletely over one another and becoSe one.... The safest day for 
EniSon, and the Sost dangerous day for MarNpies.N

The beetle fell into -tarsN hand and she gently righted it and held it 
close to a Such stronger steS so that it could return to its cliSbing.

7Day four... Dorda,N she recalled, closing her eyes as she tried her 
best to reSeSber e—actly what this day was for. 7x.... xarriage8 Kike 
Tenkata and Betika, or Ennanyn and -ken.... Di!erent froS MarNpy 
relationships,N she recalled. 7They are the saSe rank. jot one lower 
than the other. End Dorda is when they....N

-he couldnNt reSeSber, e—actly, what Jerulia had e—plained to 
her9 Iecause the concept was so foreign and strange. Iut it had 
soSething to do with the Sarriage being mnalisedF where they could 
no longer choose to end it without soSething called... divorce8 -he 
couldnNt really reSeSber, so she buried her face into the ground and 
took a deep breathF the Soist, fertile soil underneath her mlling her 
senses. ‘t was like it was speaking to her in a silent language, trying to 
reassure her the world was still beautiful. Though, she struggled to 
believe it, today.
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7Day mve...N she took another deep breath as she tried to recall what 
day mve of the eclipse Seant to EniSon. 7Day... mve....N

‘t escaped her.
‘t escaped her, and it frustrated herU
-o, rolling over and throwing her hands out in anger so they 

slaSSed into the ground, she gave a frustrated shout.
7HAL’KATA!N
The world didnNt respond to her cry.
-oSething in her heart wrenched and, for a brief SoSent, she 

wished she had never coSe to Bokako Ioaka. That she had hidden 
away in the back of -kenNs caravan, to be carried away to new lands 
with the people sheNd grown to love, instead of being stuck here in 
this strange town with its strange rules9 This town where nobody 
believed her when she said what she’d seen!

The caravaners would have believed her.
-he was sure they would have.
They would have listened to her describe that night, and they 

would have reSeSbered it tooF everything that had happened. End 
they would have known she would never lie to theS about soSething 
so iSportant.

Then, a twinge of guilt found its way into her chest.
Wveryone had been doing their best for her, even if they didnNt 

understand. TheyNd been looking after her, and her Kittle DeSon, 
and her Sother.... -he closed her eyes, trying to hold back the tears 
as she was gripped with the feeling of ungratefulnessF that she wasnNt 
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appreciating everything sheNd been given as Such as she should hav
e....

7Fuck...N  she  whispered.  Then,  she  threw her  hands  up,  out, 
and down again, so they slaSSed against the ground once Sore. 7
FUCK!N

The world still didnNt respond to her.
jot even after mve Sinutes of laying on her back and staring at the 

sky... so she heaved a sigh and stood up.
-he didnNt want to go hoSe, but Jerulia would have to leave soon, 

and it would be rude to keep her waiting.
E long, deep breath in, and -tars turned around.... End then she 

paused, her eyes wide.
There was a San sitting nearby.
jot too close, but close enough he had demnitely heard her shout.
Me was settled in the grass, Such like she had been earlier, but on 

the other side of the path behind her. Me wasnNt facing herF though 
as she gave a szueak of surprise his ear twitched to listen to her and it 
was obvious he knew she was looking at hiS.

7Oou right8N he asked, softly.
-tars wasnNt sure what to say as he stared ahead. -o she siSply 

approached hiS. -lowly, carefully, step by step, until she was close 
enough to get a proper look at hiS.

Me was older. jot as old as Brif had been, but older than Distro. 
Jreases were worn into his skin, Such like in DenaNsF though his 
Sarked di!erent places. :nder his eyes were dark and bruised, like 
he hadnNt slept properly in a long, long tiSe, and several sSall scars 
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Sarked along the right side of his face. Mis ears twitched, Hicking a 
few loose strands of his curled hair as it did, and -tars thought it was 
a rather pretty colourF dark’but’faded purple.

Mis eyes 9a rich blue that Satched the sky9 Hicked to glance at 
her, and he o!ered her a weak, tired’looking sSile as he adCusted an 
old and worn plush li3ard in his lap.

7Mow... long have you been here8N -tars mnally spokeF not answer’
ing his zuestion, but instead asking her own.

7E little over half an hour,N he answered.
-he blushed as she realised that Seant he had probably heard her 

talking aloud to no’one in particular, and wrapped her arSs around 
herself. -he was zuiet a SoSent before she tapped her foot in an’
noyance and asked, perhaps a little harshly4 7Yhy did you sit so close 
to Se8 Oou have the whole meld to sit in, but you chose to sit right 
hereU Yithout telling Se you could hear SeU That was very rude of 
youU ‘ thought ‘ was aloneUN

7‘ always sit here, every Lirthda,N he responded, a sSall huSour
 mnding its way into his otherwise Selancholy tone. 7‘tNs Sy sitting 
spot.N

-tars responded with a frustrated grunt and a deeper blush of her 
cheeks. 7Oou should have said soSething so ‘ knew you were here,N 
she pressed. 7‘ would have SovedUN

7MS,N he siSply huSSed, his sSile growing Cust that littlest bit as 
he did. 7Tenkata said you spoke your Sind... he didnNt say you had an 
attitude, though. Me seeSs to be under the iSpression youNre rather 
sweet.N
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-tars hesitated. 7Ten... Tenkata8N she asked, the annoyance in her 
tone softening into surprise. 7Oou know Tenkata8N

7Ye work together,N he answered. 7jight shifts.... Oou are -tars, 
yes8 ‘ donNt have the wrong nurlak8N

7Oi.... ‘ Sean, yes, ‘NS -tars,N -tars rubbed her hands together, 
suddenly feeling very eSbarrassed that Tenkata Sight hear about the 
way sheNd spoken to this San. 7Yho are you8N

7Darako WSpka,N he tapped the ground beside hiS, inviting -tars 
to sit. 7Iorn and raised Bokako’ian. Oou8N

7M... MeckNnerian,N -tars answered, carefully, as she lowered herself 
down and crossed her legs. 7‘NS.... ‘NS really sorry about being rude. 
‘NS Cust feeling very Sup9 Bad. ‘ feel very bad right now.N

7‘ can tell,N Darako said, softly. 7Oou can talk to Se about it, if you 
like.N

-tars Cust shrugged. 7‘ donNt know.N
7ThatNs alright,N slowly, DarakoNs eyes Soved back to the hori3on. 

7‘tNs up to you.N
-he appreciated that he didnNt push for her to e—plain, and let 

the SoSent hang between theS. The zuiet didnNt feel awkward, or 
strange, or even unfaSiliar.

‘t felt... peaceful.
Kike he was struggling with soSething inside hiSself in Such the 

saSe way that she was.
The thought caSe to her, though she didnNt think further as she 

turned to hiS and blurted, 7Oou seeS sad.N
7‘ aS sad,N Darako conmrSed.
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7Yhy8N -tars asked.
7‘NS reSeSbering,N a sSall half’hearted chuckle escaped his throat 

as he answered. 7‘NS always sad when ‘ reSeSber.N
-tars wasnNt sure how to respond. ‘t seeSed like such a strange 

thing to say, but... she thought she Sight have understood what he 
Seant. 75eSeSbering Sakes Se sad, too,N she settled on. 7‘t used to 
Cust be when ‘ reSeSbered the bad things. Iut... soSetiSes, now, 
even the good things Sake Se sad.N

Me gave her a nod as another chuckle found its way froS hiS. 
7Yhat sort of things do you reSeSber8N

Egain, -tars shrugged. 7E lot of di!erent things.... Yhat kind of 
things do you reSeSber8N

7xy daughter,N he answered. 7Ye used to coSe here for picnics 
when she was little, but... she died a few years back.N

7Oh,N it escaped -tars as a sSall breath. -o zuiet it alSost went 
unheard. Then, after a brief silence, she took a deep breath and spoke 
again4 7‘Nve had daughters, before. Iut they were always born dead. 
Ell of Sy berr 9babies9 were born dead, until Sy last one. MeNs 
alive. The mrst one ever to be born alive.N

DarakoNs eyes Soved back to -tars, again, though his sSile stayed
 mrSly in place. 7‘NS sorry to hear that.N

7Oou say that,N -tarsN ears twitched. 7Iut youNre sSiling at Se. 
:sually, when people are sorry, they donNt sSile.N

7‘NS sSiling because ‘ appreciate what it Seans for you to tell 
Se that,N he said, holding up a hand in o!er for her to take it. 7To 
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eSpathise with Sy loss, to share your pain to show you understand 
Sy own, is very sweet of you.N

-tars accepted the o!er of his hand, holding it mrS with one of 
her own, and mnally returned his sSile. 7Oou do understand,N she 
coSSented. 7jobody else understands. They all feel sorry for Se, 
and they all want to help Se feel better, but they donNt understand 
that ‘Nll always be sad. Iecause Sy babies will always be dead.N

DarakoNs hand szuee3ed -tarsN own in silent coSpassion before he 
looked back to the hori3on. 7Es will Sine.N

7Mow did it happen8N -tars realised what sheNd asked alSost iSSe’
diately, and folded down her ears. 7‘’‘f you... want to talk about it. 
jot if it hurts too Such.N

Enother chuckle... but then his sSile fell, and he withdrew his 
hands to his lap. 7Ye fought,N he said, softly. 7-he storSed out and 
‘ didnNt call her back. -he was a Saintenance worker, and she... fell. 
-oSetiSes ‘ worry it was because of Se. That she was distracted by 
our mght, and that if ‘Nd called her back 9if ‘Nd swallowed Sy pride 
and said soSething before she left9 she Sight still be here now....N

-tars didnNt know what to say. End when she didnNt coSSent it 
seeSed that Darako didnNt know how to continue, either, and they 
sat together in the zuiet of the late SorningF siSply watching the sky 
as the clouds skiSSed overhead.

The birds sung, their songs carrying froS the distance over the 
open meld. End then the saSe sSall beetle -tars had helped before 
bu33ed past... and as it did, -tars took a deep breath and let it out as 
a sigh.
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7‘ fought with Sy kekik, today. xy mother.N
72h8N
7YeNve been mghting a lot, lately. -he thinks ‘NS broken and hakali’

ka and that she needs to look after Se or ‘Nll get hurt. Iut she doesnNt 
need to look after Se. ‘NS not a child, even if she thinks ‘ think like 
one. ‘NS not stupid. End ‘NS not hakalikaU jot even a little bitU I 
know what I saw....N

Lor a long, long SoSent, Darako was zuietF clearly thinking on 
how to respond.... ‘t was alSost a full Sinute before he turned 
around. xore than Cust cutting his eyes at her, he shifted his entire 
body to face -tars so he could give her a very knowing kind of look. 
7MuSour Se8N he asked, his tone rather serious for what he was 
asking.

-tars was taken aback. 7:S... yi8N
Me held out the plush li3ard and, after a hesitation, -tars took itF 

instinctively pulling it against her chest as she would her son. -he said 
nothing as Darako adCusted how he sat, Soving onto his knees so he 
could be Cust that littlest bit taller as he spoke to her. Mis hand found 
her shoulder and he szuee3ed it.

7Mow old are you, -tars8N he asked.
7‘NS... twenty eclipses,N she answered, her ears pivoting in confu’

sion.
7End how oldNs your Sother8N
7Lifty’mve8N
7End how Sany years di!erence is that8N
7:S... ‘ donNt know8N
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7Thirty’mve,N Darako gave a chuckle. 7jow.... Ten years ago, when 
you were ten, and she was forty’mve, how Sany years di!erence was 
there in your age8N

-tars thought on it for a SoSent, unsure, before giving a little 
shrug.

7Thirty’mve,N Darako answered.
7The saSe,N -tars acknowledged.
75ight,N another chuckle, and a warS sSile. 7End twenty years ago, 

when you were newborn, so little you couldnNt walk and needed to 
be carried on her hip, how Sany years di!erence was there in your ag
e8N

7Thirty’mve,N the answer caSe zuickly, now she understood the 
ezuation. End, before Darako could ask another zuestion, -tarsN ears
 Hicked up, and her eyes went wide. 7‘NS still Cust as Such younger 
than her as ‘ always was.N

7jow, think of your little one. Does he feel any older than he was 
the day he was born8N

-tars shook her head. 7jo,N she answered, honestly. 7‘ know that 
heNs older than he was when he was born, but itNs happened so slowly 
that he doesnNt feel like heNs older.N

7Oes, exactly,N a proud note in his voice, Darako nodded. 7jo Satter 
how old he gets, heNll always be your baby. End the saSe is true with 
your Sother when she looks at you. -oSetiSes, itNs hard to believe 
your child has gotten older at all. ‘t feels like they havenNt grown up 
and theyNre still as sSall and fragile as they were the day they were 
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born.... Wven if theyNre twenty, and perfectly capable of looking after 
theSselves.N

-tars listened carefully, doing her absolute best to understand what 
Darako Seant. 7‘ think that Sakes sense.N

7‘ hope so,N Darako gave a very genuine laugh and shook his head. 
7‘NS afraid ‘Nve never been very good with words. Wspecially not 
coSforting ones.N

7‘ think those words were alright,N -tars told hiS. 7They helped 
Se feel better. End ‘ think ‘ know why Sy kekik has been so upset, 
lately. ‘NS still confused about soSe things, but thatNs okay. ‘ can 
learn about the rest of whatNs confusing Se later, when ‘NS not so 
tired.N

7Good attitude.N
7Thank you for talking to Se,N -tars said, before zuickly holding 

the plush li3ard out for Darako to take back. 72hU ‘ donNt want to 
forget to give this backUN

7Beep it for your little one,N Darako held up a hand and shook his 
head, before he got to his feet and brushed hiSself down. 7‘ should 
probably be o!. ‘ need to get some sleep before Sy shift or ‘Nll feel like 
arse all night.N

7‘ need to go hoSe, too,N -tars agreed, and pushed herself up. 
7Jerulia is looking after Sy Kittle DeSon, but she only does that 
until noon, when the sun is in the Siddle of the sky. End itNs very 
close to noon, now. -o ‘ donNt want to be late or she canNt go hoSe.N

7Yould you like to walk back together8N he o!ered.
End -tars nodded. 7That would be very Sip. Nice.N
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7Yonderful. -hall we8N he Sotioned to the path, politely, and -tars 
followed the Sotion so she was walking beside hiS as they Sade their 
way back to town.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

SITTING ON THE COUCH; THE 

MAIN ROOM

YUNE 20TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

It had been twenty minutes of silence since Stars had taken her 
son from Cerulia and let the woman go home. She and her mother 
hadn’t said anything to each other as they both sat on the couch; Stars 
bouncing Little Demon on her knee as Dena watched him with a 
tempered expression.

Neither wanted to be the ,rst to say anythingA that was clear. End 
they were bothA apparentlyA as obstinate as each other. vMen if the 
anger had long since left them and they were calm and capable of 
holding a softer conMersation than their last....
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E loud burp sounded from the kitchen tableA and both women 
looked up to see Distro had started sorting through the newest de‘
liMery of letters.

W?e get a lot of mailA huhj’ she snortedA her teeth grinding as she 
picked up a nearby sliMer of Berky and began to gnaw on it. Wqack in 
the old house we only got this much about once eMery six monthsA 
and eMen thenA it was usually Bust order reJuests. 2his shit’s way more 
annoying.’

W?hat is itj’ Stars askedA immediately forgetting she was trying to 
out‘stubborn her mother.

WOust all that legal crap that comes with moMingA’ Distro waMed her 
hand. WEnd people responding to me telling them their orders are 
going to be late. EndA againA Dad’s trying to send me money to pay 
for refunds but.... !hA helloH’ she stood up on her chair and held up 
a letterA Yicking it happily. WFy new licence arriMed from the I.0.EH I 
can ,nally back up my bragging againH’

WKou mean your alchemyj’ Stars askedA scooping Little Demon up 
so she could cradle him as she stood and made her way oMer to look 
at Distro’s new licence.

It was a piece of paperA coMered in decoratiMe stamps and seMeral 
signaturesA under text that was made of words Stars had neMer read 
before. She did recognise Distro’s nameA howeMer. End from what 
words she did understandA it seemed to be a Mery positiMe piece of 
paper.

WIt’s Mery pretty. ?hat do you do with itj’
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WTrame it and hang it in the wallA’ Distro explained. W2hen show it 
oG to eMeryone who comes oMer so they know I’m better than them.’

E laugh sounded from the couchA and Stars looked up at her 
mother as she pressed her hands to her mouth to try and hide that 
the noise had come from her. 2hey met eyesA and Stars couldn’t help 
but smile as her mother tried to ,ght back another snicker.

2henA a knock at the doorA and Stars’ ears twitched as Dena prac‘
tically sunk into the couch to make herself look small.

W?ould you get thatA Starsj’ Distro asked. WI don’t want to lose track 
of where I’m up to.’

WKiA I can get itA’ Stars con,rmed. She adBusted her son in her armsA 
letting him snuggle tight into her shoulderA and made her way to the 
front of the house.

Dena slipped oG the couch and retreated upstairs as Stars didA and 
Stars shook her head with a sigh before ,nally opening the door.

W!hH’ she chirped as she saw who it was. W0elloA 2enkataH 0elloA 
:etikaH’

WEfternoonA’ was the politely‘nodded response from 2enkata. 0is 
eyes moMed to Distro at the tableA and he gaMe her a silent greetingA 
as wellA before turning back to smile up at Stars. W?e’re going out for 
lunchA and we were wondering if you’d like to Boin usj’

W!ur treatA’ :etika added. W?e know you’Me been haMing a hard 
time and thought it might be nice for you to get out.’

WI spent most of the day outA’ Stars told them. WqutA yiH KesH I would 
like to go to lunch with youH Fy Little Demon would haMe to comeA 
thoughA because Cerulia has gone home.’
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W2hat’s ,ne with usA’ 2enkata gaMe a chuckleA and motioned for 
Stars to come out with them to the front porch. WEn inMite to you is 
an inMite to himA as well. ?e’d neMer ask you to leaMe him behind.’

Wvewoz 2hank youA’ her smile grew as she looked around for her 
shoes and hurriedly slipped them on. W0e hasn’t seen me all day and 
was very upset when I tried to put him in bed before. I don’t want 
to make him sad by leaMing him behind. I want him to know I loMe 
him.... 3oodbyeA :ekik DistroH 2ell :ekik I said goodbye.’

Distro waMed a hand in acknowledgementA though she didn’t look 
up from her mail. WKou kids haMe funH’

Shutting the door behind herA Stars hurried out onto the porch 
with 2enkata and :etikaA who smiled warmly at her and lead her 
down the steps to the street.

WI’m really glad you’re comingA StarsA’ 2enkata told her. WI was really 
worried that....’

Stars twitched an ear as he hesitatedA and watched him with a 
curious expression for a moment before giMing a subtle nod; a signal 
for him to continue.

0e simply sighed and rubbed his arm. WI’m sorryA Stars. I know the 
last time we spoke I really upset you. I... I didn’t mean to hurt your 
feelings like that.’

2here was a Juiet as Stars’ ears Yicked back and she thought to 
herself about what 2enkata had said. She shu“edA perhaps a little 
awkwardlyA though the men she was with said nothing on it as they 
waited for her response.
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2henA ,nallyA she decided how she wanted to answer” WI would 
rather not talk about it againA’ she admitted. WIt hurt that you lied 
about not belieMing meA eMen if I understand why you didA and I 
know it would haMe hurt Bust as much if you’d been honest about not 
belieMing me. I really don’t think there was much you could haMe said th
at wouldn’t haMe hurt my feelingsA because you don’t belieMe that I 
saw what I sawA and it’s you not belieMing me that hurts. vMen if you 
can’t help it.... I don’t like that you think I’m hakalika. qut I can’t 
make you think I’m notA if you don’t belieMe that I really did go back 
in time. So I think I would like it best if we Bust didn’t talk about it 
and you treated me the way you did before I told you about it.’

2his timeA it was 2enkata who took a moment to think. 2hough he 
only took half the time Stars had taken before he smiled and oGered 
her his hand. WElrightA I’ll pretend I don’t knowA then. Does that 
helpj’

WKiz KesA thank youA 2enkataA’ Stars returned his smileA though 
weaklyA and took his hand to giMe it a friendly sJuee4e. WIt’s been Mery 
hard to not be belieMed. Fy kekik thinks I’m hakalikaA and it makes 
me Mery sad to think my friends think I amA too.’

2enkata sJuee4ed Stars’ hand back. WTor what it’s worthA I don’t 
think you’re cra4y. I think what you’re going through is a lot more 
complicated than I could eMer possibly understandA and it’s not my 
place to Budge you for thatA’ he told herA before nodding his head in 
the direction of the markets. WNowA come on. Let’s get going before 
our lunch becomes our dinnerH’



FISTI22vD 11(

Stars couldn’t help but giggle as 2enkata and :etika each took a 
spot at her sides. WKes. Let’s goH I’m Mery hungry.’

WEnything in particular you feel likej’ :etika askedA his tail Yicking 
playfully. WEnywhere you want to goj’

WFm... I don’t mindA’ Stars answered. WI don’t feel like riceA though. 
:a’harBa has made a lot of food with rice latelyA and I think I would 
like something else.’

W?ellA there’s an eatery about ,Me minutes past the libraryA’ 2enkata 
suggested.

W!hA I love that placeH’ :etika chirped. W0aMe you been thereA Starsj’
Stars shook her head. WNaz No. I haMen’t. ?hat do they makej’
WEll sorts of thingsA’ said :etika. WFy faMourite is the lamb curry.’
W2he cinnamon onej’ 2enkata looked like he could taste the food 

he was thinking about. WI like the goat curry. ?ith the chilli.’
WEwA that is a good curryH’ :etika gaMe a chuckleA and Yicked his 

tail against Stars’ leg. W2houghA if you’re tired of riceA they also haMe 
sandwiches and stewsA too.’

W?hat do you feel likej’
WI think... I want... something I haMen’t eMer had beforeA’ Stars 

decided. WI’Me heard of )porkA5 but :ekik Distro hasn’t eMer gotten 
it from the markets because :a’harBa doesn’t like it.’

W?ellA this sounds like a good time to try itA doesn’t itj’ 2enkata 
gaMe a laughA and stepped ahead a pace to lead the way.

WKiz KesH’ Stars agreed. WI’m Mery excitedH I’Me been trying a lot of 
new things since coming to townA and I like almost all of themH Not 
grapefruitA though. I didn’t like that.’
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WI’m not a fan of grapefruitA eitherA’ :etika oGered Stars a warm 
grin as  they followed 2enkata  close  behind.  WI  like  mandarinsA 
thoughH 0aMe you found a faMourite fruitA yetj’

Stars brightenedA her ears Yicking up. Despite how simple a Jues‘
tion it wasA it was a Mery complicated answer... thoughA as Stars 
launched into her explanationA it seemed that her friend had already 
been expecting more than Bust a sentence or two from her. 0e lis‘
tened to her happilyA nodding along to the explanation of each fruit 
she’d triedA how they compared to each otherA which fruits were so
 diGerent they couldn’t be comparedA and why she did or didn’t like 
each one.

She was only about halfway through her thought when they ,nally 
arriMed at their destination and 2enkata motioned her in the door. 
Neither man shushed her as they were seated PStars being giMen a 
cushion so she could sit cross‘legged on the Yoor6A and only mo‘
tioned for her to pause so she could make her orderA before encour‘
aging her to continue again.

It made her feel... she supposed the only way to describe it was 
)light.5 In a happy way.

It meant so much that they would listen to her. End not because 
they were stuck with herA as family or as traMelling companionsA but 
because they wanted to listen.

2hey had invited her to Boin them.
2hey could haMe simply come out on their own and been spared 

the bother of her oMer‘explanationsA but no. 2hey had invited her to 
come out with them.
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2he thought hit her as she met :etika’s eyeA and she stumbled oMer 
her wordsA tearing up a little as she saw the aGection in his ga4e.

WEre you alrightj’ 2enkata’s hand was now on her ownA giMing it a 
comforting rub. W?hat’s wrongj’

WI’m happyA’ she admittedA sni“ing a little as she adBusted her hold 
on her son. WI’m still not used to people listening to me. It feels so 
strange. qack in 0eck’neA eMeryone but my kekik would tell me to 
be Juiet when I talked to them. End if I talked like thisA eMen by 
accidentA they would hit me until I stopped.’

E low hum escaped the man as he sJuee4ed Stars’ ,ngers. WKou can 
talk as much as you like when we’re together.’

W8ightH’ :etika agreed. WIt’s loMely to listen to.’
WIt’s lovely?’ Stars echoedA surprised by the idea that not only might 

they not Bust be putting up with her talkingA but that they were 
enjoying her talking. WKou like when I talk like thisj’

W?hat’s not to loMe about itj’ 2enkata asked. WKou’re so passionate. 
It’s beautifulA really. I wish more people paid attention to the little 
things.’

WIt would make the world a better placeA’ :etika agreed. 2henA he 
gaMe a chuckle. W2houghA maybe we’re Bust a couple of bias Eurn.’

W2rueH’ 2enkata laughed back. W2rue. Ierhaps we are a bit bias about 
the these sorts of things.’

Stars simply Yicked her ears. Wqiasj’ she thought she might haMe 
heard that word beforeA from qaku. qut she wasn’t entirely sure she 
understood it. StillA thoughA she poked at the edge of the table some‘
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what nerMously. WI’Me always loMed the little things. ?ithout little 
thingsA big things wouldn’t be so big. 2hey’d Bust be things.’

W2hat’s one way to look at itA’ still laughing under his breathA 
2enkata suddenly lit upA straightening in his chair and clearing the 
space in front of him of the water they’d been drinking. WEhH Tood’s 
comingH’

:etika hurried to clear his own spaceA and Stars made to mimic 
them; making sure there was room for her plate before it arriMed.

She thanked the serMerA as did :etika and 2enkataA and then looked 
down at the dish before her. It was interesting‘lookingA she thought. 
Crammed onto the plate to take up eMery little inch of space was a 
mix of white‘coloured meatA MegetablesA some sort of potato saladA 
and bread; all of it dri44led with dark brown graMy and speckled with 
the black and white of pepper and salt.

WIt looks Mery mipH’ Stars chirped. WNiceH 3ood. It looks Mery good.’
WIt doesH’ 2enkata praisedA pulling his own dish za bowl so full of 

brown sauce Stars could barely tell anything else was in itz close and 
mixing it with his fork. 0e then inhaled deeplyA smelling his lunchA 
and gaMe a happy sigh. WIt all smells so freshA tooH’

Seeing that :etika was behaMing much the same as his husbandA 
Stars took a moment to smell her dish before touching it.... 2houghA 
rather then being enchanted by its scent like the two men wereA she 
found it... familiar in a Mery oG‘putting way.

WStarsj Ere you alrightj’ 2enkata asked. WKou look....’
0e didn’t need to say it aloud; Stars Mery clearly looked ill as she 

pushed the bowl away.
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WStarsj’
WIt smells like people.’
Silence followed her words as :etika and 2enkata gaMe each other 

uncomfortable glances.
It was only after Little Demon gaMe a tired murmur that :etika 

leant forward.
WIt smells like... peoplej’ he asked.
WI don’t think I can eat thisA’ Stars mumbled. WI’m sorry. It smells 

too much like people. I... I don’t want to eat things that taste like 
peopleA again.’

2he men looked to each other againA sharing a moment of realisa‘
tion as they seemed to remember where Stars had come fromA and 
they both gaMe little sighs before turning back to her.

WI can swap with youA if you likej’ 2enkata oGered.
W!r with meA’ said :etika. W?hicheMer you want.’
Stars thought on itA before shaking her head. WNo. I.... I think I...’ 

she shudderedA the idea of eating any meatA right nowA making her 
feel ill. WI think I know why :a’harBa doesn’t eat thisA now.’

WEh....’
She poked at the dish with a ,ngerA before picking up a slice of 

potato and cautiously trying it. She chewed a long momentA the boys 
watching herA before swallowing and shaking her head.

WI’m sorryA’ she mumbled. WI think I haMe to go.’
W2hat’s alrightA’ 2enkata sJuee4ed her hand. WDo you need us to go 

with youj’
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WNoA I’d rather be aloneA I thinkA’ she saidA grateful when the boys 
didn’t try to stop her. W2hank you for inMiting me. I did haMe fun.’

2hey noddedA giMing her sympathetic looks as they mumbled their 
goodbyesA and then she was out the doorA on her own in the streets; 
her only company her son.

She looked down at him andA as she didA he took in a deep breath 
and stretched himself outA his eyes blinking open.... End his smile 
grew wide as he caught his mother’s eye.

0e gaMe a Boyful exclamation and reached up all of his hands to grab 
at Stars’ hair. vMen his wings lifted upA so he could try and touch her 
face with the stubby ,ngers that held no membrane between them 
and the palm.

WMy precious Little Demon,’ she breathedA lifting him so he could 
reach herA and so she could nu44le into his chest.

0e sJuealedA grabbing her hair and pulling on itA and she couldn’t 
help but giggle into him.

WYou are the mip important berr,’ she whispered. WYou have made 
everything worth it. Thank you for making me taa’han, again.’

Enother happy sJueal came from the child as he Yapped his wingsA 
batting them against Stars’ face as she giggled into him.

qut there was a sad note to Stars’ tone. !ne she couldn’t hideA not 
eMen when she tried to.... SoA rather than pushing away the ache in 
her chestA she simply held her son tight against it and kept down the 
streetA wandering perhaps a little aimlessly.
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She looked between her son and where she was going as she made 
her way through town; keeping Little Demon entertained while still 
being careful of the people around her.

WDo you think :a’harBa will be done with workA soonj’ she askedA 
more to herself than her son. WI know it is only lunch timeA but he 
sometimes ,nishes early if there’s nothing for him to do.... Do you 
want to go and see if he is ready to come homej I... I hope he is.’

Fuch to Stars’ surpriseA though she knew Little Demon couldn’t 
understand what she was askingA the child lit up at :a’harBa’s name 
and gaMe a happy cry.

WKa’harja,’ Stars testedA her ears Yicking as her son giggled. W!hA my 
precious berrH Kou know who I am talking aboutH Kou haMe learnt 
:a’harBa’s nameH 0e is going to be very happy to hear thisH KiH Let’s 
go see himH’



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

DRENCHED IN SWEAT; BED

YUNE 21ST, YEAR 10,053 AE

Another nightmare woke Stars and she sat upright in bed as her 
breath hitched in her throat like sick after a bad meal.

Her entire body felt cold again.
Colder than she had ever been from a nightmare before, she was 

sure of it.
She shuddered as she regained her bearings, and heard Ka’harja 

shift in his own bed.... Well, the three-beds pushed together that he 
still used as one bed. He still insisted Stars take the proper bed, even 
though she said she was happy to use either if he wanted to be more 
comfortable, for even just one night.
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Maybe that was why she was so much colder after her nightmares, 
lately. Ka’harja wasn’t there to keep her warm....

She rose to her feet, her sweat-soaked blankets peeling from her 
skin, and tried to settle down her breathing. It wasn’t easy, though, 
and no matter how much she swallowed down that lump, she 
couldn’t seem to stop breathing in shallow, anxious pants.

She checked on her son in his crib, making sure he was safe and 
sleeping well, and then wiped the wet from her forehead with the 
back of a hand before it could drip into her eyes.

‘You alright?’ Ka’harja’s question was careful and quiet, just loud 
enough for her to hear without waking their mothers.

‘I don’t know,’ Stars responded... and immediately Ka’harja was at 
her side, an arm wrapping around her to comfort her. ‘I keep having 
mup dreams, and I don’t know how to make them stop....’

A low, sympathetic hum found its way from Ka’harja, and he 
motioned to the stairs with a Yick of his ear and a nod of his head. ‘
I’ll make you something to eat, if you like?’

Stars nodded and let herself be lead downstairs to the couch. She 
sat patiently as Ka’harja slipped into the kitchen, and found herself 
?nally able to take in deeper breaths as he returned with some sort 
of sandwich in hand.

She accepted it, took a bite, and... paused.
‘Jou alrightO’ Ka’harja asked.
Stars thought she might throw up as she spat out the food and 

covered her mouth.
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‘HeyB Whoa,’ Ka’harja rested an arm on her back. ‘I thought you 
liked venisonO What’s wrongO’

The sound Stars took in was almost sob-like as she tried to under-
stand the wave of grief that suddenly Yooded her. She was grateful 
that Ka’harja sat beside her and held her close, but she couldn’t 
understand what she was feeling well enough to explain it to him.

Instead she simply sat there, trembling from head-to-toe, and tried 
not to cry or be sick.

‘StarsO’ Ka’harja asked.
‘I don’t want to go back to Heck’ne,’ she didn’t mean to say it, it 

had just... come out. And she wasn’t even sure what she meant by it. 
—f course she didn’t want to go back to Heck’ne. That was obviousz 
And they weren’t even talking about Heck’ne. It was the food that 
had turned her stomach... she had no idea why she’d brought it up at 
all.

;ut, luckily, Ka’harja seemed to understand what she was feeling 
as he gave her a squeeLe and pressed a kiss into her cheek. ‘Jou don’t 
have to go back,’ he promised. ‘Ever. And you don’t have to do 
anything that reminds you of it, I promise.... I had trouble with meat 
for a while, too. Jou don’t have to eat it if it makes you feel weird.’

A swell of emotion overtook Stars and she buried her face into 
Ka’harja’s side. She was so, so grateful for his understanding. Espe-
cially when she didn’t even understand the strange feelings that kept 
bubbling up inside of her.
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Ka’harja’s hand rubbed up and down her shoulder, and he gave her 
another kiss, this one on the back of her head4 the only spot of her he 
could reach.

‘It’s hard, I know,’ he comforted. ‘It gets easier, though.... Then it 
gets hard again. Then easier. Then hard. It’s a little annoying actually. 
It needs to make up its mindz’

It got a chuckle from Stars, though it was a weak one. For a 
moment she sat quietly with Ka’harja. Then, however, she sighed. 
‘Ka’harjaO Can I... make a confessionO It’s something I feel really 
strange about. And I don’t think anyone will understand. ;ut I think 
you will at least be nice about it.’

‘Yeah?’ Ka’harja’s voice was soft and worried as he held Stars close. 
‘What’s wrongO’

‘I miss :ah’kort,’ it was the second time she’d said it out loud since 
coming to Kokako ;oaka and, again, it helped her feel a little less silly 
once it was in the air instead of her brain. ‘He was very bad to me. I 
know that. ;ut he was my yal?t, and my gorg, and he was always in 
my life. It feels strange not to see him. Even if it’s more mip without 
him, it’s a strange kind of mip.... :ike if a table had a rotten leg, and 
you cut it oR. The table is safe, now, because the rot can’t eat the rest 
of it. ;ut it’s also missing a leg and is wobbly and hard to use. That’s 
how I feel without :ah’kort.’

‘Jeah... yeah, I get it,’ Ka’harja sighed, giving Stars another squeeLe.
‘Everybody acts like I shouldn’t miss him after everything he did 

to me, but I do miss him,’ Stars continued. ‘I know nothing he did 
was right. ;ut I can’t help how I feel. I know he hurt me worse than 
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anyone should ever be hurt, but I can’t help but miss him. And I can’t 
explain why....’

Ka’harja said nothing, though Stars felt him take a deep, long 
breath. He let it out again, clearly deep in thought as he processed 
what he had been told. And the whole while, Stars didn’t dare remove 
her face from his side.

Then, after what felt like hours but was most likely only half a 
minute, Ka’harja ?nally said, in a very simple way5 ‘He was your dad, 
you’re allowed to love him.’

That was all it took. Ka’harja’s words met her ears and, suddenly, 
Stars was sobbing. She couldn’t hold the tears back as a rush of feeling
 ?lled her. All she could do was press into Ka’harja and cry.

And he held her tight, rubbing her arm again and shushing her in 
a soft tone.

‘I do love himz’ Stars bawled, struggling to breath through the tears. 
‘I miss himz Everyone only talks about how lucky I am to have gotten 
away, but I still miss himz He was my yal?tz’

‘I know,’ Ka’harja comforted. ‘I know....’
‘I miss everyone!’ she sobbed. ‘Fre’jar, and 6eak’nak, and 7i’na, and 

Al’har, andB AndB And I miss Ta’lak!’
‘It’s okay.... I know.’
‘I miss Ta’lakz’ Stars cried. ‘Why’d she leave us behindOz WhyOz I 

loved herz And she loved us, tooz Why’d she leave usOz It got so much 
worse when she ran awayz She made :ah’kort so angryz SheB Why’d 
she leave us behindOz Why didn’t she take us, tooOz’
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Ka’harja buried his face into her cheek and she felt a tear of his own 
drip down onto her. He didn’t answer Stars’ questions, though she 
hadn’t expected him to. She knew the only person who could ever 
answer her questions was Ta’lak, herself.... ;ut there was no way to 
know where she was or if she would ever see her again.

‘I don’t even... I don’t even remember her face, anymore,’ she ad-
mitted, suddenly feeling a very, very strong wave of exhaustion come 
over her. She Yopped limply into Ka’harja, and the only movement 
she made was a shiver. ‘Is that wrongO To forget your own rek’s faceO’

Ka’harja took another deep breath, sniBng loudly as he struggled 
to keep his own breathing even. ‘!o, I don’t think it’s wrong,’ he 
answered, quietly. ‘I’ve already forgotten my aunt’s voice. And I.... I 
can barely remember what CoR looks like, anymore. It’s not wrong 
to forget, it’s... it’s scary. I know I love him. I know I’m pushing 
forward for him. ;ut I can’t remember him. And that’s terrifying.’

It helped to know she wasn’t alone, and Stars was able to take 
a deep, calming breath and sit up on her own. She slipped from 
Ka’harja’s arm and wiped the tears from her eyes and cheeks with all 
four of her hands.

‘It was hard enough that Ta’lak left,’ she sniCed. ‘And then... then 
Fabecut... he lied to me. And he abandoned me, too.... I’ve been 
abandoned twice....’

‘Three times,’ Ka’harja commented.
And Stars paused. ‘What...O’
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‘Jou’ve been abandoned three times,’ Ka’harja sighed and looked 
away, averting his eyes to the Yoor in a guilty way that Stars didn’t 
understand. ‘!ot two....’

Stars looked confused, and cocked her head as she watched Ka’har-
ja.

‘Stars, I...’ he hesitated, wrapping his arms tight around himself as 
a mournful, apologetic whine escaped his throat. ‘I’m sorry I left you 
behind....’

‘Ka’harja, you’ve never...’ Stars’ brow furrowed, then, and her con-
fused look deepened. ‘WhenO’

‘In Heck’ne. That night you let me go, I.... I didn’t even think that 
maybe you could have come with me. That maybe I could have saved 
you, too....’

‘Ka’harja,’ Stars’ voice turned ?rm and blunt as she straightened 
up. She took his hands in two of her own and used the others to 
cup his cheeks and turn his gaLe to hers. ‘Ka’harja. Jou were nine. It 
wasn’t your responsibility to save me. —r Sai’karsa.’

Ka’harja’s chest heaved at Sai’karsa’s name, and his hand cupped 
his mouth to stop another sob from escaping. ‘I couldn’t save her,’ he 
squeaked. ‘I tried.... Why did nobody believe that I tried?’

‘I believed you,’ Stars comforted. ‘I always believed you.’
This time, it was Ka’harja who buried his face into Stars. He gave 

a shudder, though managed not to cry as Stars rubbed up and down 
his back and nuLLled the top of the head.

‘I’m th-orry you were left behind,’ he sniCed, his lisp returning as 
he spoke. ‘I wi-th I’d known to take you with me.’
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‘!o, I’m glad you didn’t,’ Stars admitted. ‘;ecause if you didn’t, I 
never would have met Fabecut. And I would never have had my :ittle 
Demon.... I would do it again. Again and again. As many times as I 
had to, if it meant I could have my :ittle Demon.’

‘Jou wouldO’ Ka’harja asked, taking a deep breath. He sat up 
straight and wiped his own eyes. ‘I... I don’t think I could do it again.’

‘I would do it again,’ she con?rmed with a sniR. ‘Even the very 
worst parts, like the... the rape. And the beatings. I would do every 
day just the same. ;ecause I love my :ittle Demon. I love everyone in 
our family. And I think, even with all the mup things that :ah’kort 
did to me, being here with you makes it worth all the hurt.’

Ka’harja nodded, giving a little sigh-like huR as he tried to relax. 
‘I... I’m glad my parents never did that to me,’ he admitted. ‘Jou 
know, the... worst parts. I don’t think I could have survived it.’

Stars paused.
She knew exactly what Ka’harja meant, but hearing him deny that 

it had ever happened to him surprised her4 there had been a few times 
he’d said similar when in the caravan and it had confused her to hear, 
but that had always been in front of other people and she had just 
assumed he was lying to avoid talking about it.... ;ut now there was 
no reason for him to lie about it. !ot to her. !ot while they were 
alone. !ot when she had been there and seen it happen to him. He 
knew she knew. —r, he should have known.

!ow she thought maybe he really had forgotten it had happened, 
and wasn’t just lying.

Did he really think his parents had never forced themselves on himO
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It was hard to believe it was something Ka’harja would have been 
able to forget, even with his memory problems. Especially since 
Stars could still remember his screaming Bthe horrible crying and 
sobbing she’d hear through the walls of their sheltersB as his par-
ents would rape him. She still remembered, word-for-word, how he 
would beg for them to stop. For them to let him go. That he was 
scared. That it hurt.

It gripped her for a horrible and haunting moment before she 
pushed it all to the back of her mind, twitching her ears and shaking 
her head to rid herself of the echoes of the memories that tried to 
cling to her.

If he’d forgotten, perhaps it was for the best that she didn’t remind 
him. It didn’t seem like something he would ever want to remember. 
And she thought if she had been able to forget all the times :ah’kort 
had abused her to tears, she might prefer if nobody ever told her the 
truth about it.

So, when Ka’harja’s brow furrowed at her and he asked her what 
was wrong, she simply wrapped her arms back around her friend and 
answered5

‘!othing.’



CHAPTER NINETEEN

A ROOM MADE OF METAL; 

NOT HOME

YUNE 23RD? YEAR 10,053 AE...?

Stars wasn’t sure where she was.
It was some sort of room, but not like any she had ever seen be-

fore. The only things that looked even slightly familiar were the bed, 
placed along the entirety of the far-back wall, and the desk, which 
was against the wall at the bed’s head. It reminded her, almost, of
 CoO’s personal space. xnly instead of the furniture being carved 
from painted wood it was made from cold metal sheets. It looked to 
be similar to the stainless steel cookware Coborn had eJcitedly pur-
chased before leaving town. Though unlike Coborn’s cookware, this 
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room was rusted and unpolished, speckled with orange and brown 
all over its walls and furniture.

D harsh and unnatural light shone overhead. Dlmost like soul-
stone, but not Fuite, as it was white and so bright it hurt like the sun 
to look at.

Stars lifted a hand to try and cover the round glowing crystals 
a—Jed to the roof so she could eJamine the space above her....

The room was like a boJ. Wverything was the same, from the roof to 
the “oor, eJcept for one wall. The one opposite the bed where a sus-
piciously door-shaped protrusion was to be found in its centre. The 
bulky frame was lined with dimmer, straighter-line lights than the 
ones in the roof. xn one side of the frame was a glass panel, shaped 
like a window but completely black in colour, and underneath the 
blacked-out glass was a metal block covered in sFuares that resembled 
”etel Yir’s Fuilted seamstress case. xnly, instead of “ower patterns 
in each sFuare, there were letters. xne per sFuare, laid out in a very 
strange way that spelt no words.

Ds Stars looked closer she realised that no letter was repeated, and 
it seemed that every letter she knew !as well as some she didn’t! 
was on the block.

Cautiously she reached out and touched one of the letters she 
didn’t recognise, like a lower case ;aM that’s tail was turning into a 
capital ;xM! Dnd the glass sprung alive with colour1

There was a high pitch noise, something like the halfway between 
”elelor’s sword unsheathing and a metal spoon tapping against an 
empty glass cup, and the door opened like a sideways mouthU dis-
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appearing into its own frame and leading into a hallway that looked 
much the same as the metal room, only more poorly-lit.

Stars paused, looking into the hall... before taking a step away 
from the door. Then another, and another. ‘ntil she was at the bed, 
staring into that dark space from as far away as she could possibly be.

Something was out there.
She could hear its footsteps, coming closer and closer to the door, 

padding against the hard metal with heavy-sounding boots.
It was so unsettling that Stars almost couldn’t breath. Dnd, then, 

the source of the footsteps stepped into the light from the doorway 
and turned to Stars with a confused hum.

It was... another nurlakK
Stars blinked, surprised.
It  was  Lust  a  child.  D young girl  no older  than zfteen,  with 

strange-looking tools on a belt and carrying a metal pad with another 
window that “ashed with soulstone-bright colours. Clear goggles 
made from a material Stars didn’t recognise sat atop her head, and 
she had odd black smear-marks over her face, like she’d been playing 
in a particularly sticky kind of mud.

HNou’re not supposed to be here,’ the child said, simply.
Dnd Stars woke up screaming louder than she had ever screamed 

before in her life.
Ra’harLa rolled out of bed as Eena and Eistro collided and tangled 

as they both tried to stand up, all giving their own cries of surprise. 
Dt the same time, poor 3ittle Eemon gave a panicked shriek and 
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began wailing, and Cerulia nearly fell backwards down the stairs as 
she stumbled into the bedroom door’s frame and dropped her bag.

Ra’harLa reached Stars zrstU followed only seconds later by Eena as 
she kicked Eistro out of her way and rushed to her daughter.

HStars, are you alrightK1’
HTerr miitaK1 Stars, terr miitaK1 Yhat’s wrongK’
Stars couldn’t move. 2ot even to go to her son and comfort him.
”or some reason she couldn’t eJplain, she was terrized. Terrized 

all the way down to the marrow of her bones. 3ike something had 
gripped her and was sFueeBing so tight she couldn’t breathe.

Per mouth hung open and her breath caught in her throat, and 
she stared straight ahead at the wall opposite her.... Dt the window, 
where the fallen star sat in the early morning light to charge.

Then, re“ected in the stone, she saw that snake-skull face as it 
turned its head to eJamine her. She swallowed, her gaBe locking with 
its empty eye sockets, before it turned away and slowly faded back 
into the rock.

D shiver coursed through Stars as she recalled that night with Aanet 
and (achel.

She could still picture that creature in the stone reaching for the 
sky above, screaming for her children as that strange cluster of lights 
in the sky had spun away....

The nurlak.
Stars closed her mouth, straightening up and znally taking in a 

deep breath.
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HNou alrightK’ Ra’harLa asked her, hovering a hand at her back as if 
to catch her if she fell. HThat... sounded like a bad one.’

HI’m alright,’ Stars managed. HCeruliaK Is my 3ittle Eemon okayK’
HPe’s zne,’ Cerulia answered, her voice still with that monotonous 

note despite her fright. HAust a little spooked. Pe’s already Fuietening 
down, don’t worry. I have him.’

She nodded, trusting Cerulia to comfort 3ittle Eemon while she 
caught her breath.... 5ut then Stars had a thought, and couldn’t stop 
herself from saying it out loud.

HRekik EistroK’ she turned to Eistro, who was still struggling to 
untangle herself from the blankets. HDre there people that live in the 
skyK’

6ausing her struggling, Eistro rolled to look at Stars. HYhatK’
HDre there people that live in the skyK’ Stars repeated. H5ecause I 

think I may have seen one.’
HOh, na... na!’ Eena turned away, covering her mouth in despair. H

Again! Again.... Oh, just like Ta’lak!’
Stars ignored Eena, turning her ears away and taking a deep breath 

to steel herself against her mother’s upset mutters. HDre there people 
in the sky, Rekik EistroK’

”or a long, long while, Eistro hesitated. She stared at Stars with 
wide eyes, silently, for enough time enough that Cerulia was able to 
calm 3ittle Eemon and get him to feed.

Eistro looked to Ra’harLa, who shrugged. Then she looked to 
Cerulia, who looked back with an unreadable eJpression.... Then she 
sat up, still tangled in her blanket, and cocked her head.



C. ADEW YNTx2400

HYhat kind of people are we talking aboutK’ she asked, cautiously. 
She “icked an ear at Eena’s upset cry, but otherwise ignored the 
woman. HThere are the “oating islands of Rel’di in the (endi. Eassens 
live there.’

HDre they made of metalK’ Stars asked. HThe islandsK xr the houses 
on themK’

HYhatK 2o,’ Eistro shook her head. HThey’re covered in Lungles 
and settlements. Yhat do you mean, metal housesK The only houses 
made of metal are the seaports where seces live1 Dnd those are out on 
the ocean, not in the sky.’

HEo nurlak live there, tooK’ Stars asked.
H2urlak live everywhere,’ Eistro answered, simply. HThe trick is 

znding a place you lot won’t settle down in.’
Stars opened her mouth to ask another Fuestion, but then she saw 

her mother from the corner of her eye and thought better of itU the 
woman was clearly too upset about what she said she’d seen. Dnd 
Stars didn’t want to upset her further so, instead, she decided to lie 
to spare her feelings. HI must have read about seaports in the library, 
then,’ she commented, casting a short glance to the fallen star Gone 
that Eistro seemed to catch, as her eyes tightened in suspicion7. HDnd 
then had a bad dream about them.’

HNi, that must be it, my carrot,’ Eena visibly relaJed as she took her 
daughter’s hands. HAust a bad dream about a story in a book.’

HNi,’ Stars comforted. Though, when her mother buried her face 
into her side, Stars met Eistro’s eyes again and “icked her gaBe back 
and forth between her and the fallen star.
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Eistro seemed to understand and gave a slow, gentle nod in re-
sponse. Dnd as she did, Cerulia followed the look to the fallen star 
and drew her lips tight. She’d understood, as well, what Stars was 
trying to eJplain... though she didn’t seem as ready to believe her as 
Eistro was. Though Stars wasn’t surprised by her apprehension. 2ot 
after their talk about Dnimon and the gods.

Ra’harLa, however, remained oblivious to the silent conversation 
and put an arm around Stars to hug her tight. HEo you want to talk 
about itK’ he asked.

H2a. 2ot right now,’ she answered, leaning into his hug. HWewowm, 
Ra’harLa. ?aybe we can talk about it later.’

When Dena wasn’t there.
Eistro took a deep breath as she znally managed to pull the blan-

kets oO herself. She made her way to Eena, though her eyes were on 
Cerulia, and she gave a subtle twitch of her ear.

HIt looks like the sun’s about to come up, so we might as well 
start the day,’ she commented as she put an hand on Eena’s arm 
and lead her two steps away from Stars. HEena, how about you head 
downstairs with Cerulia and show her where I moved the tea after 
cleaningK’

It was a clever trick to make her leave the room, Stars thought as 
Cerulia put an arm around Eena and made for the stairs with her and 
3ittle Eemon. Dnd it only got cleverer, as Eistro casually made for 
her bed to begin folding the blankets, acting like there was nothing 
wrong for a minute before she asked Ra’harLa if he could, perhaps, 
get an early start on breakfastK
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5ecause of course he didn’t say no. Dnd so, as he thumped his way 
down the stairs and to the kitchen, Stars found herself alone with 
Eistro. The foJen znished folding the blankets on the bed before she 
turned to the young nurlak and gave her a cool look.

HI haven’t forgotten a word of what you told me about your trip 
to the past,’ Eistro said, simply. HPow those two told you that there 
were nurlak in the sky. Dnd that there was a... thing inside the star 
that tried to get out. Eo you think they’re connectedK’

HNi. I do,’ Stars said as she looked away. ”or some reason she 
couldn’t eJplain, she felt guilty that she had seen these things. :uilty, 
and also embarrassed that the dream had frightened her so much for 
no real reason. HI dreamt that I was in a strange metal room, and 
another nurlak came in and told me I shouldn’t be there. Yhen I 
woke up I looked at the star and I saw the creature inside it again. 
3ike a mirror. She turned away from me and disappeared. I think she 
made me have the dream. Dnd I think the nurlak in my dream was 
one of the ones I saw in the lights in the sky.’

HPmph1 Right,’ Eistro snorted, placing her hands zrmly on her 
hips and making her way to the crystal that sat on the windowsill. She 
knocked on it zrmly and spoke loudly into it. HPelloK Neah, PW33x. 
I know you can hear me in there, so you listen here, whatever you 
are1 I don’t fuck with cryptic messages and scary visions. If you’re 
wanting something, you can make yourself clear or you can piss oO1 
2one of this nightmare crock. Yhatever drama you have going on 
with the “ying metal sky nurlak and those time travelling dykes is 
your business. Nou keep my family out of it1’
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Stars covered her mouth, her ears sticking up and her eyes going 
wide. HRekik Eistro1 That’s very rude to say1’

HYell, she was rude zrst1’ Eistro huOed. HThe least she can do be-
fore sending you nightmares is introduce herself1 I mean, has she even 
told you her nameK 2oK I didn’t think so1’

Eistro gave the stone a little smack on its top and Stars gasped 
again.

HRekik Eistro1’
HWh1’ Eistro waved her hand in the air to dismiss Stars, before 

turning back to the woman. HYell. I’ve told her what’s what, anyway. 
If she bothers you again I can always bury her in the backyard1’

H6lease don’t bury her, Rekik Eistro,’ Stars heaved a very large sigh. 
xne so big it made her shoulders fall slack and her entire body look 
a little bit smaller in comparison to Lust how big the sigh was. HShe’s 
a kekik who’s lost her children, and I think she’s allowed to be a little 
bit rude about it. I always wanted to be rude when I lost my children. 
She didn’t hurt meU Lust scared me. I think she might have been trying 
to tell me something and I didn’t understand. It’s not her fault I was 
lenta. She didn’t do anything that was actually mup to me. I Lust got 
scared, and I don’t know why it scared me when it wasn’t a scary 
thing.’

H?m. Dh, well, it’s your choice how to feel about it, isn’t itK’ Eistro 
waved her hand again, before petting Stars on the leg. HNou Lust let me 
know if she bothers you, and I’ll give her another stern talking to1’

HI will, Rekik Eistro,’ Stars promised. H5ut unless she makes me 
miita, please be nice to her.’
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HI can’t promise anything!’ Eistro scoOed, playfully, before march-
ing downstairs.

Dnd Stars couldn’t help but giggle before she looked to the fallen 
star and sighed. HI’m sorry about Rekik Eistro. She’s nice. She Lust 
doesn’t like to be woken up.’

She pushed herself up and made her way over to the stone, petting 
it softly where Eistro had smacked it.... Dnd a dark image rippled 
over its surface, for Lust a short moment, before it faded back to 
yellow.

HNou can hear me, can’t youK’ she asked, taking in a deep breath 
as the stone rippled again. She knew she had to stay calm as she 
addressed the creature inside the crystal. HI’m sorry that I don’t know 
what you want from me. I’m trying. 5ut understanding things is very 
hard for me, sometimes, and I have a lot of trouble knowing what 
people mean. Wven people I’ve known for a long time and talk to 
every day. I hope you’re not upset. I promise I’m trying.’

There was no response from the stone and the shadow disappeared 
again. This time it did not reappear. Wven after Stars waited.

Dnd so, smelling breakfast was soon to be done, Stars removed her 
hand from the fallen star and made for the stairs.

Why are you so young? the Fuestion wasn’t spoken aloud, but 
instead cut directly into Stars’ mind, and she paused at the door.

The voice was soft. Dlmost motherly, though somehow without 
being feminine. 3ike it could have come out of any person Stars had 
ever met and still felt right, no matter how they looked.
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You were so old just a short time ago, the voice continued. Now you’re 
young. I almost didn’t recognise you.

HI was oldK’ Stars asked. ”or a moment, she thought on the situa-
tion! Dnd to her surprise, as she turned to make her way back to the 
crystal at the window, it all seemed to make perfect sense to her. HI’ve 
met you before, haven’t IK Dnd I was with Aanet and (achel again, 
wasn’t IK

You would do better than to associate yourself with terrorists, the 
voice warned. There was a Bap like static, and a buBB like a bee, and the 
creature’s face appeared in the stone again. They destroyed cities after 
they defected the army, felling civilians and soldiers alike. It is clear 
that to this day they feel no remorse for their actions, because they have 
convinced themselves that the horrors they inflict on the innocent are 
necessary for the world’s advancement. But who is the world advancing 
for if not those within it?

Stars shivered at the Fuestion. She didn’t understand what the 
creature was saying, not fully, but she could hear the disgust in its 
tone as it spoke about the two women who had disrupted Stars’ life.

Still, she didn’t want to show her fear !not when she znally had 
a chance to ask Fuestions! so she swallowed down the lump in her 
throat and let out a short breath, steeling her nerves Lust as she would 
do before approaching 3ah’kort. Dnd then she asked in the bravest 
tone she could musterM

HDre you a godK Nou look like the drawings of the old nurlak gods 
that I’ve seen in the library. Though none of them that I read about 
lived inside soulstone.... Dre you a godK’
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The creature took pause at the Fuestion, the surface of the stone 
sparking like the little electric shocks Ra’harLa would sting his mother 
with after rubbing his hands on a woollen blanket.

2either creature nor nurlak spoke. The only sounds were the ones 
“oating up from downstairsU Eena’s concerned mumbling, the siB-
Bling of Ra’harLa’s cooking, 3ittle Eemon’s laughter....

It was Fuiet long enough that the zrst light of sun rose from behind 
the backyard fence and gently touched the stone with its rays.

Yes, I am a god, the creature znally answered. Though I have never 
liked the title. I rarely meet a deity that deserves the worship they receive; 
if I must be called anything but my name, I would hope to be given the 
title of a true caretaker.

HNou mean like a kekikK’ Stars asked. HI mean, like a mother?’
Yes, a pleasant tone met the voice. In all the years I have been in 

service of my nurlak, “mother” has always held a special place in my 
programming.

Stars twitched an ear at the unfamiliar word, programming, but 
didn’t comment on it as she folded all of her arms together gently 
and cocked her head. She’d Lust had a lot of her Fuestions answered, 
all at once, with that simple statement. 5ut a very important one still 
hadn’t been answered, yetM H?y name is Stars,’ she oOered. HYhat’s 
your nameK’

Aiaye, the voice answered. The strange little one did make that 
comment, didn’t she? That I didn’t introduce myself... what is she? I’ve 
never seen a creature quite like her, before.

HRekik EistroK’ Stars’ ears twitched. HShe’s a foJen.’
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Foxen?
HNi. They’re like nurlak, or dassens, or harpy, or seces.’
I know of nurlak and dassens, but not the others you mention, the 

way Diaye spoke was almost apprehensive, like thinking of dassens 
disgusted her. I remember the dassens’ shame. And I remember how 
they hid amongst the trees to save themselves, leaving all around them 
to perish when the war came. Child-killing cowards!

HEo you mean DdorationK’ Stars asked. She could recall the story 
she’d read about the zrst dassens. Pow they’d killed a nurlak child to 
use the blood for their shape-shifting magic.... It made her shiver Lust 
to think about.

Dnd Diaye hissed, conzrming it. Foul woman! Her and all of her 
people! Her descendants chased my children into my arms and I had 
to seal us all away to keep them safe! Horrible, bloodthirsty monsters!

HEassens aren’t like that anymore,’ Stars argued. She tried to be 
brave, though she still swallowed and stepped back at the anger in 
Diaye’s tone. HThey’re very nice people... mostly. Some are still selzsh 
liars, like ”abecut, but I’ve read about their culture. Dnd they don’t 
like to zght. They’re peaceful, and like to live Fuietly and make 
baskets and hunt for crabs.’

Surprisingly, Diaye gave what sounded like a laugh. It buBBed like a 
bug and sparked along her soulstone surface like static charge, but 
it was deznitely a type of laughter. I find that hard to believe, she 
commented. But, then, the last thing I didn’t believe from you turned 
out to be true, as well. So I will do you the courtesy of being humble and 
allowing you the chance to change my mind.
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HNou’re talking about when I’m olderK’ Stars asked. HYhat do I tell 
you that you don’t believeK’

Dnother Fuiet found the air, until Diaye answered the Fuestion in 
a careful wayM I’m not sure if it will hurt time for you to learn too early, 
she said. So I’m afraid I can’t tell you what you know in the future.

HThat’s okay,’ Stars comforted, petting Diaye gently. Per zngers 
ran along a crack, and she thought on it for a moment.... HNou have 
another half,’ she stated, simply. HEoes being broken in half hurtK’

It hurt when it happened, but doesn’t hurt anymore, Diaye an-
swered. I have grown used to it, and learnt how to store myself effi-
ciently on two hard-drives.

HI don’t know what that means,’ Stars admitted.
The other half is my memory bank, she eJplained, not really making 

things any clearer to Stars. Where all my long-term thoughts are 
stored. I can feel it’s been picking up more data without me. Time has 
passed, but only for half of me, and I’m out of sync with myself. It feels 
very strange, indeed.

HI’m sorry, I didn’t know that could happen,’ Stars said, sincere-
ly. Wven though she didn’t understand everything, she understood 
enough to know what had happened to Diaye mustn’t have been very 
pleasant. HIs there anything I can do to helpK’

No, Diaye gave another buBB and Stars felt the hair on her arms rise 
up like lightning was in the air and wanting to strike. I need to be 
reunited with myself so I can sync properly. But I’m not sure where my 
other half has gone.
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HRekik Eistro’s friends have your other half,’ Stars told her. HI don’t 
know if they’re going to sell it, like they said they might, but if they 
still have it when they visit neJt I’ll ask them for it.’

D long silence followed as Diaye was seemingly in thought.
Then, znallyM
Thank you. I appreciate that you would do that for a stranger such 

as myself.
Hxf course I would,’ Stars reassured. HStrangers have always helped 

me. So I think it’s very important that I do the same1’
Dnother of those strange laughs. If I may ask one more favour? 

Though I understand if you cannot indulge me.
HYhat is itK’
Please don’t tell anyone that we have spoken. This world of yours is 

new and frightening, and I’m not ready to become a part of it, just yet. 
I need more time to myself. Both to think, and to repair the damage I 
sustained in my fall.

HI won’t tell anyone,’ Stars promised. H2ot even Ra’harLa and Eis
tro.... They’re the only people who would believe me, anyway.’

Thank you.... Now I must apologise and cut our conversation short. 
I’m growing tired and I need to power down— To sleep, as you would 
call it. But I might not awaken for a long time.

HPow longK’ Stars asked.
Years, perhaps, Diaye admitted. Without my other half I am strug-

gling to function. Even absorbing the sunlight to charge myself is diffi-
cult. I have to conserve pow... energy. Or I mightn’t survive.
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HI understand,’ softly, Stars pet Diaye again. HI hope you sleep well. 
I’ll make sure you stay safe, and I’ll try my best to get your other half 
back.’

Thank you, Stars.
The shadow vanished back to a dull yellow glow.... Dnd Lust in 

time, as Ra’harLa appeared at the door to tell Stars that breakfast was 
ready.

So she made her way downstairs and found herself greeted by 
Tenkata and Retika. 5oth men looked a mess. 3ike they had woken 
up with as much a fright as everyone else had.... Dnd Stars realised, 
as they both gave sighs of relief at seeing her, that they indeed had.

HStars1 I’m so glad you’re alright,’ Tenkata hurried over to take her 
hands. HYe heard you scream from our house1 Ye thought some-
thing had happened to you. Eistro tells us it was a bad dreamK’

HNi! Nes, Lust a bad dream,’ Stars lied. H2othing else. I’m very sorry 
that I woke you up. I didn’t mean to.’

HNou don’t need to apologise,’ Tenkata sFueeBed her zngers tight 
in aOection. HYe’re Lust glad nothing happened.’

HEo you want to talk about itK’ Retika oOered.
H2a. 2o,’ she shook her head. HIt’s okay. Rekik Eistro helped me 

feel better.’
HDs long as you’re sure...’ Retika and his husband shared a glance, 

before Retika oOered Stars a warm smile. HThere’s a few travellers 
who’ve recently arrived in town for the end-of-year celebration that’s 
coming up. Dbout three diOerent caravan groups, so far. Some of 
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them are merchants and have set up a little market Lust outside the 
gate. Yould you like to come with us and see what they have for saleK’

Hxh, yes1’ Stars lit up, her ears “icking as she returned Retika’s 
smile. HThat would be mip! :reat1 I would love that a lot, thank 
you1 Can Ra’harLa come, tooK Pe has a day oO and if he doesn’t come 
he’s going to sit around the house all day being a lump1’

Hxi1’ Ra’harLa eJclaimed, playfully oOended, as he put down the 
last of their breakfast on the dining table. HNou sound like my mum1’

Eistro slapped her knee in humour and shook her head, laughing 
too much to properly respond to the comment.

Hxf course he can come,’ Tenkata chuckled, giving Stars’ hands an-
other sFueeBe as he did. HYe’ll be back once we’re done and dressed, 
hmK Dnd we’ll see you then.’

Stars nodded. HNi1 See you then1’



CHAPTER TWENTY

THE MARKETS; JUST OUTSIDE 

OF TOWN

YUNE 23RD, YEAR 10,053 AE

The caravans had set up in the same place Sken’s had stopped when 
they’d grst arrived in town almost three months a,o. thou,h Sken 
was not amon,st themb They were all new caravans that Stars had 
never seen feWorebbbb “ith a surprisin, amount oW wa,ons and people 
amon,st themb

“hen Tenkata had said ”three dijerent caravan ,roupsx Stars 
hadn’t realised Eust how fi, some oW those ,roups were. She’d seen 
Sken’s caravan and thou,ht it was lar,e with its siD wa,onsb !specially 
compared with Aenni’s sin,ular oneb Stars had no idea that some 
caravans ,ot as fi, as twenty wa,onsM Ind then. to have at least five 
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caravans with that many wa,ons made the space outside oW town look 
almost overwhelmin,b

!specially when there was at least siD travellers Wor each wa,onb 
Ind even more locals pokin, around and conversin, in the makeshiWt 
market that had feen set upb Stars was surprised that she reco,nised 
some oW themB she thou,ht she’d cau,ht a ,lance oW Kaldu Wrom the 
lifrary. lookin, at a stall Wull oW ceramic pots. thou,h she didn’t have 
the opportunity to say hello feWore Kaldu vanished into the crowdb 
Ind Stars stru,,led to spot her. which was unusualb Since comin, to 
town Stars had feen afle to see over the heads oW everyfody in the 
crowds to gnd who she was lookin, Worb -ut. now. there were so many
 dijerent kinds oW people. oW all dijerent hei,hts and races. and Stars 
Welt very stran,e indeed suddenly not fein, the tallest anymoreb

2t happened several more times as she eDplored. with dijerent 
people Stars had seen and met throu,hout her time in the townB she’d 
spot them and then lose them as a Weathered win, or a shoulder would 
flock her viewbbbb 2t made her a little scared oW losin, track oW Ha’harEa. 
Hetika. and Tenkata. reallyb So she made sure to keep closeb

The two shorter men were clearly less fothered than Ha’harEab 
They were ofviously used to these sorts oW crowdsB fut Ha’harEa 
seemed to have the same anDieties Stars did. suddenly fein, surq
rounded fy people so much lar,er than himselWb

ze took Stars’ hand and she s‘ueeCed it and stepped closer to himb
J2t’s very crowded here.’ she said. simplyb JInd colourWulb 2 don’t 

think 2’ve ever seen so many colours in one place. feWoreb’
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JNeah. it’s a lot.’ Ha’harEa a,reed. ,ivin, a nervous chuckle that was 
cut oj with a shout as a sudden furst oW Rames shot up Wrom nearfyb 
J8hM Fy ,odsM’

zis sentiment was echoed fy several memfers oW the crowd feWore 
the people Well into a hushed freath oW awe as a perWormer ?a Welinic 
woman dressed in skinqti,ht Wafrics and lon, Rowin, riffons? feq
,an to danceb She threw up another furst oW gre Wrom her hands and 
Stars Welt her eyes ,o wide at the display oW ma,icb

She’d never seen this sort oW thin, feWoreM —ot in real liWeM She’d only 
read afout it in fooksM

The perWormer spun a,ain. throwin, up another array oW decoraq
tive spells as she dancedb 5ire. water. and ,litters oW li,ht glled the air 
and the crowd fe,an to clap and cheer as the perWormer’s act ,rew 
more and more compleDb I youn,er Welinic. a child no more than ten 
with riffons matchin, the older woman’s own. Eoined in the dance. 
and Stars couldn’t help fut think how impressive it was that a ,irl 
so youn, had such impressive skills to keep up with a Wully ,rown wo
manb

So she copied the crowd and clapped her hands to,ether in Eoy. 
even shoutin, out a word oW encoura,ement as the pair cartwheeled 
to each others’ sides and took their fowb

2t was at that time that Stars noticed the wooden case in Wront oW the 
perWormers as people oW the crowd fe,an to throw spare coins into itb 
She ,ently tapped her pockets. gndin, Wour coins Ha’harEa had ,iven 
her over the last two days. and did the same thin, with themb
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The youn, ,irl feamed at her. her ears Rickin, up at what was 
apparently a ,enerous amount oW coinsb JThank you. missM’ she eDq
claimedb JNou’re too kindM’

JNou’re very ,ood at that.’ said Starsb She realised now as the ,irl 
approached that. despite her youn, a,e. the Welinic was almost as tall 
as she and Ha’harEa werebbbb Stars wasn’t used to it. fut ‘uickly shook 
it oj. makin, sure not to say anythin, afout it out loud Eust in case 
it was rude to talk afoutb 2nstead. she smiled wide and continued. J2t 
must have taken a lot oW hard work and a very lon, time to learnb’

The ,irl’s smile only ,rew at the complimentB especially pleased at 
the mention oW her hard workb She ,lanced to the woman fehind 
her who chuckled and. as the crowd fe,an to disperse. unclipped the 
riffons Wrom her hairb

J2t’s nice to have her work acknowled,ed. too many people assume 
she inherited it as talent Wrom me.’ she said. feWore ojerin, Stars her 
handb J2’m !inreeb Ind this is my dau,hter. 2spiriab’

2spiria ,ave a little curtsy. her curls Wallin, down over her eyes as she 
fowed her headb J2t’s lovely to meet you. missb’

J“e’ve Eust come down this way Wrom travels in the 0endi.’ !inree 
eDplainedb JInd hope to inspire the !mpire with our artb Ire you 
locals: Nou two don’t ‘uite look it. fut your other Wriends?J she 
motioned to Tenkata and Hetika. J?degnitely seem the sortb’

JThe Wour oW us are Wreshly moved.’ Tenkata eDplained. steppin, 
Worward to Stars’ sideb JThese two are Wrom the other side oW 8katako. 
and my husfand and 2 hail Wrom Eust a Wew towns over eastwardb’



Yb OIA! “NT8—71L

JIh. so some oW you are more local than othersM’ winkin,. !inree 
,ave Stars a Wriendly pat on the fackb J“hat caused your ventures:’

Hetika and Tenkata foth flushed. sheepishly sharin, a look and 
ruffin, their arms. feWore Hetika eDplained. rather va,uelyU J“e 
wanted to ,et away Wrom some Wamily dramab’

JIh.’ !inree ,ave a polite incline oW her head. feWore lookin, fack 
to Starsb JInd what afout you:’

J2 had a fafy. and my frother wanted to kill him.’ Stars said. seein, 
no reason to step around the topic like Hetika hadb JSo 2 ran awayb 
Ha’harEa helped me. fut my frother Wound us and furnt down his 
houseb So we came here to live. insteadb’

There was a sudden pause Wrom !inreeb 5or a moment Stars wonq
dered iW she should have Wollowed Hetika’s lead and feen va,ue? 
“ondered iW she’d ,iven too much inWormation and made !inree 
realise that. perhaps. she mi,ht had feen fetter not askin, that ‘u
estionbbbb -ut then Stars saw the woman’s eyes Rick to Ha’harEa and 
thou,ht it was a very odd look she was ,ivin,. indeedb

“hen Stars’ ,aCe Wollowed she saw nothin, stran,eB eDcept. perq
haps. that Ha’harEa had ruPed 2spiria’s hair and was ,ivin, her a 
,entle push fack towards her motherb She hadn’t even noticed the 
child move Wrom !inree’s side. let alone that she’d slipped neDt to Ha’
harEabbbb Then. thou,h. !inree chuckled and neatened her dau,hter’s 
hair a,ain. and foth their tails lashed ener,etically in some sort oW 
‘uiet communicationb



F2S52TT!A 713

JIh. 2 see.’ !inree cleared her throat and Ricked an ear. the sudden 
stran,e nervousness leavin, her as she addressed Stars a,ainb JI fit oW 
a fad situation. fut you look well despite itb’

J2 do Weel well.’ Stars acknowled,edb J4eavin, has feen very ,ood 
Wor me. even iW it’s feen hardb’

J2’m ,lad to hear that?J
J!inreeM 2spiriaM “e need youM’
!inree’s ears pivoted at the call and she cast a ‘uick ,lance in the 

direction oW the voice feWore turnin, fack to Starsb Jzmb Sounds 
like 2’m wanted.’ she ,ave another short lau,h feWore motionin, Wor 
2spiria to ,o meet whoever had calledb J2t was ,ood to meet youb 2 
hope we see each other a,ain feWore 2 have to leaveb “e can have a 
proper chat iW we’re foth Wreeb’

2t was clearly aimed at Stars. more than any oW her companions. and 
so Stars answeredU JThat would fe very niceb 2 hope we do. toob’

JHntil thenM’ !inree called over her shoulder as she made ojb JNou 
enEoy your dayM’

Stars waved aWter the woman and her dau,hter. feWore she heard a 
si,h oW relieW Wrom fehind her and turned to gnd Tenkata pattin, his 
pocketsb

J“hat’s wron,:’ Stars askedb
J—bbb —othin,.’ Tenkata flushedb J2t’s Eustbbb Welinicsb Nou knowb’
J—a:’ Stars’ ear twitchedb J2 don’t know:’
Ha’harEa crossed his arms. then. ,ivin, the two men a cool look that 

clearly said he did know what Tenkata meant. fut thou,ht poorly oW 
itb JNeahb Tell us. Tenkatab “hat do you mean. felinics?’
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J2t’s Eustbbb well. you know how Welinics are.’ Tenkata seemed emq
farrassed. and thou,h Stars wasn’t sure what he was tryin, to imply. 
she thou,ht that he must have known it was rude to sayb !specially 
when he ruffed the fack oW his head and cou,hed to clear his throatb 
JThey’re known to have. uhbbb sticky handsb’

JHa’harEa’s aunt and uncles are Welinic.’ Stars flurtedb JInd their 
hands are gneb’

Tenkata fecame immediately Rustered. which only congrmed to 
Stars that ?yes? what he’d said must have feen rudeb ze apolo,ised 
to Ha’harEa as the man stood. arms crossed and frow raised. watchin, 
him with a cool eDpressionb

!ven Hetika looked a little emfarrassed fy what Tenkata had said 
as he ruffed at his feard and averted his eyesb J8h. that eDplains 
why you’rebbb’ he paused when Ha’harEa looked to him. fut ‘uickly 
composed himselWb J“hy you’re so tallb’

JSure.’ Ha’harEa said. ,ivin, Stars a humoured nud,e that told her 
not to correct Hetika. even thou,h she knew it was a lie and he wasn’t 
related to Aenni or Tayal fy floodb

2t took a moment Wor Stars to decide whether or not to say anythin, 
as Hetika and Tenkata ,lanced at each other. lookin, utterly humili-
ated. -ut. when Tenkata started to overqeDplain himselW. she realised 
that he had meant he thou,ht all Welinics were naturally thieves and 
so she fit her ton,ue and let him continue di,,in, his holeb Ierhaps. 
iW he went deep enou,h. he mi,ht gnd some senseb

She could tell Ha’harEa Wound the entire situation Wunny. even 
thou,h he did a ,ood Eof at hidin, it Wrom the two men who continq
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ued apolo,isin,b Ind she supposed it must have feen rather ironicB 
his aunt and uncles were all actually thieves. aWter allb She’d Wound 
that out Wrom Skenbbbb

Tenkata and Hetika eventually calmed down when Ha’harEa snortq
ed a lau,h and waved a handb

J2t’s gne.’ he saidb JOust watch your ton,ue neDt time. ri,ht:’
J0q0i,ht.’ Tenkata was still flushin, earqtoqear as he turned awayb 

JSorry. a,ain. Ha’harEab 2 meant no harmb’
J!h. it’s whatever.’ Ha’harEa shru,,edb Then. as Hetika pet his husq

fand’s fack. Ha’harEa leant towards Stars and whisperedb JActually, 
the kid did try and pickpocket me.’

J8h:’ Stars twitched an earb
JI caught her, but I wasn’t about to say anything about it in front of a 

guard,’ he Ricked his tail. suftly motionin, to Tenkatab JAnd I think 
I was right not to, after hearing that!’

JIs that why Einree looked so worried?’ Stars askedb
The ,rin Ha’harEa ,ave her was all the congrmation she needed. and 

she ,ave Ha’harEa a very playWul shoveb
JYou are such a tisi’maar, Ka’harja!’ Stars whispered. much to his 

amusementb JYou kunya!’
JHey! I wasn’t the one stealing!’ Ha’harEa deWended as he fatted at 

Stars and she shoved him a,ainb JI just didn’t tell on her!’
J“hat are you two whisperin, afout:’ Hetika asked. raisin, a frow 

as he made his way overb
Ha’harEa hesitatedb JHh?J
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Jze wants to ,et somethin, Wor Hekik Aistro.’ Stars liedb J-ut he is 
only thinkin, oW very mean Eoke ,iWtsM 2 think Hekik Aistro deserves 
somethin, nice! —ot somethin, that is a EokeM’

JIhbbb’ a chuckle was the responseb J“ellb Yome onb “e’ve ,ot 
plenty more to seeM 2’m sure you’ll gnd her somethin,b’

-oth ,rinnin, and noddin,. Stars and Ha’harEa made aWter Hetika 
and Tenkata as they motioned Wor the pair to Wollowb

JOh, great!’ Ha’harEa ,ave Stars a nud,e. ,i,,lin, as he walked in 
pace with the nurlakb JNow I have to bring something home for Mum!’



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A SMALL FOOD STALL 

SELLING FRIED LIZARDS; THE 

MARKETS

YUNE 23RD, YEAR 10,053 AE

The market had only grown more crowded as the day had gone on. 
Stars had at some point accidentally found herself separated from her 
friends, though she knew it was alright. If she couldn’t manage to 
bnd them Kefore noon, she knew to go home. ja’harva would meet 
her there, and Tenkata and jetika were more than capaKle of looking 
after themselOes.

So she didn’t stress herself and paid the owner of the little food 
stand she was at. Cne coin was all they asked for a Kag of crispy, 
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deepzfried lixards.... WOen Stars, with her stillzlimited understanding 
of math, knew that was cheap.

Yith the price Keing as low as it was she had eBpected them to 
perhaps not taste all that nice. ;ut she actually found herself rather 
envoying them. It was a surprise, especially considering how other 
meats had Keen making her feel, lately.

She wandered through the eOerzgrowing crowd again, only occaz
sionally Kumping into people.

2ew caraOans had Keen arriOing all day, and the market was now 
almost three times the sixe it had Keen vust a few hours ago. Stars 
thought it was fascinating to seeH she had neOer eBperienced anything 
like this Kefore. The most trade she’d eOer known was when other 
Par’py troops would pass Ky her home with eBtra fur or food. Dnd 
that was rare. ‘erhaps only once or twice a year.

!Pey— Pey— Par’py—’ a Ooice caught Stars’ ear, and she twitched her 
ear in it’s direction. !Nes— Nou— Nou’re Par’py, yes—’

Stars paused walking and glanced around the crowd. 2oKody else 
was acknowledging the man who called out. Yhich made her think 
mayKe he was talking toF

!2urlak—’
Minally, Stars turned around to look to the stall owner who was 

calling out. Dnd immediately, though he did nothing Kut motion for 
her to come oOer and voin him, she wished she hadn’t.

Something aKout him vust made the hair on her arms stand up, and 
she couldn’t tell what it was.

!Jome here, nurlak—’ he called.
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Stars couldn’t think of a way to turn around and leaOe that wasn’t 
rudeH so she cautiously approached. Per eyes ran oOer him as she tried 
to bgure out what exactly she was bnding so unsettling....

Pe was foBen, Kut his dark skin had a pale tinge to it, in a Oery 
strange way. 8ike he neOer went outside or wasn’t eating well. Dnd 
while scars had neOer Keen a thing Stars had thought twice aKout, the 
single vagged mark stretching oOer his face stood out to her. Though 
she didn’t know why. The way it scored oOer his nose and skimmed 
his eye looked less like a downward slash Fless something that would 
haOe happened in a bghtF and more like a Klade had Keen sliced 
upwards oOer his faceH a motion that could only occurred if he had 
Keen standing oOer whoeOer had wounded him.

Pe had an almost green tinge aKout him that Stars had only seen 
once Kefore in a foBen woman who had stumKled upon their troop 
Kefore her death and, upon Keing cut open Ky the starOing family, 
Keen discoOered to haOe a cancerous tumour eating her liOer.

Pis nearzKlack hair seemed to match his shirt and sickly skin, 
though, and it made Stars unsure if the tinge was simply vust his 
natural state.... D wonder that was only made stronger as she got 
closer and could clearly see that the Krightest part of him was his 
emerald eyes.

Even his laugh seemed off.
!Jome closer, nurlak— Jome closer—’ he urged. !Jome on— Cld 

Shaka won’t Kite—’
Stars didn’t think he looked that old, Kut as noKody else was with 

the man she thought he might haOe Keen talking aKout himself.
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!Yhat’s your name, nurlakq’
D long hesitation hung in the air Kefore Stars shifted, uncomfortz

aKle, and muttered, !7y name is Stars.’
!Starsq’ he twitched his ears. !That’s an odd name for a Par’pyF 

Nou are Par’py, aren’t youq I’m not mistakenq’
!I... used to Ke.’
!Used to Keq’ he laughed, at that. !7y girl, why would you eOer giOe 

up that life—’
Stars’ Krow furrowed at that.
What?
Pe seemed to pick up on Stars’ notzsozsuKtle look, and cleared his 

throat Kefore aKsently Keginning to rearranging his stall as he spoke. 
!Dh, well.... ;esides the point,’ he motioned to his wares. !I got your 
attention as Par’pies are oft’ interested in my wares— I o9er trade as 
well as purchase, whicheOer you prefer.’

It was then that Stars bnally noticed what he was sellingH pelts, 
waterskins, tents, meat, and liOe animals. Dll things that would haOe 
Keen useful in Peck’ne, debnitely....

Stars’ attention was drawn, then, to a strange creature in a cage 
Kehind the stall. Cr two creaturesq

She frowned again as she cocked her head and looked at it. It was 
a rat, Kut its tail was a liOe snake. The pair didn’t seem comfortaKle 
and were clearly eBhausted as they moOed against each other.

!Yhat isF!
!Dh—’ Shaka Uuickly turned and coOered the critters’ cage with a 

cloth. !Eon’t mind that— Aust Keen... practising my merging magic. 
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;utF Push up aKout it, yesq It’s... frowned upon. Youldn’t want 
the wrong people to hear I’m practising something so, uh, legally 
ambiguous.’

Stars’ frown turned to him, then. !Nou mean illegal, don’t youq’
Pe simply shrugged, a dismissiOe look on his face. !I didn’t eBpect 

a Par’py to Ke so vudgemental.’
!I’m not a Par’py,’ Stars corrected.
!There’s no shame in it, my girl—’ Shaka laughed. !I mean, people 

act like they vudge, Kut you know it’s vust Kecause you Par’pies are 
liOing the life they don’t want to admit they secretly want— Eon’t we 
all wish for a little Kit of that guilty pleasureq I can’t eOen count the 
times I’Oe looked at my cousin and thought, if I could haOe her like a 
Par’py wouldF!

There was a loud crack as Stars’ knuckles met Shaka’s teeth, and fi-
nally, as she pulled her hand Kack from punching him in the mouth, 
people turned to see what was happening. Though Stars was well 
Keyond caring if people watched as the foBen man gripped his vaw 
and looked up at her with surpriseF ;oth for the brst punch, and 
the second that came when she clamKered oOer his stall and launched 
herself at him.

She graKKed him Ky his collar and hefted him into the air to shake 
him.

!Nou want to Ke a Par’pyq—’ she eBclaimed, turning to slam him 
down repeatedly into the counter. !Nou want to own a troopq— Fuck 
your familyq— NCG JD2’T WRW2 MI0PT ME! I YDS BELOW 
TPW 8CYWST (D2j— D2E NCG D(W WEAKER! NCG D(W 
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EI(T— EI(T— EI(T—’ she lifted him up and tossed him into his own 
wares. !NCG YD2T TC ;W D ;DPI 7NITq— NCG’E ;W WDTW2 
I2 D YWWj— WRW2 PD(’‘N JPI8E(W2 JD2 MI0PT— 0WT 
G‘— G‘— MI0PT 7W—’

Shaka scramKled Kackwards, his eyes going wide as Stars graKKed 
a wooden KoB and wielded it high oOer her head. D wordless shriek 
escaped her as she swung to Kring the KoB down upon him heaOily, 
and he screamed in pain and fear as she lifted it again.

!Stars—’ a halfzfamiliar Ooice eBclaimed, and suddenly Earako was 
clinging to her armH using all of his Kody weight to stop her from 
Keating him with the KoB again. !Stop—’ he ordered brmly.

!Pe said mup things to me—’ Stars nearly shouted, straining against 
Earako as he dug his feet into the ground and with a surprising 
amount of strength 1and the help of two more guards: held Stars 
Kack. !PorriKle— PorriKle— Horrible! Eon’t you say those things— 
Eon’t you ever say those things— I hope your cousin kills you—’

Still desperately scramKling Kack, Shaka halfzrose to his feet and 
tripped oOer his own wares as he tried to run. The halfzrat, halfzsnake 
creature spilled from its cage and someone shouted something aKout 
contraband that Stars didn’t understand.

Shaka stumKled seOeral steps, terribed, Kefore regaining his Kalance 
and attempting to Fee. ;ut Kefore he could he was on the ground 
againH ja’harva haOing leapt upon him from the crowd.

D Uuick glance was cast Stars’ way and, seeing the furious look 
on her face, ja’harva seemed to decide he didn’t need any more 
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conOincing and 1ignoring as Tenkata and Earako Koth shouted for 
him to stand Kack: punched Shaka in the head.

It wasn’t the strongest or Kestzlaid Klow, Kut it got his point across 
as Tenkata leapt onto his Kack and Fipped him sideways o9 Shaka.

D crowd was starting to form, nowH one the guards struggled to 
keep Kack. Dnd as Shaka was ushered away and ja’harva told to calm 
down, Stars caught sight of three familiar faces in the clearing Kehind 
Shaka’s stall.

Eenni, Tayal, and Yerani tugged on their horses’ reigns to Kring 
their cart to a halt and stared, seemingly rather entertained, at the 
sight of Stars and ja’harva Keing arrested.

Then a fourth face, a foBen woman that Stars didn’t know, poked 
her head out of the window as Tayal eBclaimedH

!Dw, now, ain’t that a kick in th’teeth—’



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

A SMALL BUT NOT 

UNCOMFORTABLE CELL; 

KOKAKO BOAKA’S MAIN 

GATEHOUSE

YUNE 23RD, YEAR 10,053 AE

The cell Ka’harja and Stars were in was small, but not uncom-
fortable. Even though it was bare of all but a bed and a chair (both 
too small for either of the pair to actually use) its window let in 
fresh air and they had a good view of the open barrack’s door where 
several guards, Darako and Tenkata included, were discussing what 
had happened and what to do.
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Probably for the best, Shaka had been put in a cell on the other end 
of the room, out of sight of Stars and Ka’harja. He had apparently 
had a lot more illegal things in his stall than just the snake-rat, and 
would not be leaving for at least a few days while that was all sorted 
out....

But now, as she eavesdropped on the talk in the other room, Stars 
was beginning to grow worried.

It was getting close to noon, and she knew she would have to go 
home soon so that Cerulia could leave. If she couldn’t go home for 
a few days, that wouldn’t be good. Not at all! She’d already left her 
son alone for so long when she’d travelled through time, she couldn’t 
bear if she had to leave him again!

She tried to stay calm as she heard her Little Demon mentioned, 
Tenkata clearly trying to garner sympathy for her situation, but she 
couldn’t help but wring her hands in concern.

‘It’ll be Ane,’ Ka’harja reassured, petting her on the back. ‘Wunt 
Denni says when you’re arrested for things like this, they usually just 
keep you ‘til you’re calm and the paperwork’s processed. xe’ll be 
home before dinner.’

‘xe need to be home before noon,’ Stars whined, her ears pressing 
back. ‘Cerulia....’

‘She’ll understand,’ dismissively, Ka’harja waved a hand. ‘Trust me. 
Nobody understands beating on someone who’s wronged you like a 
foJen woman does.’

Stars didn’t doubt that. Not with the stories she’d heard from 
Koko. So she simply heaved a sigh and wandered to the bed to sit 
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down. She watched Ka’harja as he stood a moment longer, and then 
couldn’t help but laugh as he made for the window and stuck his arm 
out of it.

‘Do you think Denni will tell Kekik Distro where we areG’ Stars 
asked, blurting it out as soon as the thought crossed her mind. ‘She 
saw us.... xhy didn’t she say anythingG’

‘Oeah, she’ll probably get Mum!’ Ka’harja conArmed. ‘I don’t 
blame her for not stepping in. O’know. xith her being a felinic and 
all, and URW;DS LIKE TENKWTW THINKINU WLL FELIN-
ICS W;E THIEVES!’

There was an audible sigh from the other room as Ka’harja raised 
his voice, and Stars had to bite her lip to avoid laughing as Tenkata’s 
embarrassed stammering followed.

It was then that Darako poked his head around the door and gave 
the pair a look. ‘If I let you come in here to give your statement, will 
you behaveG’ he asked.

‘Oi,’ Stars promised. ‘I will.’
Ka’harja just shrugged in a noncommittal manner.
‘Ka’harja will behave, too,’ Stars promised, holding back another 

chuckle as Darako made his way over to unlock their cell. Though, 
despite the humour in Ka’harja’s mocking little muttering that fol-
lowed, her face still fell as she stepped out. ‘DarakoG I’m very sorry 
for this. I didn’t mean to make more work for you.’

‘I know,’ he acknowledged. ‘Come on. It’s not me you need to be 
saying that to, though5 it’s supposed to be Tenkata’s day oq.’
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‘4h...’ Stars felt her ears droop, falling as low as her heart sunk in 
her chest. ‘4h... yi... it was.’

Shu:ing into the neJt room as directed, Stars found herself and 
Ka’harja seated at a desk opposite another foJen in uniform. She 
watched a moment as they Anished signing some paperwork, unsure 
if this was a very masculine woman, like Distro sometimes dressed, 
or a very feminine man, like Naranako had been. Even when they 
handed their documents to Darako and asked him to Ale them away, 
Stars couldn’t Agure it out through their voice....

It was only when Darako gave an obedient, ‘Oes, ma’am,’ that Stars 
knew what address to use.

Though she chose to keep “uiet. The only noise she made was 
mumbling an apology to Tenkata as he came to stand beside her, and 
a sigh as he pet her arm in silent-but-clear understanding.

Stars bit her lip as the woman Anally turned to her and Ka’harja, the 
look she gave the pair surprisingly sharp for how soft her eyes were.

‘Stars Beesa and Ka’harja Nigelle,’ she said aloud, folding her hands 
on her desk and leaning forward. ‘My name is Wtasha Yeskesk, and 
I am the current captain on duty. I’ll be assessing you for release...’ 
she gave a little sigh, tilting her head and ”icking an ear in a profes-
sional-but-friendly gesture. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you from Tenkata. 
Wnd I must say, I’m surprised to see you here. From what I’ve been 
told you’re both usually “uite nice people.... xhat happenedG’

‘I don’t actually know,’ Ka’harja admitted, “uicker than Stars 
could take her breath in. ‘I saw Stars Aghting a guy and thought, well, 
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she doesn’t usually do that! If she’s in a Aght it has to be serious! Wnd 
so I tackled him.’

‘Wlright...’ Wtasha didn’t seem impressed, though she made no 
more comment as she turned to Stars to askz ‘Wnd why did you start 
a Aght with this manG’

‘He told me he wanted to rape his cousin,’ Stars answered, all four 
of her hands Anding her lap as Wtasha’s eyes widened ever-so slightly. 
‘He kept calling me a Har’py, even when I told him I wasn’t one 
anymore, and then said he wished he was a Har’py so he could rape 
his cousin. So I showed him what being a Har’py was like to stop him 
from ever trying to be one.’

‘Scara’s cunt, fuck me!’ came a mutter from the Aling cabinet, 
and Stars turned her ear to listen as Darako loudly closed the metal 
drawer. He blushed when he realised he’d been heard and cleared his 
throat before eJcusing himself to another room.

‘xell... that makes a lot more sense than his statement,’ Wtasha gave 
a humoured snort. ‘Tenkata told me you weren’t the sort to 8just go 
nuts out of nowhere,9 like Shaka wanted me to think....’

Stars returned the snort, though it was less humoured and more 
annoyed. ‘I hope his cousin kills him,’ she said, simply.

‘Stars0 No,’ Tenkata made a “uick motion, indicating for Stars 
not to say that sort of thing.

‘It’s the truth, though,’ Stars said, her brow furrowing. She saw 
from the corner of her eye Wtasha’s face And her hand as if to “uietly 
hide a smirk behind a gesture of concern. ‘I’m tired of people like 
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him, Tenkata. Wnd I think if someone wants to rape you, you should 
be allowed to kill them and not get in trouble for it.’

The little motion Wtasha made 0a slight bounce of her head as 
the corners of her eyes pressed up for just a moment0 said that she 
agreed, but wasn’t going to say it out loud. Instead, the captain of the 
guard cleared her throat and sat up straighter. ‘4kay. I’m not going 
to pretend that what you did was legal, but due to the circumstances 
and the fact your little spat helped uncover his illegally imported 
goods, I’m going to let you both oq with a warning.... No charges 
will be Aled, but as you’ve been granted a citi1enship under an E.D.; 
initiative I will have to tell your social worker about this incident.’

Stars gave an uncomfortable groan and sunk into her chair. She 
knew Metita would be disappointed in her to hear she got in a Aght, 
and the idea of him knowing about it made her feel “ueasy. She didn’t 
argue, though, and instead thanked Wtasha for not punishing them.

Wtasha oqered Stars a little nod and motioned to a set of chairs on 
the other side of the room. ‘If you could sit over there while I handle 
the paperworkG’

‘Oi0 Oes. xe can do that. ;ight, Ka’harjaG’
‘Ww, I dunno,’ Ka’harja said with a humoured tone. ‘Sitting still is 

pretty hard, sometimes.’
He received a giggle from Stars. Plus a somewhat annoyed look 

from Tenkata5 one that clearly told him not to joke around about 
what was happening. 4ne that told him not to push his luck with 
the captain.
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‘This is why Kekik says you are a tisi’maar,’ Stars said, giggling again 
when Ka’harja gave a mock-oqended gasp. Then, ears twitching as 
her laughs died down, she got up and oqered him a hand. ‘Please, 
Ka’harjaG I would like to go home before noon. I don’t want Cerulia to0
‘

The door to the street ”ung open, interrupting Stars, and several 
guards dragged in two familiar women.

The Arst was the woman who had poked her head out of Denni’s 
cart5 now with a bleeding bite-mark on her shoulder. She was kicking 
and screaming and cursing at the guards as they escorted her loudly 
and “uickly towards the hall with the cells that Ka’harja and Stars 
had just been released from.... Wnd the second woman was Distro. 
She was a lot better behaved than the other woman, but was still held 
Armly by an arm as she was brought into the gatehouse.

‘That’s what you get, Tarina!’ Distro snapped. ‘Steal my jewellery, 
and then my eJG! Wnd then have the audacity to show up at my 
house?!’

‘I xWS T;OINU T4 FRCKINU TELL O4R S4METHINU 
IMP4;TWNT, O4R DRMB SLRT!’ Tarina shrieked, letting out 
an angry s“ueal as she was hefted completely oq her feet to stop her 
from digging in her heels. Ws she was manoeuvred she caught sight of 
Ka’harja and Stars and 0clearly still pumped with too much adren-
aline to think to lower her voice0 shouted at them in a tone that 
was only half-sarcasticz ‘HEO KW’HW;YW! NICE T4 SEE O4R 
WUWIN! H4x’D O4R; UETTINU W;;ESTED U4G! C4S 
MINE’S U4INU GREAT!’
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‘Don’t you talk to him!’ Distro snapped, stepping forward and 
dragging the guards restraining her along as they tried, and failed, to 
hold her back. ‘Don’t you even look at him!’

‘Wre you joking?!’ Tenkata eJclaimed in eJasperation, before run-
ning his hands through his hair and retreating to another part of the 
building.

Stars knew that Distro was eJercising a lot of self-control as Darako 
stepped between the two women and put out a hand to stop Distro 
from ploughing through him into her. She was very strong now, after 
all. Since she had received Klict’s blessing she had been able to lift up 
entire shelves on her own and carry them. It would not have been hard 
for her to break free from the grip of these guards or shove Darako 
over sideways to get to this Tarina woman she was mad at.

‘Enough! Enough,’ Darako ordered, Arm but soft. ‘Calm down, 
now. Both of you.’

Wtasha, still behind her desk, heaved a little sigh and looked to 
one of the arresting guards. She inclined her head, ”icking her ear 
curiously. ‘xhat’s happened hereG’

‘She bit me!’ Tarina answered, incredulously, before being dragged 
into the other room.

‘W scu:e in the market,’ the guard answered. ‘Main food market 
in town, not the traveller’s market at the gate. Not sure on any more 
of the details, as of yet. Need to calm everyone down, Arst.... Couple 
of felinics were trying to break these two up, but they ran oq when 
we showed up.’
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‘4h0 Speaking of!’ Distro gave Ka’harja a glance. ‘Can you go 
home and make sure that your aunt doesn’t steal half my kitchen 
while I’m hereG’

‘Rh...’ Ka’harja glanced between his mother and a very unim-
pressed-looking Wtasha. ‘It’ll have to waitG’

That was when it seemed to dawn on Distro eJactly who she 
was speaking to, and where they were, and her brow raised. ‘xait0 
Sweetheart, you didn’t get arrested did youG!’

‘Oeah, I did,’ he chuckled. ‘Stars got in a Aght. Wnd I kept it going.’
‘Oou kids, I swear0‘ she cut oq with a sigh and shook her head, 

before glancing to one of the guards who held her. ‘Wlright. xell. I’m 
calm. Oou can let me go.’

‘No, they cannot,’ Wtasha corrected, motioning to the door Tarina 
had been dragged through. ‘I appreciate that you’re Klict’s blessed. 
Please don’t think I don’t. But you’re still a citi1en, and you need 
to be processed. Wnd that’s going to take a while, as we’re currently 
processing someone else right now.’

The look Stars received made it clear she was the one being talked 
about, and she felt a little bubble of anJiety in her chest. ‘It’s getting 
very close to noon,’ she commented. ‘I need to be home before noon, 
or Cerulia won’t know where I am.’

‘xe’ll  be  as  “uick  as  we  can  with  your  paperwork,’  Wtasha 
promised, motioning to the chairs she had asked Stars to sit in previ-
ously. ‘Wnd if there are any more interruptions, I’ll send someone to 
your house to let her know you’ll be late. How’s that soundG’
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‘Thank you,’ Stars gave a grateful little ”ick of her ears before she 
rose to her feet and made for the other side of the room to wait. 
‘Come on, Ka’harja! Rnless you want to wait with Kekik DistroG’

‘Rh... if they’ll let me, maybe I will,’ Ka’harja said as he glanced at 
Wtasha.

‘Oou’re welcome to wait with her in the holding cells,’ Wtasha 
permitted. ‘I was just oqering somewhere perhaps a little more com-
fortable while we Anished up because of your good behaviour. Yust 
to check, though, she is...G’

‘His mother,’ said Distro.
‘Wh,’ Wtasha gave a nod. ‘That shouldn’t be a problem. Oou can 

wait together.’
W “uick and silent thumbs-up of thanks, and Ka’harja followed his 

mother as she was taken into the other room. Stars watched him go 
and then took her own seat. Ws she settled down on one of the larger 
wooden stools she felt rather grateful that the gatehouse had chairs 
and furniture to accommodate larger races more comfortably.... Not 
that the stool was quite big enough for Stars to sit on properly, but 
she at least didn’t look out of place on it.

‘StarsG’ Darako spoke softly as he came to her side, clearly pressing 
down any frustration he was feeling at the situation and bringing 
back that soft, calm demeanour he’d had the day they’d met. ‘Can 
I get you a drinkG’

‘No thank you, Darako,’ she answered, he ears ”opping down 
limply. ‘I’m not thirsty. I just want to go home to my Little Demon.... 
He really likes the li1ard toy you gave us. It helps him sleep.’



C. YWDE xOT4N2J2

‘Lavender helps soothe little ones,’ he acknowledged, his soft tone 
turning sympathetic. He then retreated back to the desk to talk “ui-
etly to Wtasha.

Stars made no eqort to eavesdrop on the conversation and every-
thing they said went unheard as she leant back against the wall and 
heaved a long sigh of eJhaustion.

Wt least ten minutes passed before she felt a hand touch her arm 
and jolted awake with a falling sensation and hurriedly sat up straight5 
realising she’d drifted oq.

Wtasha smiled at her warmly from her side, giving her arm a little 
pat. ‘Sorry, Stars. Oou were sliding oq the chair. I didn’t want you to 
fall.’

‘Eewo.... Thank you,’ Stars felt herself blushing, though she re-
turned the smile. ‘Can I go, yetG’

‘Wlmost done,’ Wtasha promised. ‘Things keep getting held up.... 
Tenkata went home. He said he’ll let your babysitter go when her 
shift is over, so you don’t have to stress about your boy. WlrightG’

xhen Stars simply thanked her and then said nothing else, Wtasha 
“uickly returned to her desk to continue her paperwork.

It was “uiet now, Stars realised. Wll the other guards had stepped 
out and left her and Wtasha alone together. The only thing she could 
hear besides Wtasha’s pen scribbling away was the sound of Ka’harja’s 
laughter in the other room... and maybe Distro’s voice, though she 
couldn’t be sure.

She watched Wtasha write for a moment, not trying to focus or pry 
or snoop. But she found that the longer she looked at the woman the 
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more she noticed about her. Little things that Wtasha had clearly tried 
to obscure with makeup and oddly-tailored clothes.

She must have looked too hard, though, because Wtasha caught 
her stare and glanced up, licking her lips and swallowing. Wnd as she 
did, the little bump of cartilage visible in her throat bobbed. ‘StarsG 
Is something wrongG’

Stars took a deep breath. ‘May I ask a “uestionG’
‘4f course,’ Wtasha answered, placing down her pen to show she 

was paying attention. ‘Oou have the right to an education on the legal 
process. xhat do you need to knowG’

‘No, it’s not about that. I mean... a personal “uestion,’ Stars cor-
rected, ”icking her ears in an apologetic gesture as Wtasha’s lips drew 
just that littlest bit more taunt and unsure. ‘I think it might be a rude 
one. Wnd I don’t want to oqend you. But I am curious....’

W long, long pause followed as Wtasha looked uncomfortable and 
Stars bit her lip.

Wnd then Wtasha heaved a sigh and picked up her pen again, going 
back to the paperwork. ‘I’ll save you the trouble of asking,’ she grunt-
ed, curtly, and Stars ”inched at the sudden hostility in her tone. ‘Oes, 
I’m trans. I grew up a boy, and now I’m not. I’m not confused. Wnd 
it’s not just a seces thing. I don’t know why you non-foJens always get 
so weird about it. It’s perfectly normal, here!’

‘4h, I didn’t mean to make you upset, I’m sorry,’ Stars apologised, 
looking to her feet. ‘I’m not trying to be rude, I promise.... I like to 
learn and know things. Wnd to know things I have to ask about them. 
But I don’t always know what’s rude to ask about. Sometimes I And 
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it hard to to understand people, and I’m rude when I don’t mean to be
.’

Pausing again, Wtasha looked a little less defensive5 replacing her 
armoured eJpression with a tired furrow of her brow. ‘I.... I apologise 
for being harsh. It’s usually not something I’m sensitive about. But 
with the in”uJ of travellers coming in from other countries, I’m a 
little on-edge about those sorts of “uestions. They’ve become a con-
stant. Wnd they’re rarely well-intentioned.’

‘That sounds tiring,’ Stars acknowledged. ‘I didn’t know that oth-
er countries didn’t like niritaka.’

‘NiritakaG’  Wtasha  echoed  with  a  soft  chuckle.  ‘Is  that  the 
Heck’nerian word for itG’

‘The Har’py word, yes,’ Stars corrected. ‘Being niritaka is normal 
in Heck’ne.’

Wnother short laugh, so breathless it was almost silent. ‘Is itG’
‘Oi,’ she conArmed. ‘In Heck’ne, if you’re niritaka, nobody “ues-

tions it. Because if someone says that they’re a woman and you say 
they’re not, you’re saying that they’re lying. Wnd saying someone 
is lying is saying they have no honour. Wnd saying someone has no 
honour means they have the right to kill you.’

‘I see,’ Wtasha gave a little ”ick of her ear and licked at her lips, her 
chuckle a little more hearty as she ”ipped the page she was writing on. 
‘I admit, I sometimes tell a little white lie here and there. I suppose 
that would get me in trouble over there, would itG’

Stars shrugged, unsure what the colour of the lie had to do with 
anything. Though she still responded, ‘4nly if they know you’re 
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lying. I lied all the time, and nobody but my kekik ever knew I did. 
They always thought I was too stupid to lie, so I always got away with i
t.’

‘4hG’ curiously, Wtasha’s eyes ”icked back up to Stars and her ears 
turned to attention. ‘Oou haven’t lied to me, have youG’

‘Na, not yet,’ Stars promised5 unsure why Wtasha bit her lip to 
avoid laughing. ‘I don’t need to lie as much since leaving Heck’ne. 
I can tell the truth and not be hurt.... So there are very few things I lie 
about, now.... Mostly, I lie so that people don’t think I’m hakalika.’

‘HakalikaG’
‘Broken in the brain.’
‘Ah,’ it was said in time with the dotting of a sentence’s end. ‘xell. 

Oou seem fairly well put together, to me. Eccentric, perhaps, but 
that’s nothing to call you broken over,’ Wtasha commented as she 
scooped up the paperwork and gently tapped its side against the desk 
to neaten it. ‘But, I digress! Oour paperwork is Anally done. Oou and 
your brother are free to go.’

‘4h, na,’ Stars shook her head. ‘No. Ka’harja isn’t my brother.’
‘He’s notG’ Wtasha raised a brow and retrieved a waterskin from 

beside her chair. ‘But you called his mother 8Kekik Distro,9 and 
that’s the Heck’nerian... Har’py word for mother, isn’t itG Even I 
know that. Wnd with his Har’py name, I assumed you were related.’

‘No, not yet. ;ight now, he’s just my best friend,’ Stars conArmed, 
watching as Wtasha took a sip of her drink. ‘Though I think he might 
be my brother, soon, if our kekiks keep sharing a bed.’
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W small spray of water attempted to escape Wtasha before she 
managed to cover her mouth and swallow. She giggled into her hand 
and Stars felt a bubble of annoyance forming in her chest.

‘Don’t laugh at me,’ Stars said, Armly. ‘I don’t like it when people 
laugh at me.’

‘Sorry! Sorry,’ Wtasha apologised, coughing and replacing her 
drink on the ”oor. ‘It’s not funny. It’s sweet. I’m happy for your 
mothers. I hope their relationship goes well.’

‘Oi, me too,’ swallowing down the annoyance, Stars rose from the 
stool she sat on and gave a “uick glance to the door Ka’harja and 
Distro’s laughter was ”oating through. ‘xill you tell Ka’harja that 
I’ve gone homeG I don’t want to interrupt him and Kekik Distro 
because I think if I go in I will get distracted and forget to go home. 
Wnd even though I know that Tenkata is very good at keeping my 
Little Demon company, he can’t feed him if he gets hungry. Wnd I 
don’t want my Little Demon to go hungry.’

Wtasha smiled, motioning to the door that lead out to the street. 
‘4f course. Oou go and have a good day. Try and keep it “uiet, hmG’

‘Oi. I will try.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

EATING DINNER; THE COUCH

YUNE 23RD, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars had never eaten “chutney” before. But as it was Denni had, 
apparently, bought a case while travelling with the intention of giving 
it to Distro. It had looked a little bit like jam so Stars had asked to try 
it and, liking it, had sat with her mother and son on the couch in the 
lounge to eat a jar of it for dinner.

It wasn’t completely clear what this strange condiment was made 
of. Not to Stars, anyway. She had tried to read the label of course, 
(she always tried to read the labels! They were interesting!) but it was 
in a diFerent language than the International and xoCen languages 
she had been learning to read. It was a sort of runic font, with lots of 
dots and circles and curves.
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Felinic, za’harja had said. Yhich made sense because Denni, Tayal, 
and Yerani were all felinic. Tarina wasn’t felinic, though. Wven if she 
could read and write in the xelinic language.

Stars looked up from the jar she had been sipping to the group 
at the table. It wasn’t a surprise that Distro’s friends had shown up 
shortly after Stars had gotten home and settled themselves in to cook 
dinner as they waited for Distro to return.... Yhat was a surprise was 
that Tarina had come home with Distro.

Stars hadn’t eCpected, after seeing Distro and Tarina’s ‘ght in the 
gatehouse, for the woman to eat dinner with them. But here she was 
anyway, with her curly brown hair done up in a tight bun and her 
sharp golden eyes constantly ?icking across the table to meet Distro’s 
own annoyed gaMe.

They clearly knew each other. Though Stars hadn’t been brave 
enough to ask how or what Tarina had done to make Distro hate her 
so much. So instead of lingering on the thought Stars looked back 
down to her son, napping peacefully in her arms, and lifted the jar of 
chutney to her lips again.

9O’sure you ain’t want somethin’ with y’sauce—’ Tayal called from 
across the room, and Stars’ ear twitched. 9Y’got lots t’spare!’

9No, thank you, I like it like this,’ Stars answered.
9She’s not eating meat right now,’ added za’harja.
9Eh!’ Yerani chuckled. 9Jouldn’t be me! -eat’s too good t’give 

up!’
9That an’ yer iron de‘cient,’ Denni commented, giving the man a 

cheeky grin.
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Distro laughed in unison with Tarina, and then immediately 
frowned and lifted a lip at the woman in a displeased grimace.

9Yhat’s that look for—’ Tarina scoFed.
9Oou know what this look is for,’ Distro retorted.
9Do I—’ Tarina asked, coolly. 9-aybe you should eCpla09
9None 9a that, now!’ Denni cut the woman oF. 9Tarina, y’promised 

when we got together ya’d be nicer t’Distro. En’ Distro. O’my best 
friend, but y’ain’t my partner no more. Stop actin’ like y’jealous an’ 
play nice with m’new girl.’

9Oeah! If anyone’s gonna be catty, should be us cats,’ Tayal joked, 
his long tail ?icking in humour.

9I’m not jealous,’ Distro snorted. 9If I was jealous, I’d have an issue 
with Yerani, too, not just your sideqpiece.’

Tarina slammed her hands on the table in oFence. 9Excuse me, 
bitch—!’

9I just fucking hate Tarina!’ Distro pressed. 9Because she’s a cunt!’
9I’m the cunt—! Oou09
9Yill the two of you stop yelling—! Broja’kar!’ Dena hissed, leaning 

so far forward from her place on the couch she almost fell oF. 9Oou’re 
too loud! Do you know how long it took to get Uittle Demon down—! 
If either of you wake him with your bitching, I’ll end both your lives!’

Distro’s harsh look softened, though she still snorted as Tarina 
sucked at her cheeks with a sulky popping sound. Neither of them 
said anything more, however, as Dena gave a low growl through her 
nose and glared at them.
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E long Puiet overtook the room, the tension so thick Stars swore 
she could feel it prickling against her skin like static.

xor a short moment everyone completely paused.... Then, slowly, 
they began to eat in silence.

Dena hefted herself back into her place on the couch, the anger in 
her frown replaced with a tired look as she lay down against the arm 
of the chair. She gave Stars a Puick, apologetic look before pulling up 
the throw blanket over herself and closing her eyes to nap.

Still, nobody spoke. End the longer it went on, the more awkward 
the idea of breaking the Puiet seemed.

It was only after about ‘ve or siC minutes that Stars took a deep 
breath and decided someone needed to start the conversation again.

9Denni— I have a Puestion.’
9Oeah, love—’ Denni halfqturned in her seat to look at Stars, scoopq

ing a spoonful of stew into her mouth as she did.
Immediately the tension left the room and Stars felt the air relaCing 

around her. 9Do you still have the fallen star—’ she asked, ignoring as 
her mother’s ear ?icked up attentively. 9The big one made of yellow 
soulstone—’

9:hh...’ she looked to Tayal, who shook his head. 9Nup. Don’t have 
it. Sorry, love.’

9But we can get it for ya, if y’need,’ Tayal reassured. 9Ueft it w’Disq
tro’s da, t’let 9is scholarqfriends take a look. Ein’t gonna get a scratch 
from thems folks.’
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9;lease do, I... found the other fallen star,’ she said, carefully, eyeing 
her mother’s response in hopes she would stay calm. 9I think it’s very 
important that they’re put back together.’

92h, y’got th’other star—’ Tayal’s ears ?icked curiously.
9Yhat makes y’think they should be t’gether—’ Yerani asked.
Stars saw Distro raise her brow suspiciously as Dena peeked open 

an eye, and she had to put on her absolute best lying face as she 
answeredR 9Aust... a feeling.’

Distro’s eyes narrowed, though the way she leant back in her chair 
gave the action an almostqcasual air to it. Stars got the feeling she 
knew it was more than just a feeling, but wasn’t going to say anything 
about it.

9Eh, well, if y’mostly worried 9bout th’two stars bein’ kept t’gether, 
th’boys an’ me could take th’one y’ve got over t’Distro’s da—’ Denni
 oFered. 9Y’headin’ back that way 9gain. Ueavin’ t’morrow mornin’ 
b’fore more crowd comes in t’tempt us into stealin’! Yhat y’think— 
O’want us t’take it for ya—’

Stars’ lips pressed tight and she looked very unsure. 3er ears began 
to ?ick back and forth as she thought, Puietly, and everyone watched 
her with curious eCpressions4 giving her time to think without interq
ruption.

It was a compleC situation, indeed. E hard choice. She’d promised 
Eiaye she’d look after her, after all.... But Eiaye needed to reconnect 
with her other half. It seemed to be a very important thing to her 
health.... Though, would Eiaye be comfortable in the care of Distro’s 
family— Stars didn’t know Distro’s father, she’d only heard of what 
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he was like from Distro’s stories. End there was Puite a few little 
comments about him that made Stars hesitant to give Eiaye to him, 
even if he wasn’t a bad person....

3er thinking was eventually ended as Distro rose to her feet and 
motioned for Stars to follow her upstairs. 9I think that’s a great idea, 
let’s go get it now,’ she said, giving Stars a very serious look indeed. 
2ne that said to trust her judgement....

End Stars found she did trust Distro, and so she placed her son 
beside her “sleeping” mother and hurriedly followed Distro up the 
stairs to their shared bedroom.

9Oou think it’s a good idea to let Denni take the stone—’ she asked 
as they reached the top. 9Oou’re... sure—’

9I think you shouldn’t ignore that feeling you have,’ giving a snort, 
Distro pulled out the canvas bag that Gachel had used the night she’d 
retrieved the stone and gave it to Stars. 9Intuition is important. End 
if you think that those two stones should be together, I think you 
should listen to your gut and get them reunited as soon as possible.’

The way she said it made it very clear to Stars that she had caught 
on to the secret, but she didn’t push it as she made for her bedside 
table and retrieved a pen and paper to begin jotting down something.

xor a minute Stars found her lips pressed into a thin line as she 
watched Distro write. Then, she turned and made for Eiaye’s stone. 
She gently pet the cold, hard surface, hoping that Eiaye wouldn’t be 
upset at being moved....

9Distro’s friends came back,’ she whispered, glancing back to see if 
Distro was listening. She lowered her voice further when she saw the 
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woman’s ear turning to eavesdrop. ‘I asked them about your memory 
bank, just like I promised I would. They left it somewhere safe. And 
Distro thinks it’s best if her friends take you there, instead of taking a 
much longer time to go get it and bring it back here. I hope you don’t 
mind.’

E small shimmer, like a Puiet acknowledgement, sheened over the 
surface of the stone and Stars swallowed. She hoped that her reassurq
ances were heard. She would hate for Eiaye to wake up somewhere 
else and not know what was going on. It didn’t seem like it would be 
a pleasant thing. Not after all she had already been through.

Jarefully, Eiaye was moved from her place on the windowsill into 
the bag, and Stars gave her another soft pat before turning back to 
Distro.

Distro ‘nished penning her notes and folded the paper as Stars 
arrived at her side. She slipped it into an envelope and then placed 
the envelope into the bag with Eiaye’s stone.

9xor my father,’ she commented. 9I haven’t forgotten our converq
sation from this morning. If those stones really are alive, I don’t want 
him handing them oF to his scholars to eCperiment on.’

Stars relaCed, her shoulders slacking slightly. 9Thank you, Distro. 
Wewowm.’

9-m,’ Distro gave a hum of acknowledgement and pet the nurlak’s 
leg. 9Uook, I can tell you don’t want to talk about whatever it is that’s 
going on. End that’s ‘ne. I trust you to handle it4 you’re better at 
getting things done than people give you credit for...’ her tone grew 
more serious, then. 9But if you’re not careful, keeping secrets can lead 
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to losing control. Oou understand— If you’re too vague about why 
you’re sending it over, who knows what those stupid scholars will do 
to it. I wrote to my father that I want the stones left alone and that he 
needs to put them together somewhere safe and wellqlit, undisturbed 
by his idiots, until I visit neCt.’

9Yill he do that—’
93e’s stubborn, but he knows I don’t make demands of him unless 

it’s important,’ she answered. 93e’ll take my letter seriously.’
Stars felt the last of the doubt leave her as Distro reached up to 

sPueeMe her hand. It was a ‘rm, comforting gesture and even though 
it was short and silent it helped to reassure her that things were going 
to be alright.

9J’mon,’ said Distro as she released Stars’ hand and made for the 
stairs. 9Uet’s get that to Denni. See how she handles it before she runs 
oF for another half a year.’

92kay!’ Stars chirped, feeling her mood lift with Distro’s con‘q
dence. 9She better treat her well, though.’

93er—’ Distro asked, giving Stars a sly, knowing look.
End Stars paused. 9It...’ she corrected, carefully.
Distro said nothing more as she gave a slow nod and began down 

the stairs.
Irateful to have been caught on her wording before she made the 

mistake in front of others, Stars followed Distro down to meet the 
felincs at the table.

They had ‘nished their food and were now just laughing and gosq
siping with za’harja, who was absolutely beaming at their aFections.
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Yhen Denni saw Stars return, however, she got to her feet and 
made her way over to take Eiaye’s stone from Stars.

9Oou have to be careful with it,’ Stars instructed, gingerly handing 
over the bag. 93andle it gently so it doesn’t crack. End it has to stay 
in the sun as much as possible. It’s weak and needs as much energy as 
it can get.’

9Gight!’ Tayal chuckled from his seat. 9Yeren’t eCpectin’ anythin’ 
else with soulstone! Don’t y’worry none, yeah— Ye’ll...’ he trailed oF 
as Distro climbed on the chair beside him and gave him a very, very 
serious look. 3is ears pressed down and his tail ?icked in a nervous 
gesture as he drew back slightly. 9O’right, there—’

9She’s serious, Tayal,’ said Distro, ‘rmly. 9This needs to arrive unq
damaged and fully charged. She’s trusting you to not fuck around 
with it.... I’m trusting you to not fuck around with it.’

The felinics all looked between themselves, just for a moment, 
before Tayal turned back and gave Distro an understanding tilt of 
his head. It was clear they didn’t know why it was important, but it 
seemed that they trusted Distro’s serious tone to mean something. 
End, despite Stars’ past eCperiences with the trio being very unqseq
rious as she’d watched them playfully cheat and lie and gamble, the 
looks she got gave her con‘dence that they weren’t going to do any 
of that to Eiaye.

Denni gave Stars’ shoulder a soft pat and oFered the nurlak a warm, 
comforting smile. 9Ey. It’ll be right.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE GARDEN; THE FRONT 

YARD

YUNE 24TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The day was beautiful. Birds oit abnut ik the spy haccily ghircikm 
tn eagh nther as white ou-y glnuds onated alnkm akd ;ade strakme 
shaces amaikst the rnbik,blue spy. There was the distikgt s;ell nf 
cnllek ik the airS bitter akd sweet’ released frn; onwers ik bnth the 
mrasses akd ik the trees. vtripikm yellnw sukbea;s shnke thrnumh the 
macs ik the trees dnwk tn piss vtarsI fage as she lay’ hummed by the snft 
mrass’ akd kacced.

vhe gnuld hear lnud laumhter eghnikm frn; dnwk the street’ as 
well as the haccy gnkMersatinks nf cencle walpikm cast the hnuse. Ft 
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was kige tn hear. 2Mek if the streets were begn;ikm ;nre akd ;nre 
grnwded by the hnur’ as ;nre akd ;nre traMellers arriMed ik tnwk.

Ft was qust as 9ekki’ Tayal’ Aeraki’ akd Tarika had said’ akd vtars 
ukderstnnd knw why theyId left sn Kuigply.... They had barely beek 
able tn gnktrnl the;selMes ik a s;all’ timht,pkit mrnuc. There was 
no way they werekIt mnikm tn met the;selMes iktn trnuble as the the 
cnculatink arnukd the; mrew.

TheyId gn;e by tn say mnndbye tn 9istrn’ nf gnurse. “kd ‘aIharqa. 
“kd thek 9ekki had tapek vtars aside akd scekt a ;n;ekt with 
her sn she gnuld reassure that the stnke sheId beek ektrusted with 
wnuld be well lnnped after. The felikig had crn;ised’ rather gheepily’ 
that if 9istrnIs father didkIt heed his daumhterIs ikstrugtinks akd cut 
the stnke aside safely away frn; all the ”well,learkt fnlp Ce surrnukds 
Ci;self with’H she akd her brnther wnuld rnb his hn;e frn; tnc tn 
bnttn; akd brikm bnth the yellnw stnkes bagp tn ‘npapn Bnapa fnr 
vtars tn peec watgh nk’ herself.

Ft had ;ade her laumh’ whigh see;ed tn haMe beek 9ekkiIs mnal’ 
akd the mrnuc had left with s;iles nk their fages akd three nf 9istrnIs 
shnes.

“kd sikge thek vtars had laid nutside tn ekqny the weather while 
?erulia lnnped after her snk.

Ft really was a beautiful day fnr it.
CJellnY JellnYI
vtarsI ears twitghed at the ukfa;iliar Mnige. vlummishly she rnlled 

nMer tn see whn was sceapikm akd saw twn cencle stakdikm at the 
frnkt mate.



?. O“92 ANT8x7jz

The nke talpikm tn her was strakme ynukm bny’ kn ;nre thak Pfteek 
eglicses nld. Je was nkly a little bit shnrter thak ‘aIharqa was akd his 
spik was nkly slimhtly caler thak vtarsI nwk. Je had a tail si;ilar tn 
a fnLekIs’ akd sakdals stracced tn dnm,lipe dimitimrade feet. Dur rak 
frn; his tnes tn his pkees’ as it alsn did frn; the tics nf his Pkmers tn 
his elbnws. “ll nf it was a beautiful’ snulstnke blue akd’ as he leakt 
nMer the mate tn address vtars with scarplikm’ haccy eyes’ he oacced 
the feathered wikms nf si;ilar gnlnurs that scrnuted frn; his bagp.

But he waskIt the nke whn ;ade vtarsI breath hitgh akd her blnnd 
ruk gnld.

xn.
That was the harcy wn;ak beside hi;.
The harcy said knthikm as she stnnd by the wikmed ;ak’ akd 

ikstead she si;cly watghed vtars with a gnnl maQe akd what acceared 
tn be a war; s;ileS a thikm vtars rarely saw frn; a full,blnnded harcy. 
Eaybe it had sn;ethikm tn dn with her strakme,lnnpikm eyeY Ft lnnped 
a little but lipe ‘rifIs eyes had’ sn brimht akd blue akd blikd’ but it 
had ak ukkatural sheek tn it. Ft was that sa;e shike that the wikdnws 
wnuld sn;eti;es met ik the suk. “l;nst lipe it was ;ade frn; mlass.

Jeart cnukdikm’ vtars ;et the wn;akIs lnnp with her nwk ker,
Mnus stare akd swallnwed as sn;e snrt nf realisatink ga;e tn the 
harcy. The reddish,brnwk feathers nf her wikm,ar;s lifted ik gurins,
ity akd she shifted sn she gnuld brush a lngp nf hair frn; her eyes 
with a sgaly’ glawed hakd.

Jer s;ile returked akd she maMe vtars a knd that was Mery friekdly’ 
akd vtars tried tn tape a breath tn stay gal;. This wn;ak had dnke 
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knthikm tn her’ after all. 2Mek if she had beek har;ed by harcies 
;aky ti;es ik the cast’ it was knt this harcyIs fault.... vhe tried tn 
re;ikd herself that it wnuldkIt be fair tn be sgared nf sn;enke whn 
had keMer hurt her. “kd as the wn;ak glnsed her eyes akd maMe a little 
mimmle at vtarsI surcrised eLcressink’ vtars was able tn Pkd herself akd 
re;e;ber her pikdkess’ akd maMe ak awpward s;ile ik returk.

“fter she was dnke laumhikm the harcy stecced bagp tn allnw the 
ynukm bny tn ;nMe arnukd her akd address vtars.

CJelln’ ;y ka;e is (ekqi’I he said’ snukdikm ;ugh lipe ?erulia did 
whek she scnpe ik her ;nkntnknus oat way. Thnumh’ (ekqiIs sceegh 
was slnwer. )ipe he was tryikm Mery hard tn say eMery wnrd gnrregtly 
akd knt met it wrnkm. Ft gnktrasted strakmely with his nMer,eLammerat,
ed bndy lakmuame. CF a; lnnpikm fnr 9istrn ximelle. Fs this where she 
liMesY F haMe beek adMised that she resides ik Tnpip vtreet at ku;ber 
kike. Ahigh F belieMe this is. “; F gnrregtYI

CNes’ this is the rimht hnuse’I vtars gnkPr;ed. C9istrn liMes here.I
CEay F ekter the yardYI he asped. CF wish tn pkngp nk the dnnr. F 

;ust sceap with 9istrn.I
3uietly’ vtars kndded. Thek she watghed as the bny qu;ced nMer 

the mate akd’ after he lakded akd stu;bled ukder the weimht nf 
the Mery larme akd heaMy,lnnpikm bagpcagp he garried’ ;ade fnr the 
hnuse.

The harcy fnllnwed a little ;nre cnlitelyS tapikm her ti;e as she 
stecced nMer the mate 0qust as ‘aIharqa usually did’ Pkdikm it easier 
with his lnkm lemsU akd ;ade her way tn vtarsI side.
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C“bbtnh’ kurlap’I she mreeted war;ly as the bny pkngped nk the 
frnkt dnnr. C“lip terr JarIcy’ yiY BalIhipi tirr JarIcy’ balIhipi terrYI

Cxa’I vtars reclied’ akLinusly. CF a; knt a JarIcy. Ae are knt the 
sa;e. B,But... abbtnh’ still’I she added tn be cnlite. C“bbtnh....I

C“h’I the harcyIs gnnl lnnp didkIt ghakme as she held nut a hakd fnr 
vtars’ n-erikm tn helc her stakd. CNnu lnnp JarIcy. “kd ynu sceap 
JarIcy. 9id ynu used tn beYI

CNi’ F used tn be’I vtars ad;itted’ aggectikm the harcyIs hakd. vhe 
was hefted uc akd realised’ knw’ the strekmth behikd this wn;ak. 
Eusgular ar;,wikms bulmed as she tnnp nk ;nst nf vtarsI weimht akd 
easily lifted her tn her feet. Ft was sugh a s;nnth ;ntink’ with cnwer 
vtars hadkIt felt ik a lnkm ti;e’ that she gnuldkIt helc but tn blush 
as she fnukd her fnntikm. vheId knt realised this wn;akIs bulp was 
;usgle akd knt fat’ akd it was a rather e;barrassikm thikm tn disgnMer 
while ik ;ntink. CEy ka;e is vtars. Ft was di-erekt as a JarIcy. But 
knw FI; di-erekt. “kd sn ;y ka;e is di-erekt’ tnn.I

CVkderstakdable’I ghugplikm’ the harcy maMe vtars a Pr;,but,pikd 
cat nk the bagp that was surcrisikmly e:giekt at gal;ikm the kurlapIs 
kerMes. CEike is DerIta’ as miMek tn ;e at ;y birth. F a; alsn ghakmed’ 
but F peec ;y ka;e descite it.I

vtars didkIt met the ghakge tn rescnkd’ thnumh she thnumht she 
;imht haMe liped tn’ as 9istrn lnudly akswered the dnnr. vhe lnnped 
(ekqi uc akd dnwk’ tapikm hi; ik... akd vtars swnre she gnuld see the 
eLagt ;n;ekt that 9istrn realised she was lnnpikm at a ghild dawk nk 
her fage.
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C?ak F helc ynu’ piddnYI she asped’ grnssikm her ar;s akd leakikm 
nk the dnnrIs fra;e ik a reserMed’ gasual pikd nf way.

CNes’ ynu gak’I (ekqi akswered’ still ik that oat tnke nf Mnige’ descite 
the Mery larme s;ile that ga;e tn his fage. CEy ka;e is (ekqi. Nnu are 
9istrn ximelle’ yesYI

C9ecekds nk whnse aspikm’I 9istrn said’ susciginusly.
CEy ;nther said ynu ;imht say that’I retnrted (ekqi’ see;ikmly 

satisPed that this was 9istrn. CNnur recutatink as ak alghe;ist eLgeeds 
ynu’ thnumh ynur lngatink was di:gult tn Pkd. F a; snrry tn hear that 
ynu haMe lnst ynur hn;e’ it is knt a mnnd thikm at all. But it ;ade it 
easier tn Pkally tragp ynu dnwk. “kd knw F haMe gn;e a mreat distakge 
tn ;eet ynu ukder the ikstrugtink nf ;y ;nther. vhe said ynu wnuld 
pknw her by her ka;e’ (etigaYI

CPetica!I i;;ediately 9istrn lit uc akd nceked ak ar; tn usher the 
ynukm bny ikside. C8h’ F re;e;ber her— (etiga Tee. Neah— ?n;e ik’ 
FIll met ynu a drikp. JnwIs ynur ;u; mnikm’ h;YI

The bny bea;ed as he fnllnwed 9istrn ikside. Thnumh’ descite 
lnnpikm haccy eknumh tn eLclnde’ his Mnige was still oat. Cvhe is well. 
Zery well. vhe has re;arried.I

CJnw ;aky ti;esYI
C8h’ at least nkge a year sikge returkikm tn ‘utu’I eLclaiked (ekqi. 

CBut she has miMek ;e kn siblikms. Ft is qust ;e.I
vtars twitghed ak ear at the gnkMersatink’ gurinus whn this Petica 

was akd hnw 9istrn pkew her. Drn; the gnkMersatink vtars heard 
as she trailed 9istrn iktn the hnuse’ she thnumht they ;ust haMe 
pknwk eagh nther Kuite well. (erhacs very well’ lipe her nwk ;nther 
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akd 9istrn pkew eagh nther’ knw. vhe held the dnnr fnr DerIta’ knt 
waktikm tn be rude’ but pect ak ear turked tnwards 9istrn akd (ekqi 
tn listek tn what was beikm said.

DerIta maMe vtars a Kuiet s;ile akd stnnd by the dnnr as it was 
glnsed’ cuttikm her hakds behikd her bagp as she waited fnr (ekqi akd 
9istrnIs gnkMersatink tn ukfnld.

“kd’ ukfnld it did. Dnr as snnk as the cleasaktries were dealt with 
akd a guc nf water drukp’ (ekqi wasted kn ti;e ik aspikm4

C“re ynu seepikm ak accrektigeYI
9istrn wasted a little ti;e starikm at hi; ik surcrise befnre akswer,

ikm. CF already haMe ak accrektige.I
CAnuld ynu gnksider tapikm nk a segnkdY Ey ;nther tnld ;e tn 

asp ynu if ynu wnuld be ;y ;ektnr.I
C(ekqi’ listen,I 9istrn sugped ik a breath nf air thrnumh her teeth’ 

lettikm it hiss thrnumh her sknut lnudly. CF lnMe ynur ;u; akd really 
wish F gnuld helc nut. F dn. 5nds pknw F nwe her ;nre thak a few 
faMnurs— But F dnkIt really haMe the ;eaks tn e;clny ynu. F ;eak FIMe 
qust lnst ;y hn;e’ F gakIt cay ynu fnr6C

CF thikp ynu ;isukderstakd’I (ekqi ikterructed. CF dn knt seep e;,
clny;ekt’ but edugatink. Ey ;nther wakts ;e taumht by the best 
akd is willikm tn cay the himhest rates fnr ynur serMiges as a teagher.I

9istrn laumhed lnudly at that’ a himh knte nf disbelief breapikm 
thrnumh her tnke. Cvhe has the ;nkey tn pay fnr ak edugatink akd 
still sekt ynu nut nf Kutu tn gn;e akd see ;eY—I she said ik shngp. 
Cvekt ynu nut nf the knowledge kingdom akd had ynu traMel straimht 
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cast all thnse fakgy bnardikm sghnnls ik the 5alla;nr qust tn haMe ynu 
pkngp nk ;y dnnrY—I

CNes’I he akswered. Cvhe thikps Mery himhly nf ynu.I
CNeah’ well. F gakIt eLagtly say no, knw’ gak F—I she laumhed. CJnt 

da;k’ she really thikps F gak dn a better qnb teaghikm ynu alghe;y 
thak all nf the teaghers ik ‘utu akd 5alla;nr’ dnes sheYI

Cvhe trusts ynu’I was the rescnkse.
CDugp ;e’ she shnuldkIt—I still ghugplikm’ 9istrn claged her hakds

 Pr;ly nk her hics akd shnnp her head. Cvhe nf all cencle shnuld 
pknw better—I

vtars didkIt met tn hear what was said’ keLt’ as DerIta leakt glnser 
akd distragted her with a friekdly shnulder,kudme. CF heard a ru;nur 
that vhapa Tarr mnt his shit absnlutely rocked yesterday. NnuIre the 
nke whn did that’ yiYI

CNi. F fnumht vhapa’I vtars gnkPr;ed. CJe said terrible thikms tn ;e. 
vn F wakted tn ;ape hi; tnn sgared tn eMer say the; amaik.I

“ thrilled lnnp ga;e tn DerIta’ thek’ as her war; s;ile turked tn 
a wider mrik nf qny. C5nnd. FIMe always hated that bastard. FtIs abnut 
ti;e he was cut ik his clage—I

CF thikp his gnusik shnuld be allnwed tn pill hi;’I vtars said si;cly.
“knther laumh’ lnud eknumh tn disturb 9istrn akd (ekqiIs gnkMer,

satink’ akd DerIta maMe a knd tn the bny. C“h’ LekIefay’ FI; snrry tn 
ikterruct’I she acnlnmised. CBut frn; the snukds nf it’ ;y gnktragt is 
gn;cleteYI
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CNes’ F dn knt keed ynu tn esgnrt ;e bagp hn;e’I (ekqi gnkPr;ed. 
CNnu ;ay mn. F will Pkd aggn;;ndatink here.... 9istrn’ are there aky 
mnnd ikks ynu ;imht regn;;ekd6C

C)ipe ciss FI; lettikm (etigaIs pid stay ik sn;e shit,hnuse ikk—I 
9istrn was the nke tn ikterruct’ this ti;e. CFf ynuIre mnikm tn be liMikm 
ik a hnle’ it ;imht as well be the nke FIMe dum nut’ rimht— AeIll Pkd 
sn;ewhere fnr ynu tn sleec’ eMek if itIs nk the gnugh.I

CThakp ynu’ 9istrn’I (ekqi said with a s;all knd nf his head. CThat 
is accregiated. F haMe a bedrnll ik ;y cagp. (lease qust tell ;e where 
tn cut it akd F will ;ape ;yself gn;fnrtable.I

CAe sleec ucstairs’I vtars ghi;ed ik. CNnu are welgn;e tn sleec kear 
;e’ F dnkIt ;ikd as lnkm as ynu dnkIt lay betweek ;y bed akd ;y 
)ittle 9e;nkIs grib.... But ‘epip 9istrnY Nnu ;imht wakt tn tell ;y 
pepip that (ekqi is stayikm with us. Ff she Pkds hi; ik nur rnn; 
at kimht withnut beikm tnld she ;imht try tn Pmht hi;’ akd that 
wnuldkIt be a Mery kige thikm tn haccek fnr akynke.I

“knther laumh sknrted nut nf DerItaIs knse’ eghnikm 9istrnIs nwk.
C(nikt’ cnikt’ she wnkIt be haccy F didkIt disguss it Prst’ FI; sure’I 

9istrn agpknwledmed. Jer eyes thek snfteked’ akd she ;ntinked fnr 
(ekqi tn fnllnw her tn the stairs. CBut FIll tape that sgnldikm.... ?n;e 
nk’ piddn’ FIll met ynu set uc akd ynu gak tell ;e hnw ynur ;u;Is 
beek dnikm. FIMe ;issed her mnnPkm n-.... 9id she eMer tell ynu hnw 
we ;etYI

vtars watghed the cair leaMe with a gurinus twitgh nf her ears’ 
listekikm as they mreeted ?erulia at the dnnr... thek DerIta maMe a Kuiet 
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gnumh tn glear her thrnat akd vtars suddekly bega;e very aware she 
was alnke with a harcy.

C8hYI DerIta gngped her head as vtars oikghed. CNnu alrimhtYI
CV;... yi’ snrry’I vtars rubbed at nke nf her ar;s. CFI;....I
CNnuIre...YI DerIta asped’ snftly’ as vtars trailed n-.
CTirr dreakpnt’I vtars gn;;ekted ik JarIcy.
CNnuIre knt beikm rude’I DerIta reassured. CAhy wnuld ynu thikp 

ynu areYI
CEy ;ikd is beikm rude’I she gnrregted. CFI; lekta. FI; lekta akd it 

;apes ;e tarkart.I
CBeikm sgared is knthikm tn be asha;ed nf6C
CFt is,I vtars ikterructed’ Pr;ly. CNnu haMe dnke knthikm wrnkm tn 

;e akd’ still’ FI; sgared nf ynu qust begause ynu are a harcy. Nnu gakIt 
helc beikm a harcy’ whigh ;eaks F a; beikm rude by beikm sgared. 
“kd FI; snrry. F haMe kn reasnk tn be sgared nf ynu. FtIs bwab.I

Eugh tn vtarsI surcrise’ DerIta waskIt ucset’ akmry’ nr saddeked.... 
Fkstead’ she laumhed akd maMe vtars aknther friekdly cat nk the bagp.

Cxa bwab’I she said. CNnuIre kurlap. xurlap liMe ik bapti ik the 
JegpIke. “kd by the lnnps nf ynur sgars’ ynu had it eMek harder thak 
;nst. Fk nur hn;elakd ynu are nccressed’ F ukderstakd that. NnuIre 
allnwed tn feel kerMnus arnukd thnse that rese;ble ynur nccressnrs. 
FI; snrry that ynu haMe beek hurt sn harshly that ;eetikm aknther 
JegpIkeriak ;apes ynu sgared. F gak nkly i;amike what ynuIMe beek 
thrnumh tn haMe sugh fear.I

vtars waskIt sure she was gn;cletely fa;iliar with that wnrd’ op-
pressed, but she thnumht she ;imht ukderstakd the ;eakikm ik the 
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gnkteLt it was miMekS it sounded lipe it ;ade sekse tn her. Cvtill...I she 
;u;bled’ her ears drnncikm. CYou keMer hurt ;e. F dnkIt wakt tn 
thikp lipe this whek ynuIMe dnke knthikm wrnkm. FtIs qust... hard. FtIs 
lipe a cart nf ;e wakts tn thikp di-erekt tn hnw F wakt tn’ akd F haMe 
tn Pmht it tn peec gnktrnl.I

CF ukderstakd’I DerIta agpknwledmed serinusly’ the s;ile fallikm 
frn; her fage. CAhek F Prst left JegpIke F was beat by a wnlMek ;ak 
whn didkIt lipe that ;y relimink was di-erekt frn; his nwk. Dnr ;nre 
thak twn years F was terriPed tn traMel tn the snuth ik gase F ga;e 
agrnss aknther lipe hi;. Ft tnnp a lnt tn leark tn ncek ;y hearts tn 
wnlMeks’ amaik.I

C‘epip 9istrn is half wnlMek’I vtars blurted alnud’ befnre she had 
ti;e tn thikp knt tn.

C“h’ F thnumht she lnnped tiaIPn’I DerIta ghugpled’ her mrik half,re,
turkikm as she leakt ik glnser akd scnpe Mery snftly. CF ukderstakd ynur 
fear’ vtars. Jere ik the 2;cire’ harcies lipe ;e are treated lipe kurlap 
are ik JegpIke. Ae liMe the sa;e ik nur eLceriekges’ ynu akd F’ descite 
that we lnnp sn di-erekt. “kd F belieMe that we shnuld be searghikm 
fnr gnkkegtink ik what we haMe ik gn;;nk. xnt diMisink ik what we 
dnkIt. NiYI

vtars gnuldkIt helc but returk the s;ile with a weap nke nf her 
nwk. CNi’ F amree.I

CNi’I receated DerIta. Thek’ she lit uc brimhter as she glearly had ak 
idea. C“h— Ahy dnkIt F tape ynu fnr lukghYI she summested. CFIMe already 
beek caid fnr this esgnrt qnb’ sn F gak a-nrd tn scekd a little regplessly. 
Ae gak eat akd share stnries. Anuld ynu lipe thatYI
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CF wnuld Mery ;ugh lipe that—I vtarsI weap s;ile mrew ;ugh ;nre 
gnkPdekt. CNnu see; lipe a Mery kige cersnk’ akd F wnuld lipe tn pknw 
ynu better.I

CThek shall we mnYI DerIta asped’ ;ntinkikm fnr the dnnr.
CNi’ qust let ;e tell ?erulia where F a; mnikm’I vtars said. Cvhe is 

lnnpikm after ;y snk’ akd F thikp it is cnlite tn tell her whek F a; 
leaMikm.I

C8f gnurse’ ;y friekd’ tape ynur ti;e.I



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

A TABLE IN THE CORNER; THE 

LOCAL TAVERN

YUNE 24TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars had never been drunk before.
She’d had a few sips of alcohol since leaving Heck’ne, of course. 

But only ever enough to see what it had tasted like when Ka’harja 
had omered her soNe with dinner. xever had she drunk more than a 
few sips, not at once, and now after three and a half pints of foEen 
beer she found she was Fnding it Nore than just a little diDcult to 
think straight.

Tven Nore challenging for the poor woNan was keeping her voice 
down as Mer’ta recounted a particularly huNorous story of her tiNe 
travelling across a cluster of islands in the lower section of Ias. 3he 
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topic of Ias had coNe up when Stars had, inevitably, Nentioned her 
son and his dassen father. Stars had talked about Mabecut and his lies, 
and Mer’ta had been ‘uick to relate it to a dassen woNan she had once 
Net. MroN there the story had continued, and before Stars knew it 
she was listening to the tiNe Mer’ta had joined a dassen hunting party 
and gotten caught in her own trap and laughing so heartily it Nade 
her chest hurt.

xow, the tavern wasn’t loud. xot by any Neans. 3hough foEens 
loved their drink and there were Nany travellers in town needing a 
Neal froN a talented kitchen, it was still rather early in the day and 
Nost patrons weren’t drinking. xor were they speaking loudly. Tven 
those with naturally loud voices were nowhere near as boisterous as 
Stars was, today.

Iespite Nost having coNe for a ‘uiet lunch, though, the rooN 
seeNed unbothered by Stars’ spirited aNuseNent as they all ate their 
Neals. 3hey knew that it was to be eEpected in a place with drink, 
especially in a foEen town, and even as Stars’ voice echoed om the large 
s‘uare windows on the opposite side of the rooN it seeNed that the 
other diners were happy to ignore the noise.

Yerhaps if it had been yelling or arguing they Night have felt dif!
ferent. But Stars’ laughter was lighthearted and joyful and seeNed to 
bring about a pleasant Nood as several people eyed her and grinned.

CJou’ve been so Nany placesA’ Stars beaNed. C9’N jealousA 9 wish 9 
could go as Nany places as you have goneA’

CHey, you’re not old yetA’ Mer’ta reassured. CJou still have plenty of 
tiNe ahead of you to eEplore the worldA’
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C9 know 9’N young but 9... 9 can’t go,’ she said, her ears drooping 
as her sNile disappeared. zhen Mer’ta Nade a face at her, looking 
‘uiLLical, Stars clariFed2 C9 have to look after Ny son.’

C1w, that’s not a probleNA’ waving a disNissive hand, Mer’ta gave a 
laugh. COust take hiN with youA’

C3ake hiN with NeU’ Stars echoed, her eyes widening a little bit. She 
hadn’t.... C9 hadn’t thought of doing that. 9 could take hiN with Ne, 
couldn’t 9U’

CJi, of course you can,’ conFrNed Mer’ta. CYlenty of caravans 9’ve 
lived with have had berr with theN. Jou can live two dreaNs at once, 
Ny friend.’

C9 can...’ Stars’ sNile returned. C9 canA 9 can do bothA :h, that’s a 
wonderful thingA’

0ore laughter, both froN Mer’ta and froN several of the patrons 
overhearing their conversation.

C9 can talk to Ny Nyit if you like,’ Mer’ta omered. Cze’d be Nore than 
happy to have you. 3hat is, if you still want to go after the Ialrenta 
has passed.’

C3hat’s very nice of you, but 9 think 9 would like to travel with Ny 
friends again,’ Stars said, (opping over the table and giving a happy 
sigh. C3hey are such lovely people. 9 Niss theN.... 3hey felt like having 
another faNily, only this faNily was kind to Ne and respected Ne. 
3hey believed Ne when 9 told the truth, even if the truth sounded 
coNpletely hakalika. 1nd they didn’t get Nad at Ne. xot even when 
9 did things that Nake Nost people Nad. )iving with theN was the 
best 9’ve ever felt, and 9 think 9 would like to feel that way again.’
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C3hey sound Nip,’ said Mer’ta.
C3he Nost NipA’ Stars eEclaiNed. C1nd they loved Ny )ittle Ie!

Non, tooA Tven 3rat would watch hiN if 9 needed hiN to. But... but 
they don’t coNe back to a long tiNe. xot until Oasfe. So 9 can’t ask 
theN if 9 can go with theN until then.... zhat if they say noU’ she 
looked downtrodden again. Czhat if they don’t want Ne to go with 
theNU 3hen 9’ll Niss Ny chance to go at all....’

Cxa, you won’t Niss out,’ Mer’ta’s hand found Stars’ own and she 
gave it a s‘ueeLe. C:n Ny honour, Ny friend. 9f they do not have you, 
9 will. 9’ll coNe back here after Oasfe, yiU Before the Ialrenta after this 
one. 1nd if your friends have told you na, then 9 will tell you yi and 
you will coNe with Ne. How’s that soundU’

Stars was ‘uiet for a NoNent as she thought on it. 9t sounded... 
nice. CJi. 9 think 9 like that. 3hank you, that is Nip of you to omer.’

C9t’s not a probleN, Ny friend,’ another reassuring s‘ueeLe, and 
then Mer’ta withdrew her hand so she could pick up and down the 
last of her drink.

Stars watched froN where she lay over the table, her eyes following 
the tankard as it was lifted to the harpy’s thin lips and drunk froN.

C9 don’t think 9 like alcohol, Nuch,’ Stars decided aloud. CTvery 
tiNe 9 try it, no Natter what kind 9 have, it has a funny taste that stays 
in Ny Nouth for too long, even if 9 eat afterwards.’

1 laugh echoed inside Mer’ta’s eNpty tankard before it was placed 
lightly on the table. C9f you don’t like drinking, then why have you 
drunk so NuchU’
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CJou keep omering Ne Nore, and 9 don’t want to be rude,’ Stars 
answered. CJou’re too pretty to be rude to.’

C9t’s not rude to refuse a drink,’ Mer’ta told her. C9t’s a good habit, 
actually. xot everyone is as honourable as a Har’py. SoNe use drink 
to take advantage of people.’

Stars’ ear twitched, the faNiliar warning Nirroring soNething she 
recalled Koko telling her once. She was too tired to think about what 
eEactly it Neant, though, and instead siNply began speaking without 
thinking. CJou are a lot nicer than any other Har’py 9 have Net before. 
xearly every Har’py 9’ve Net, no Natter what they are, nurlak or 
foEen or even the feathered kind like you, they have never been very 
nice to Ne. Tven Ny faNily was Nean to Ne. So Nean. 0y... Ny yalFt 
was the Neanest. Tven when 9’d done nothing, he would be Nean to Ne
.’

C0N, would heU’ Mer’ta asked, not looking iNpressed. C—ndeserved 
he’hen at your faNily is a shaNeful act, you know.’

CHe was always angry at usA’ Stars eEclaiNed. C0y kekik and 9 Nore 
than anyone else, because he thought she was weak and thought 9 was 
hakalika. 0y rek, 3a’lak, ran away because he was so terrible to her, 
and 9 have never seen her again.’

CJour sister, Ta’lak?’ a sNall (icker of recognition touched Mer’ta’s 
eye, though she said nothing Nore on it as Stars nodded against the 
wood of the table. 9nstead, Mer’ta leant forward, gently slipping her 
hand under Stars’ chin to shift her head and Neet her eye. CJour yalFt 
sounds like he was shaNeful, Ny friend. 9’N sorry that he hurt you 
and your faNily. 3hat is not the Har’py way.’



09SM933TI q?q

Mor a NoNent Stars was ‘uiet, looking into Mer’ta’s one good eye 
4the other was Nade of glass, Mer’ta had conFrNedZ. 3hen she gave a 
pitiful whine and (opped her head back liNply over5 the alcohol she’d 
drunk earlier Naking her feel rather ‘ueasy. C9 have been told that, 
before,’ she coNNented, s‘ueeLing her eyes shut so she didn’t have 
to see the rooN spinning around her. CIr )akeki said that her Nentor 
was froN Heck’ne, and that there are a lot of people in Heck’ne 
who lie about being Har’py to hurt their faNilies. 9 didn’t want to 
believe her when she told Ne that, because she was never a Har’py 
and couldn’t understand what it was like to be one.... But you’re a 
Har’py. 1nd you know what it’s like to be in Heck’ne. So you know 
what it was like. 1nd what it Neans to be a Har’py.... zhat does it 
Nean to be Har’pyU 1 real oneU’

Mer’ta took a deep breath, seeNing like she was thinking of how to 
word herself. C9t’s.... Being a Har’py is love.’

Stars opened her eyes, shifting to her elbows so she could look at 
Mer’ta properly and twitch her ears in a curious and attentive way. C
Love?’ she echoed in disbelief.

CJi, love,’ Mer’ta conFrNed. CBeing a true Har’py is about love. )ove 
of those around you, so strong that Nakes you want to Fght to keep 
theN safe. )ove so intense it Nakes you willing to die for theN6 But 
Nore than that. 9t Nakes you willing to live for theN. 3o be a Har’py is 
to be surrounded by faNily that Nakes the struggle worth surviving. 
1 true Har’py loves so deeply it gives theN a reason to push forward. 
1 purpose. Marfah henha kosson. KaNi taa’han for Ny faNily. 9 tai 
for theN, no Natter how hard the kiita is. 9 push on for love.’
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Stars thought on that for a long, long while, swaying back and forth 
ever!so!slightly as she did. C0aybe...’ she acknowledged. C9 think... 9 
think 9 like your way of being a Har’py better than the way 9 was 
taught to be one. 9t sounds Nore right.... )ove sounds Nore right. 
zhy live if you don’t loveU )ove is everything. zithout it, what’s the 
pointU ze Night as well... just Li’kaf, without love.’

C9 would rather die than live without love, too,’ Mer’ta agreed. 3hen, 
she folded her arNs, tucking her wings’ feathers carefully against the 
table as she did. C9 say with sincerity, Stars, that 9 believe your faNily 
were Nup’Nakas.’

C0up’NakasU’ Stars repeated, confused. C3hey were not liars. 3hey 
believed it was wrong and dishonourable to tell lies.... 9 don’t under!
stand what you Nean.’

C1 Nup’Naka is a cultist,’ Mer’ta eEplained. CIo you know what a 
cult isU’

Stars shook her head. CIr )akeki used that word, too. But 9 don’t 
know what it Neans.’

CSoNeone who teaches or was taught lies about the gods, and lives 
by those lies,’ Mer’ta eEplained. C3here are Nany in Heck’ne. Yeople 
who want to do harN 6Shaka 3arr, for eEaNple6 coNe to Heck’ne 
with a false idea of our hoNeland’s ways. 3hey lie about 7en’efay 
and her teachings. 3hey have children. 3hey teach those children 
those lies. 1nd the children grow into adults thinking those lies are 
the truth. 3hen they have their own children. 1nd those children 
are taught those saNe lies. 9t repeats over and over until the lie is 
believed with no doubt, and the Nup’Nakas believe theNselves to be 
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the true Har’pies and the true Har’pies to be wrong. 3hey are the 
worst kinds of liars because they believe their lies are truth and refuse 
to listen when told they are wrong. 3hey are the worst because liars 
who believe in their own lies are dangerous. 3hey go to eEtreNes and 
feel justiFed when they hurt others. 3hey do not doubt theNselves. 
Io not re(ect on their behaviour. 3hey live by the lies and anyone 
who does not is their eneNy.... Ioes that sound like your faNilyU’

CJi,’ Stars sighed before (opping over again and burying her face 
into her arNs. CJi, it does. 3hey don’t think they’re bad. 3hat’s 
soNething 9 think nobody else understands eEcept for Ny kekik. 0y 
yalFt... he thought he was a good person. He did everything he was 
taught to do. 1nd he did it all very well. But what he was taught to 
do was painful and scary and.... 1nd he died thinking it was what 
was right. 1nd there are people in Heck’ne now, who 9 grew up with, 
who still think that it is right...’ tears began to well up, now, and her 
voice s‘ueaked as she sni8ed. C3hey’re never going to know it’s not 
right, are theyU 3hey’re always going to think that bad is good and 
be backwards with no honour....’

C9 aN sorry to upset you, 9 Neant it as no insult to you or your 
loved ones,’ Mer’ta said, softly. C3hough they abused you, they too 
are victiNs of their ancestors’ ill!intentions. 9f they were raised with 
lies that they believe with all their heart are truth then it is Nuch 
Nore coNplicated than siNply being a good or a bad person. 9f they 
were taught that bad things were good things, then how are they to 
know better than what they doU :ne day their souls will be judged by 
7en’efay, and 9 pray that she gives their spirits the Nercy they need to 
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learn the truth and Fnd their place under her wings. 9 pray for you that 
their souls are not beyond redeNption. 3hat they were not always 
dooNed to be cast into the forever!dark because the circuNstances 
of their births lead theN astray. 9 will hold hope for you that those 
you love are given a second chance to Fnd their true honour in the 
afterlife.’

CEewowm,’ Stars NuNbled into the table. C9 wish others would 
understand as well as you do.’

C9t’s not always easy to see the world as Nore than black and white,’ 
Mer’ta coNforted. C9 know it’s coNpleE because 9’ve lived on both 
sides of oppression and privilege, as you are learning to do now. 
3hough, our circuNstances are close to opposites. 9 proNise that it 
will get easier as tiNe passes, even if the ache soNetiNes returns to 
your heart.’

1 sNall, tired sNile found its way back to Stars as she shifted to look 
to Mer’ta again. CJou’re a very kind person,’ she coNNented. CJour 
Nyit is very lucky.’

Cxot lucky,’ Mer’ta corrected. CIeserving. He is at least twice as kind 
as 9 aN, if not Nore.’

C9f that is true, then 9 think 9 would like to Neet hiN,’ Stars said. 
Czould you introduce NeU’

CJi, 9 will have to,’ chuckling, Mer’ta reached forward to give Stars’ 
hand another s‘ueeLe against the table. CHe is a gural. Jou know what 
a gural isU’

C)ike an anvoraU’ Stars recalled. C:ne of the Jendi races.’
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CJi, he is froN the Jendi, like us. 3hough he did live in the Lal!
laNor for a whileA’

Stars’ ear twitched. C)ike us?’ she echoed. C1’la’haU 9 don’t under!
stand. 9 aN not froN the Jendi. 9 aN froN Heck’ne.’

CHeck’ne is a Jendi land,’ Mer’ta eEplained, her tone siNple and 
kind and without even a hint of judgeNent in it. C0any forget that. 
But harpies are descended froN 7en’efay, and 7en’efay is one of the 
Jendi sisters. 1nd so the harpy hoNeland is a Jendi land. 1nd all 
who are born within it, be they harpy, foEen, seces, or nurlak, are 
welcoNe in the Jendi as citiLens.’

C9’N... a Jendi citiLenU’ Stars asked, slowly.
CJi, it is your right as a Heck’nerian to call yourself so,’ said Mer’ta. 

Czhy else would you be taught of the Jendi sisters and their history 
if it was not your history as wellU Tven if you are froN the Nup’Nakas, 
all who live in Heck’ne live in Jendi. Oust as all who live here in 
Bokwok live in the TNpire. Yeoples connected through bonds tran!
scending generations, coNing together and forNing allied nations. 
9t’s rather kaNa, 9 think.’

C9t does sound Nip, when you say it like that,’ Stars agreed. C9... 9 
like how it sounds. 9’N Stars Beesa, and 9 was born in the Jendi.... 
:hA 3hat was Nip to sayA 3hat felt right!’

C3here you goA’
1 FrN pat found its way to Stars’ shoulder, two solids thuNps, 

and she couldn’t help but giggle. C3hank you very Nuch for speaking 
with Ne, Mer’ta. 9t has helped Ne feel better about a lot of things that 
9 felt very Nup about, before.’
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CLlad to be of serviceA’ Mer’ta huNoured. C9s there anything else you 
would like to speak aboutU’

Stars considered this for a NoNent, poking at her alNost!eNpty 
cup of no!longer!bubbling alcohol and letting her ears (op liNply 
against her cheeks. C9 don’t have Nuch else to say,’ Stars adNitted. 
CBut 9 think 9 would like to have seE with you.’

CJou’re drunk, Ny friend,’ Mer’ta chuckled. C1nd 9 don’t have seE 
with people when they’re drunk.’

Czhy notU’ Stars asked, dropping her arN heavy against the table 
and sighing. C9s it wrong to doU’

CJi, it’s wrong,’ Mer’ta conFrNed. CIrunks cannot consent. Tven if 
you say you want to, it would be bakti hal’kata if 9 were to indulge. 
But if you are still interested in having seE with Ne when you are 
sober then you are welcoNe to Fnd Ne again. 0y Nyit and 9 will be 
staying just outside of town until a few days after the Ialrenta has 
ended.’

C9 think 9 would like to Fnd you again,’ Stars said, burying her face 
back into the table. CJou are very pretty, and very kind, and you tell 
good stories. 9 would like to have seE with you. 9 think it would be a 
lot of fun.... :h, but 9 can’tA’ she gave a Niserable whine and pulled 
her arN up over her head at the realisation. C9 can’t have seE with you, 
not for a long tiNeA 9’N sick, and that is how it spreads. 9 cannot have 
seE until after the thirty!second day of the NonthA 3hat is when Ny 
Nedicine is done, and 9 cannot infect anyone else.’

Cze can always Neet up after the Ialrenta,’ Mer’ta suggested, and 
Stars saw her Nake a Notion to soNeone that clearly said mind your 
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own business. CJou will definitely be sober by then, and we can see if 
you’re still interested.’

Stars groaned instead of replying and a rough, calloused hand 
found her cheek and began softly Nassaging her ear.

CYerhaps 9 have bought you too Nany drinks,’ Mer’ta thought 
aloud, a short laugh escaping her. C9t Nay be best if 9 take you hoNe 
to sleep it om.’

C9 would like to sleep,’ Stars NuNbled in agreeNent.
CWoNe, then, 9’ll walk you back,’ Mer’ta omered. C1nd perhaps 9 

could Neet your sonU’
CJi, if he is awake...’ leaning into Mer’ta’s hand, Stars wasn’t sure if 

she would be awake when she got hoNe.... But, still, she forced her 
eyes open, took a deep breath, and lifted her head to look at the harpy 
in front of her. C—gh, 9 don’t know why Iistro drinks so often. 9t 
feels Nup.’

C9t’s not for everyone,’ Mer’ta coNforted. C9’ll get you soNe water 
before we go. 3hat will help your head not feel so Niita.’

CTewowN.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

UNDER A PAINTING OF 

DISTRO’S FAMILY; A LARGE 

AND UNFAMILIAR BEDROOM

DEFINITELY NOT YUNE 25TH, PROBABLY NOT YEAR 

10,053 AE

The world was turning under Stars’ feet, almost as if the ground 
was inviting her to come down and meet it. It beckoned her with a 
swirling, confusing feeling in her head and in her gut. She thought 
that it was somewhere between being jostled by the caravans as they 
went over a stony path, and being picked up by Ka’harja and spun 
around in circles over and over until she squealed and stumbled and 
saw the sky above her continue to move even when she’d lay down.
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Still, despite the call of the ground, all she could do was look up 
with bleary eyes at the big wooden-framed painting of what appeared 
to be a very young Distro being held carefully against the chest of 
a humongous wolven man in very Nne purple clothes. The woman 
beside him in the painting held a set of twins that shared Distro’s face 
and freckles.... Stars noted that, though Distro looked like both the 
other children and the man, she shared no features with the woman. 
zot even their dark hair and tired eyes were the same.

Something about Distro having a second mother prickled in the 
back of Stars’ dixxy mind, though she couldn’t remember e“actly 
what had been e“plained to her. Something about ”step.A Rnd given 
the sixe of tiny little Distro in the wolven man’s hand, being stepped 
on by her second mother seemed a rather real risk.

Stars lifted one set of her hands to hold her head steady, and used 
the other set to lean against the rather large chest of drawers in front 
of her.

Where was she?
She knew, as she looked around, that something was very wrong 

with where she was. zothing felt right. It was almost that same 
feeling as when Wachel had taken her through time and all of the 
animals had been quiet.

?h... When was she—
The question was answered by the bedroom door creaking open 

and a young boy who resembled her son Conly seven years olderC 
wheeled his way into the room and came to a stop beside the bed. 
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‘e paused, lifting his shaking hands to e“amine his palms, and gave 
a trembling groan as if he was in pain.

Stars’ heart pounded as the boy let his head fall back and his arms 
and wings dropped limp at his sides, and the an“iety squeexed so Nrm 
in her chest she thought she might be ill.

In seven years, he’s going to get sick.
She couldn’t move. It was like she had stepped in a hole and her 

legs had been caught and she couldn’t pull them free.
‘e heaved, swallowing down some sort of sick, as a cold sweat 

became clear on his pale face.
;Oh, Kekik,’ he mumbled. ;Where are you?’
;I’m here,’ Stars said aloudP tears Nnding her eyes as she fought the 

heavy grip of the !oor on her feet. She took one step towards her son. 
Then another. Then something gripped her ankle tight and held her 
in place. Though, when she looked there was nothing but the empty 
air. ;4lease. 4lease let me comfort him. ‘e needs meL’

The air squeexed her tighter as she pulled her leg forward three 
more steps. More hand-like feelings ran up her leg and she found 
she couldn’t Nght their strength. Though with eBort, she managed 
another half-step before her foot was yanked furiously back to the 
!oor.

It thumped in time with a knock on the bedroom door and Stars’ 
ears twitched as her own mother entered the room. She looked older 
and more tired than ever, though there was a glow to her skin and a 
fullness to her cheeks that showed she was in good health despite her 
e“haustion.
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;Demon—’ she asked, softly, as she stepped inside. ;Rre you alright— 
Kixxa kan at dinner, and I know you barely touched your lunch.’

;Kekik-Kekik,’ the young boy groaned, a hefty breath escaping 
him. ;I don’t feel so good.’

;Hh, naL’ Dena was at his side in minutes, her hand against his 
clammy forehead. ;za, naL zot you tooL 4lease, please, not you tooL’

She wiped a tear from his cheek and something, suddenly, changed. 
R wild look struck into Demon’s eyes, one unlike any Stars had ever 
seen before, and without warning he leapt from his chairP his wings 
giving him a burst of speed as he thrust himself upon Dena, knocking 
her to the !oor and biting at her like a starving animal. She shrieked 
as her grandson’s teeth dug into her shoulder and his wings scratched 
at her face to shred her skin like a sabre’s claws.

Stars gave a desperate cryP unable to break free from the invisible 
hands that held her in place as her mother was mauled.

The boy was shoved back and the force of a hand against his cheek 
made him brie!y release his grip on Dena’s shoulder... only for him 
to push forward again and sink his fangs into her throat.

Dena’s cry cut short as the boy shook her, violently snarling and 
hu:ng and then... the wild look disappeared from his eyes and he 
gasped, dropping his grandmother with a surprised cry and falling 
backwards.

;zoC zo, no, noL’ he breathed, scrambling to right himself and 
crawl to her again, his legs limp behind him as he dragged them 
through the blood spattered over the !oor. ;zoL zoL I’m sorryL’ he 
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put his hands against the wound, tears cutting through the gore that 
smeared his own cheeks. ;zoL I’m sorryL Kekik-KekikL I’m sorryL’

Dena shuddered, gasping for air through the blood that !ooded 
her lungs, and the boy wailed into the air. ;‘E64L SHMEBHDO 
‘E64L’

The door burst open, then, and Ka’harja Colder by nearly a decade 
of what Stars knew him to beC gave a horriNed shout and covered 
his mouth with both hands, stumbling into the door as he did.

;I’m sorryL’ the boy repeated, turning to Ka’harja with a sob. ;I 
didn’t mean toL IC I didn’t mean toL’

;By the Eight childC; Ka’harja turned, then, and shouted down 
the hallC ;R ‘ER6EWL ?E zEED R ‘ER6EWL NOW!’

Stars felt like she might have collapsed if not for the invisible hands 
holding her up. She felt an uncontrolled sob shake her as Ka’harja 
rushed to Dena’s side and brushed the young boy’s hands away to 
try and hold the wound closed himself.

;I’m sorry, Kekik-KekikL’ 6ittle Demon wailed. ;I’m sorryL I’m 
sorryL I’m sorryL’

Rnd Stars covered her ears, her eyes squeexing shut tight as she gave 
her own wail and desperately tried to drown out the sounds of her 
dying mother and screaming son.

It was all too loud... and then it all went silent, and her entire body 
trembled in the cold dark that followed before she Nnally dared to 
open her eyes.

The room was the same but diBerent, though she couldn’t tell how 
or why.
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Rs she looked back up she saw that her mother and friend and 
son were no longer on the !oor. Instead the three had been replaced 
and she saw that terrifying dassen man againP the one who had taken 
6ah’kort’s place killing Ka’harja in her dream and brandished Dis-
tro’s head like a trophy.

‘e stood over two women who lay in the bed that Dena had been 
mauled beside, a calm and indiBerent look in his eyes as he watched 
them. Both looked much like himselfP with orange scales and hair 
and wings. The younger of the women nuxxled into the older, who 
was trembling and struggling for breath in a way very similar to the 
way that Dena had been... though, there were no wounds upon her 
throat that Stars could see to be killing her.

Stars said nothing, still held to the spot, and simply wept quietly 
as she looked to the scene in confusion. She felt like she might throw 
up... and then the man turned to her, meeting her eye with his own, 
sharp and green and evil, and she was Nlled with such a horrible fear 
that she followed through with the feeling and heaved up everything 
within her.

She woke with a jolt as she began choking, the world suddenly 
bright and loud with her heart trying to follow her stomach out her 
throat as someone rolled her onto her side and thumped her heavily 
on her back to clear her airway.

R sharp whistle pierced through the air like an alert from behind 
Stars, followed by an inaudible shout, and she heard heavy footsteps 
start up the stairs as 6ittle Demon began wailing from his crib and 
Jerulia’s voice spoke urgently to her.
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;Jome onL’ Jerulia e“claimed, her usually-!at tone broken with 
worry and surprise. ;Jome onL Breathe, StarsL BreatheL’

The bedroom door !ung open and Distro rushed in, followed by 
Ka’harja and Dena.

Stars’ heart skipped a beat when she saw her motherP relief and grief 
!owing through her and making her even dixxier than the !ashing 
hot white sparks in the corners of her vision were already making her 
feel.

Rll of her family hurried to her and helped Jerulia shift herP 
Ka’harja easily !ipping her into a position that let her choke up the 
last of the vomit in her lungs and take a deep, desperate breath as 
Distro pulled back her hair and Dena pressed her forehead against 
her cheek and whispered comforting and desperate words.

The !ashing white faded as Stars panted, replaced with dark e“-
haustion that she just couldn’t seem to Nght as her eyes slowly !ut-
tered closed and the worried voices urging her to stay awake faded 
into silence.
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PROPPED UP AGAINST THE 

HEADBOARD; BED

YUNE 25TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars had woken up to about three emergency healers examining 
her; her family worrying and pacing the room as Little Demon wailed 
without end in Cerulia’s arms and the healers took her temperature 
and cleaned the vomit from her face.

Still dazed, she’d struggled for a moment before Ka’harja had 
calmed her and stopped her from throwing a punch at the man who 
had lifted her shirt to press a cold metal examination tool to her 
chest. He’d been listening to her breathing, Ka’harja had explained. 
To make sure she wasn’t aspirated.
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Stars had no idea what it meant to be aspirated, but the doctors 
had been satis-ed she wasn’t and, after a series of strange conversaq
tions and Iuestions that she wasn’t sure were actually relevant to her 
choking half to death in her sleep, wrote a paper extending the dose 
of antibiotics she was taking for another three days. Just in case.

Now she sat propped up in bed, feeling only a little uncomfortable 
as she nursed her son to comfort him.... Though she couldn’t get that 
image of him out of her head. That older version of him, pale and 
sweating and covered in blood as he dragged his halfqlimp body across 
the ‘oor.

?t made her shudder. Which made her burp.
The burping surprised her. She couldn’t seem to stop. Just little 

bits of air escaping her every couple of minutes....
BHow are you holding upM’ Cerulia asked, poking her head in 

the door before entering and oFering Stars a bowl of porridge. Her 
usuallyqeven voice trembled and it was clear she was still shaken. BYou 
had us worried.’

B?’m okay, ? think,’ Stars answered. She poked at her porridge a 
moment, taking a spoonful to wash down the taste of the sick in her 
throat. BThe doctors said ? drunk too much, and that drinking too 
much made me throw up. 9ut ?.... ?t wasn’t the drink that made me 
sick. ?t was my dream.’

BAnother nightmareM’ Cerulia guessed, sitting on the edge of Stars’ 
bed so she could rub the woman’s knee in a comforting motion. 
BWhat happened in this oneM’
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B? was in a strange bedroom. Too big to be foxen,’ Stars explained. 
BThe carpet was purple, and the walls were a pale white that was 
almost yellow. There was a picture of Distro hanging on the wall, and 
? was looking at it. ? felt dizzy, like ? did before ? went to bed. ? think 
that dizziness was the drink.’

Cerulia gave a nod of acknowledgement, though she said nothing 
as she motioned for Stars to continue.

BThen my Little Demon came in the room,’ she said, looking down 
to her son and pressing back her ears. BHe was older. And he was sick, 
just as 1achel said he would be. Sick like a sabre with a froth on its 
mouth. He...’ her voice trembled and her chest heaved in grief as she 
recalled the scene. BHe needed me. 9ut something held me back from 
him, and no matter how hard ? fought it ? couldn’t seem to reach 
him. Ry kekik... she came in, though. And she tried to help my Little 
Demon. 9ut he was too sick. And he bit her. And clawed her. All 
over her face and throat. And she.... Ry Little Demon, he.... Kekik’s 
throat....’

Cerulia’s hand sIueezed tighter as Stars’ voice trembled.
B? would throw up, too, ? think,’ she commented.
BNa. That wasn’t why...’ Stars paused to heave a sigh. B? saw... evil,’ 

she couldn’t think of a better way to describe it. BEvil. A very, very 
evil man. A dassen. The same one that pulled oF Distro’s head in my 
other dream. ? saw him and ? felt sick. So sick. And he looked at me, 
and ? was so frightened that ?....’

BHm,’ Cerulia gave a little halfqgrunt to acknowledge Stars as she 
trailed oF. BHave you dreamt of this dassen beforeM’
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BNa. No,’ said Stars. BOnly those two dreams. And ? have never seen 
another dassen, not besides 0abecut. So ? don’t know why ? have seen 
this one twice in my dreams.’

B?t’s unusual.’
BYi... yes.’
A pause.
Then Cerulia gave Stars a little smile, just a brief one, and motioned 

at Stars’ porridge. BKa’harja made it the way you like it,’ she said.
BYes,’ Stars’ own smile found its way to her lips. )nlike Cerulia, 

though, it remained there. B9lueberries. Ka’harja doesn’t like blueq
berries. ?t’s very nice of him to make me food with them.’

BHe wanted to cheer up your morning,’ explained Cerulia. Her 
smile ‘ickered on her face once more, again only brie‘y, before 
she leant forward and carefully removed Little Demon from Stars’ 
breast. BCome now, you. You’ll be sick if you don’t stop. And ? would 
rather only one person throw up today.’

Stars giggled, letting Cerulia take her son so she could focus on 
her meal. She watched the boy as he Iuietly complained about being 
taken from his nursing; though it was clearly more about the motion 
than actually being hungry, as when the thumb of his wing found 
his mouth he was more than content to suckle on that, instead, and 
simply stare at his mother with a mumble and a grin.

The meal was eaten Iuietly, with very little conversation. Stars 
was simply too tired to talk, today. Her head hurt from the alcohol 
yesterday and her throat stung from being sick, and her disturbed 
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rest had left her with very little energy. So she simply ate, occasionally 
smiling and sticking her tongue out at her son.

?t was clear that the Iuiet concerned Cerulia. So, as Stars -nished 
her last mouthful of porridge, she made a point to comfort the foxen 
and said, B?’m okay. ? think drunk too much alcohol yesterday. The 
food’s helping me feel better.’

?t earnt a chuckle, and Cerulia traded Stars the baby for the dirty 
bowl and made for the stairs.

Stars followed at a slower pace, distracted as she nuzzled her son 
and let him cling to her hair. She came to the main room just as 
Cerulia slipped into the kitchen and so made for the couch instead 
of following so she could lay down.

BHow you feeling, kiddoM’ Distro asked from her seat at the table.
Stars peered over, realising that her family were sitting together 

with several books between them.
Dena clearly wasn’t reading !and even if she had looked halfqinterq

ested, Stars knew her mother couldn’t readG as she sat on the same seat 
as Distro with her chin on the table. They were across from Ka’harja, 
who turned to give Stars a friendly wave, and that strange new boy, 
:enji, who also turned to give her an enthused thumbs up.

Ka’harja made a face at the teen’s overactive greeting before shaking 
his head and casting his gaze back to Stars.

There was a brief Iuiet before Stars realised she needed to answer 
Distro’s Iuestion and her ears ‘icked up and she blushed. BOh“ ? 
forgot to speak“’ she blurted, frowning at Ka’harja when he snorted 
a laugh and Iuickly smothered it again. BKa’harja“B
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BSorry“’ he apologised. BNot laughing at you, ? swear. 9ut ?’ve been 
there before. 0orgetting to speak, ? mean. ? can relate.... Anyway, you 
feeling any betterM’

BYi, ? am,’ Stars answered, satis-ed with her friend’s apology. 
BThank you for the porridge. ?t helped a lot.’

B”lad it did,’ Ka’harja gave her a grin, his crooked nose scrunching 
up in humour. B? was worried it’d make you nauseous again.’

:enji nodded along, Iuietly agreeing in that emotionless tone of 
voice4 BHe was. He asked everyone many times if it was a good idea. 
9ut he thought it would help because you had been drinking.’

BNa, it was a very good idea,’ Stars con-rmed. B9ut it wasn’t the 
alcohol that made me sick. ?t was my dream.’

Ka’harja turned further in his chair, until he was all the way around 
and peering over the backrest. BOhM’ he hummed. BWhat did you 
dream aboutM’

BYeah“’ Distro scoFed a laugh and pulled herself up to sit on the 
table. She scooted over the books until she was sitting with her 
legs dangling besides Ka’harja, and waved a hand in humour. BWhat 
nightmare was so grotesque that it made you throw up?’

Stars’ lips drew into a thin, tight line as she recalled the dream again. 
Her eyes ‘icked over to her mother, who had her face buried in her 
arms and couldn’t see the anxiety in Stars’ look as she considered... 
how much to say about her dream.

She’d told Cerulia. ?t wasn’t a secret. 9ut she didn’t really want to 
tell her mother she’d seen her mauled to death. That seemed... unq
comfortable. So, rather than explaining the entire dream, she focused 
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instead on the thing that had triggered the fearqinduced projectile 
vomiting.

BA man,’ she -nally answered.
And Dena, noneqtheqwiser to the horror Stars had seen in‘icted 

upon her, snorted a laugh. She lifted her head from her arms, grinq
ning, and shook her head. BWhat was it that Ka’harja said beforeM I’ve 
been there?’

Stars oFered her mother a halfqsmile in return for her joke before 
looking back down to her baby and cooing to him aFectionately.

?t seemed to be a satisfactory checkqin for the family, as everyone 
!except, of course, for DenaG turned back to the books and began 
Iuietly discussing them.

Alchemy basics, Stars realised. Distro really had taken Penji on as 
her apprentice, like his mother had wanted—

Stars’ thought was interrupted as Distro turned and gave :enji a 
-rm bonk on the head with the book she was holding.

BWhat was that“’ Distro scolded.
BWhat was what,’ :enji asked, his voice ‘at as his eyes screamed 

confusion.
BYou 5Distro’dG me“’ she scolded, giving him another -rm bonk 

that made him slip oF his chair and hustle back; his tail ‘uFed up 
and his wings puFed out. BDon’t you 5DistroG me again, you hear“’

B9ut it is your name,’ the boy cast a confused look to Ka’harja, who 
simply laughed and beat his -st on the table.

BExactly“ What are you calling me by my name forM“’ huHng in 
a joking way, Distro followed :enji away from the table, playfully 
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pursuing him around the room. BDidn’t your mother teach you 
anything about meM You don’t go calling me by my name, now“ 
You’re :etica’s boy. ?’m 5AuntieG to you. You understandM Auntie! 
None of this -rst name crap“’

That was when :enji lit up; -nally understanding what Distro 
was doing. He grinned from earqtoqear as he was chased, eventually 
-nding refuge from the foxen woman by ‘apping his way up to hang 
on the kitchen door’s frame. BOkay. Okay,’ he conceded, the corners 
of his eyes pressing up in joy. BYou are not Distro to me. You are 
Auntie. ? have learnt my -rst lesson. ? have learnt.’

BRake sure you have“’ Distro gave an impish snort, her smile -rmly 
on her face as she returned to the table.

She tried to jump up on :enji’s chair to sit next to Ka’harja... but as 
she made the leap Ka’harja kicked the chair out from under her and 
she instead tumbled to the ground.

BOh, now you want to start“’ she exclaimed with a laugh as she 
scrabbled to her feet.

She lunged for her son, who sIuealed and leapt up to be chased 
around the room in much the same way :enji had been chased. :enji, 
meanwhile, used the opportunity to jump down oF the kitchen 
door’s frame and ‘ee into the backyard.

Dena gave a humoured scoF from her place at the table and looked 
over to meet Stars’ eye. The pair shared a smile before Stars found 
herself distracted as Little Demon grumbled and tried !and failedG 
to roll over and follow Distro’s chase around the room. So Stars 
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adjusted her hold on her son, sitting him up properly so he could 
have an easier time watching the playful mockqdrama as it unfolded.

?t was then that Cerulia made her way out of the kitchen and came 
to stand at Stars’ side, drying her hands on her dress as she did. BWell, 
seeing as you’re looking better, ?’m con-dent ? can head oF,’ she said, 
giving one of her shortqlived little smiles. BYou stay safe, Stars. ?’ll see 
you tomorrow.’

BYi“’ Stars giggled, watching as Distro caught Ka’harja by the leg 
and proceeded to scale him. BYes“ Yes, ? will see you tomorrow, Ceruq
lia. Thank you for today. ? really appreciate it“’



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

A DESK UPSTAIRS; THE 

LIBRARY

YUNE 34TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The library was much more crowded than usual, and not quite 
as quiet as Stars had expected. Though, compared to the streets, its 
art-flled halls were a rather peaceOul place to be.

vutside they were preparing Oor the eclipse, and it made Stars 
nerHous to see. vO course she was no longer a ’arkpy and she wanted 
to belieHe the best oO the sun and his daughter moons, but she still 
couldnkt sha‘e that anxious and nauseating Oeeling that came with 
the end oO the year. Twenty years oO belieHing something, Oearing 
something, seemed not-so-easy to sha‘e.

?StarsMk
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The soOt Hoice was accompanied by a hand on Starsk own and 
the woman was distracted Orom the morning sun that spar‘led in 
Orom the stained-glass windows aboHe. ’er attention Oell bac‘ to 
the librarian sitting beside her, and she remembered she was halOway 
through a lesson.

?vh, Fkm sorry, !aldu,k she apologised. ?F was distracted.k
?Thin‘ing oO the eclipseMk !aldu guessed, her ears pressing bac‘ 

when Stars nodded. ?Ftks going to be alright. Ftks not so scary, F 
promise. Ftks li‘e a big celebrationCk

?Welebrations... are scary,k Stars commented. ?vr... they always haHe 
been Oor me. LheneHer Kahk‘ort or Aaykoten celebrated, they would 
get.... Theykd get really mup. jnd....k

She trailed oJ, bringing her ‘nees together on instinct at the mem-
ory, and !aldu gaHe a soOt little oh oO ac‘nowledgement.

?Though, Aakhar—a and 3istro celebrate a lot,k Stars, realising her 
tone, tried to lighten the mood. ?Yust little ones. DHery time some-
thing mipN um.... DHery time something good happens, they use it 
as an excuse to haHe Oun and —o‘e and cheer. Thatks celebrating, isnkt 
itMk

!aldu nodded, a small smile fnding her lips.
?Ftks —ust strange to see how much jnimon loHe the eclipse, F thin‘,k 

Stars admitted, resting her chin on a hand. ?F donkt ‘now what any-
thing theykre doing means. jnd it ma‘es me Oeel li‘e eHen more oO an 
outsider than usual....k
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?8ou donkt haHe to be jnimon to be welcome on the streets during 
the eclipse,k !aldu comOorted. ?Torae blessed, F haHe no clue why they 
do halO the things they do, and FkHe neHer Oelt unwelcomeCk

?Torae...k Stars repeated, quietly. ?Wuriosity, yiN Yes?k
?8es,k !aldu confrmed. ?Thatks correctX Torae is the deity oO cu-

riosity.k
Stars nodded, content she remembered that much about !alduks 

belieOsX :ot a ’arkpy, not an jnimon, and not an jurn. She was 
Orom another religion altogether... though the name escaped Stars as 
she nerHously cleared her throat and turned to the next page in her 
boo‘.

?Lhat does the ”RB mean, againMk she as‘ed.
?Iultiply,k was the answer. ?So... two, multiplied by two.k
?Two groups oO two,k Stars tried. ?Ki‘e... my arms. EourCk
?!ood,k !aldu chuc‘led. ?;eal-world application will help you 

remember these things easier.k
’appy to be praised, Stars couldnkt help but smile. Though it was 

short liHed as exhaustion pric‘led through her and she gaHe a long, 
tired sigh and her shoulders Oell slac‘ in a de9ated ‘ind oO way. ?4a‘ti 
basa‘a, F thin‘ F am too tired to thin‘, today.k

?Thatks alright,k reassured !aldu. ?Le can cut the lesson short iO 
you need. Thereks no point in pushing iO youkre not up Oor it0 haHe a 
brea‘ and wekll come bac‘ to it next time.k

?DewoN Than‘ you,k Stars said, watching as !aldu began to pac‘ 
up the boo‘s they had been using. ?Ft is Hery nice oO you to always 
help me.k
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?Ftks what Fkm here Oor,k she chuc‘led. ?4ut Fkm glad F can leaHe you 
with such a positiHe impressionC !o on, now. Fkm fne to pac‘ up on 
my own. 8ou can head oJ iO you li‘e.k

?Than‘ you,k Stars repeated, rising to her Oeet. ?F thin‘ F will go 
home to lay in the garden. Ft usually helps to ma‘e my head clearer.k

?jlright, you be saOe now.k
?F will,k Stars promised. ?!oodbye, !aldu.k
?See you, Stars.k
!aldu waHed Stars oJ, and the nurla‘ made her way through the 

busy-but-calm library to the much-more-busy and much-less-calm 
street. She paused at the bottom step, waiting Oor a gap in the crowd 
so she could slip onto the path and ma‘e her way home.... 4ut the 
gap didnkt come. :obody paused to let Stars in0 Hery Oew eHen cast a 
glance her way.

4ut she was patient, and polite, and was happy to wait until she 
could slip into the 9ow oO Ooot-tra1c....

Lell, she was happy to wait... until she saw across the street a Oa-
miliar old woman attempting Nand seemingly OailingN to naHigate 
the crowd. Stars remembered her Orom their meeting earlier in the 
month0 AriO and her serHice animal, Tin.

Stars watched, her brow Ourrowing, as AriO attempted to naHigate 
through the throng oO traHellers0 all oO them so large and tall they 
barely seemed to notice her as she struggled to get her bearings. Then 
her long white cane was ‘noc‘ed out oO her hand and Stars Oelt that 
rare, hot Oeeling pulse through her.
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jll oO the timid politeness leOt Stars as AriO was clipped in the side 
oO head by a passing wing, and she stepped oJ the stairs into the 
street without waiting Oor a gap0 shouldering the Oelinic who tried to 
cut her oJ out oO the way and giHing him a filthy loo‘ that stopped 
him mid-complaint and immediately made him reconsider pic‘ing 
a fght. Starsk ears pressed bac‘, and her lip curled, and despite being 
larger than her he apologised beOore scooting around her and hustling 
oJ.

vthers seemed to catch Starsk loo‘ as she pushed her way through 
the 9ow, and they stepped bac‘ as she came to AriOks side and gaHe a 
loud, displeased hiss at the next person who nearly bumped into the 
older woman.

?There is someone there!k she snapped. ?Latch where you walk!k
AriOks ears per‘ed up and she turned her head to listen to Starsk 

Hoice. ?’ello...Mk she said, an unsure note in her tone.
?F am losing my patience Oor these people, coming into town 

and ma‘ing eHerything loud and crowded,k Stars admitted, stepping 
oHer to retrieHe AriOks cane and return it to her. ?So many oO them 
haHe been Hery rude to the people who liHe hereC 3rean‘ot bala‘ 
halk‘ataN BACK!k she shouted as someone came too close, and the 
circle oO empty space around her and AriO grew —ust that littlest 
bit bigger. ?UenkeOay halk‘ata terr ‘orishaC !er hekhen ‘an Oorbor‘ 
nor‘oarC FO any oO you touch her again, F will ta‘e your eyesCk

That seemed to do the tric‘, and the crowd made sure to ‘eep their 
distance.
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?Iy, my, thatks colourOul language,k AriO gaHe a soOt, surprised scoJ 
as she ran her hands oHer her cane to chec‘ Oor damage. ?8oukre that 
’ec‘knerian girl, arenkt youM Lhat was your name...M StarsMk

?8i,k Stars confrmed, her Hoice soOtening as she addressed the older 
woman. ?Fkm Hery sorry to lose my temper, but F did not li‘e how you 
were being pushed around.k

j chuc‘le, and AriO pet Tin as she pressed into the womanks side 
and gaHe a high-pitched, shrill grunt. ?I know, my dear. I’m sorry,k she 
whispered to the animal. ?We’ll be home soon. You’ve done very well 
today. Good girl....k

?Lould you li‘e help to get homeMk Stars as‘ed. ?F donkt haHe any-
where to be today. jnd F can stop people Orom wal‘ing into you.k

Stars oJered AriO one oO her lower hands to ta‘e, brushing it against 
her arm so she ‘new it was there, and the old woman gaHe a sigh oO 
relieO as she pet Tin along the side.

?That would be loHely, than‘ you, dear,k she said with a tired sigh. 
?Ftks much too crowded during the eclipse... F swear it gets worse eHery 
yearCk

?F hope not,k Stars sighed. ?Ft is mup enough, alreadyN?
?vh, it was youCk
Stars turned her ear at the Oamiliar Hoice and gaHe a surprised, 

but not unhappy, exclamation as she saw another Oamiliar woman. 
?DinreeCk she greeted. ?’elloCk

?F thought F recognised that shoutingCk the Oelinic laughed, shoHing 
her way through the crowd without a care Oor who glared at her. ?:ot 
sending someone else to the healerks, are weMk
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AriOks ear twitched, curiously, though she didnkt comment as Din-
ree came oHer and slapped a Oriendly hand against Starsk bac‘.

?F saw what you did to Sha‘aCk she laughed. ?jbsolutely demolished 
that creepC !ods, F remember being stuc‘ with him on the boat 
Orom Ie‘a to 4onar‘C F thought it would never endC Ftks about time 
someone gaHe him the bruises he deserHesCk

?F thin‘ his cousin should be allowed to ‘ill him,k Stars stated, 
plainly. ?The things he said to me...Ck

?F can only imagineCk she said, her hands fnding her hips. ?The flth 
he sub—ected me to about my pregnancyC Fkm glad to see him put in 
his place. Ftks about timeCk

?8ou are not the frst person to tell me that,k Stars recalled Eerktaks 
preHious praise. ?’e must be really truly awOul to haHe so many people 
happy he is hurt.k

?Iy Oriend, belieHe me when F say you are the hero oO traHelling 
women right nowCk Dinree snorted with humour. ?Ftks no wonder 
eHeryone is giHing you space when you demand itC !ossip moHes Oast 
and word has gotten around about you. Eorce to be rec‘oned with, 
they say.k

Starsk ear gaHe a 9ic‘, ac‘nowledging Dinreeks words eHen iO she 
wasnkt sure how to respond. jnd as it did Dinreeks hand liOted up —ust 
so it could thump against her bac‘ again.

?F would be honoured iO you would let me buy you lunchCk said 
Dinree.

j giggle escaped Stars, and she Oound herselO sha‘ing her head. 
?The other person who told me they were happy F beat up Sha‘a also 
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bought me lunch,k she commented, motioning downwards with one 
oO her Oree arms. ?4ut Fkm sorry, F cankt. F haHe to ma‘e sure that AriO 
gets home saOely.k

?jw, rats, huhMk Dinree returned the laugh. ?Lhat about aOterMk
Stars too‘ a moment to thin‘ about that. ?F could, but... F donkt 

‘now how long F will be, F donkt want to waste your time...k Stars 
answered. Then, she Oelt AriO giHe her arm a Oriendly squee6e as she 
did, and her spirits liOted with the encouraging gesture. ?jctually, yiC 
8es. F would li‘e to, F thin‘. FO you are alright to wal‘ with us while 
AriO goes homeMk

?FkHe got nothing better to doCk Dinree shrugged, stepping around 
Stars to stand on AriOks other side. ?F can eHen act as a shield on this 
side, huhM Trip up anyone who doesnkt loo‘ down when they wal‘Ck

?jh, my own personal guard, is itMk AriO —o‘ed. ?Lell, F appreciate 
the help. Erom both oO you.k

?8iCk Stars chirped. ?Jm.... Le are in the street with the library. 
Lhich way do we go to fnd your houseMk

?FO youkre Oacing the libraryks Oront door, you turn leOt,k AriO in-
structed.

jnd Dinree turned to the library, holding up both her hands into 
K shapes beOore motioning to the leOt. ?This wayCk

The trio wal‘ed at AriOks pace0 her long white cane Oolded neatly 
and hung Orom her belt so she could ‘eep a hand on Tinks harness 
while still holding Starsk arm.

:obody bothered them as they wal‘ed. DHen though the original 
crowd who had seen Starsk initial outburst had long since passed 
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them by, the people around them werenkt stupid. They could see that 
the group was being giHen a wide berth and, in a sensible Oashion, 
opted not to inHade that space in Oear they might fnd out why.

SeHeral oO them seemed to recognise Dinree and, aOter the woman 
waHed greetings at them, she pointed a fnger at Stars and comment-
edX ?Sheks the one who bro‘e Sha‘aks teethCk

The space around them grew wider at the exclamation, which only 
serHed to ma‘e Dinree clap in —oy and laugh loudly.

?F ta‘e it this ”Sha‘aB is not a pleasant personMk AriO as‘ed. ?4ecause 
you seem li‘e such a sweet young thing. F —ust cankt see you doing 
something so Hiolent without a good reason.k

?Lell, oO course you cankt see me doing things, youkre blind,k Stars 
said. The cho‘e oO a noise that Oollowed Orom Dinree alerted Stars 
that she had, again, said something rude to the woman, and she gaHe 
a sheepish groan and pressed bac‘ her ears. ?That was a rude thing to 
say, wasnkt itMk

?8es, loHe, it was,k answered AriO, her tone soOt and patient. ?4ut itks 
alright. F ‘now you donkt mean anything by it.k

?F neHer mean to be rude,k Stars echoed. ?Fkm Hery sorry. Ftks not on 
purpose.k

?F ‘now, dear, F ‘now,k AriO pet Starsk hand comOortingly, a warm 
smile spreading oHer her Oace. Then, she turned an ear to Dinree. 
?jh. F realise we haHenkt been introduced,k she commented. ?Fkm AriO 
Tennell. jnd you areMk

?Dinree jla‘iHe,k Dinree introduced. ?jnd... F donkt thin‘ F actually 
as‘ed your name, the last time we metMk
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?:a, you were too distracted by Fspiria stealing,k Stars ac‘nowl-
edged. Lhen Dinreeks lips drew into a thin and nerHous line, Stars 
simply shrugged. ?Ftks alright. Aakhar—a didnkt mind. ’e used to steal, 
too.k

AriO snorted a laugh and shoo‘ her head with humour. ?F wonkt 
tell,k she promised. ?Fkm sure wekHe all done things wekre not proud 
oO.k

?jctually, Aakhar—a is very proud oO his stealing,k Stars commented, 
and both oO her companions laughed aloud. Starsk lips were the ones 
that drew into a line, this time, as she didnkt ‘now what shekd said 
that was so Ounny.

SoOtly, AriO squee6ed Starsk arm and motioned with a little 9ic‘ oO 
her head to hush her. ?Lrobably not best to tal‘ about these things 
too loudly, dear. 8ou could get in a lot oO trouble.k

?;eallyMk Stars as‘ed, her expression turning now to surprise. ?F 
suppose it is rather rude to steal.k

?Ftks illegal, actually,k Dinree commented. ?Wan get you put in —ail.k
?vhCk Starsk ears 9ic‘ed up in surprise. ?vh, that explains why 

Aakhar—a doesnkt tal‘ about it in Oront oO our neighboursC Theykre 
guards.k

?8eah, thatkd be whyCk laughed Dinree. ?Fkll tell you what, though. 
Ftks tough haHing a little one at stealing age outside oO the !allamor. 
jt least other Oelinics understand itks —ust the rebel instinct0 harder to 
explain in other countries that itks a normal ‘id thing Oor us and that 
shekll grow out oO it.k
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Stars didnkt understand what Dinree was tal‘ing about, but as 
AriO nodded along agreeably she thought there must haHe been some 
meaning behind it, and so she made a mental note to try and remem-
ber to read about Oelinics at the library the next time she could.

The conHersation continued, the topic slowly shiOting as they made 
their way through the streets, until the trio were all sharing stories 
Orom their youth. Starsk childhood was, perhaps, a little dar‘er to 
spea‘ on than the other womenks, but they still listened as she tal‘ed 
about her Oamily and the things shekd experienced up until shekd leOt 
’ec‘kne. AriO was eHen able to li‘en Eabecut to an old ex-girlOriend, 
which made Dinree snort in humour and, with a childish 9ourish oO 
her hand, she commentedX

?EabecutM Iore li‘e Eabe-butt!k
Lhich, truly, set the mood Oor the rest oO the wal‘.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

SITTING AT THE BAR; A 

TAVERN ON THE OTHER SIDE 

OF TOWN

YUNE 34TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

Stars sat at the bar of a tavern she’d not visited before, Einree 
at her side, water in her cup, and a soup made from potatoes and 
onion staining the edges of her nearly-empty bowl. Her slice of bread 
remained untouched thus far; her plan being to mop up what her 
spoon couldn’t scoop so that nothing would be left behind. Just like 
Ka’harja had taught her to do.

Einree’s plate looked very diTerent from her own, of course. “he 
felinic had ordered what was apparently an oT-the-menu inside joke 
she had with the barkeep called a BPeef xlanter Po”,C of which Stars 



A. JDWE YO“N348‘

had cocked her head at and tried to imagine what could have possibly 
been meant by such a name.

Yhen she’d asked, Einree had simply winked at her and told her 
she’d see; the cook was an old friend who knew what she meant.

So Stars did wait and, shortly after she received her own rather 
simple soup, watched as a large slab of beef had been placed in front 
of Einree. “he thick bone that poked out each end of the cut sat 
on the lip of a bowl of bean and bacon stew like a rotisserie skewer 
holding kebabs over a Ire, and pickles slathered the meal like the 
layered scales on dassen wings, their greenish-yellow darkened by the 
seasoned meat underneath. Spring onion sprinkled the beef and gar-
nished the stew, and a raw half-onion pulled apart and put together 
in the shape of a Mower sat atop the meal like a crown.

Stars had been so stunned by the unusual nature of meal that 
she had forgotten, for a moment, that she’d been Inding meat 
oT-putting as of late and asked to try a bite.

“he gag that she’d failed to suppress sent Einree into hysterics.
F9t’s not for everyone,’ she’d commented, before e”plaining that 

her friend in the kitchen had once been a travelling companion and 
the meal had come about during her pregnancy to fulIl a series of 
cravings and simply not fallen out of her interests in the years since 
she’d had her daughter.

3ow though, twenty-odd minutes after ordering, all that was left 
of Einree’s meal was a bone and some stray pickles that had fallen 
into her bowl as she ate.

FOou eat very fast,’ Stars commented, sipping at her water.
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Einree downed her own cup 5some sort of wine5 and laughed. 
FWancing gives me an appetite,’ she commented. FDnd casting spells 
turns me into a bottomless pit0’

FDnd you do both,’ Stars gave a nod as she recalled the beautiful, 
complicated dance that Einree and her daughter had done the Irst 
time they’d met. She spooned up the last of her soup and then, Inally, 
retrieved her bread. F9 remember being hungry. 9t was mup5 Pad. 9t 
was bad. 9 hated it. 9 was always hungry. 9 didn’t even know what 
being full felt like. 3ot until 9 met Ka’harja and Wistro.’

F9t’s great, isn’t itq’ Einree snickered, holding out her cup for the 
barkeep to reIll. F3othing better than a good meal after a long day, 
right0 3o such thing as over-eating. FSpecially not in the Empire0’

Stars returned the laugh, her eyes pressing up at the corners with 
her grin as Einree held her reIlled cup up for a toast. “hey clinked 
glasses and drunk the contents at very diTerent speeds; though the 
cups met the bar again at the same time. Nne empty, one still mostly 
full.

FDnother round, man-wench0’ Einree called, before immediately 
being hit in the head with the half a loaf of bread that the barkeep had 
been about to cut another slice from. D bout of laughter followed 
and her cup was topped up. “wice more her cup was Illed and 
emptied as she devoured the entire half-loaf of bread, and she didn’t 
seem any more or less sober than she had before they’d sat down for 
their meal.

Stars  thought  it  was  rather  impressive.  Especially  when  she 
thought about how little had been needed to make her so drunk.



A. JDWE YO“N34()

“he energy was infectious, truly. Einree’s humour spilled out of 
her chair to the other patrons, who chuckled and shook their heads 
at her as they ate their own meals.

F9 think you would like Kekik Wistro,’ Stars blurted as Einree mo-
tioned for another few slices of bread. Yhen she received a zues-
tioning look, Stars clariIed who she meant. FShe’s Ka’harja’s mother. 
Oou’re both silly in the same kind of ways.’

FShe felinicq’ Einree asked.
F3a. 3o. Put she was married to one.’
F“hat’d be it0’ laughing, Einree downed yet another drink and ate 

the new slices of bread. “his time, however, instead of asking for 
another round she put her cup face-down on the counter Land the 
barkeep was zuick to pick it up, scolding her and saying not to start a
 Ight; though Stars didn’t understand it:. F9t’s felinic humour, it is. 
Pra1en, cheeky, unimpeded. 2augh at the grim shit so you don’t start 
crying, rightq’

F9’m not sure what all of those words mean,’ Stars admitted, caus-
ing Einree to burst into another It of hysterics. D little hot bubble 
formed in Stars’ chest as Einree pounded a Ist on the counter and, 
before she realised what she was saying, she’d snappedU FWon’t laugh 
at me0’

D hush fell over the room at Stars’ tone and Einree’s boisterous 
humour turned to surprise as she let out one last disbelieving breath 
of a chuckle and sat up straighter. She met Stars’ eye and the nurlak 
felt her skin crawl and averted her ga1e to the Moor, blushing so hot 
her cheeks felt like they’d been burnt.
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D short moment of zuiet passed before the chatter in the tavern 
started up again, and as it did Einree’s hand found Stars’ shoulder.

FHey,’ she said, softly. FOou alrightq’
F9’m sick of people laughing at me,’ Stars replied, her otherwise Irm 

tone trembling with the e”haustion that crept up over her body. 
FEveryone always laughs at me0 9’m not stupid. Dnd 9’m not crazy!’

F9 didn’t think you were either of those things,’ promised Einree. 
She e”amined Stars’ face for a moment, szuee1ing at her shoulder as 
the nurlak refused to look up to her, before sighing. F9t’s one of those 
Bdigs under your skinC things, huhq 2ike a prickle in your footq’

F2ike Ingernails in my wrist,’ Stars agreed.
F2ike a slap in the face,’ Einree echoed, giving a little smile as Stars 

nodded. F9 get it. 9’ll leave oT it.’
FEewo5 “hank you,’ Stars mumbled. “hen, after a pause, she 

glanced back up with a pitiful look. F9’m sorry. 9 didn’t mean to yell 
at you.’

F3ah, you’re Ine,’  reassured the felinic. FEveryone’s sensitive 
about something, rightq !or me, it’s getting comments on my casting 
technizues; old fart who taught me in school used to always be on my 
back about it. 3itpicking every little thing, like nothing 9 did could 
be right, even when 9 was doing it exactly the way he’d shown us.’

3odding in understanding, Stars felt the corners of her lips turn 
up and the knot in her chest loosen. F3othing 9 did was ever right, 
either,’ she related. FEven when 9 was better at something, like build-
ing our sleeping hovels, 9 would get in trouble for doing it wrong.... 
Put the way they told me to do it didn’t work as good as the BwrongC 
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way0 Dnd that’s why my shelters always lasted the longestU because 9 
did them diTerent0’

FOeah0 Oeah, see0 Oou get it0’ Einree made a wide, sweeping motion 
through the air with her hand. F9 was always told to use smaller 
gestures when casting my spells, to not be so showy and to conserve 
energy. Put the whole reason 9 was learning magic was because 9 was 
going to become a performer0 Peing showy with my casting was the 
entire point of it0 7gh0’

F7gh0’ Stars echoed dramatically, her tone Illed with the humour 
of commiseration.

F7gh0’ Einree repeated, before her ga1e cast to the door and she 
did a double-take from it to Stars and back and rose from her chair. 
F!er’ta0’ she e”claimed. FOou cheeky crow, 9 thought you were travel-
ling up north0’

D laugh followed Einree’s statement and Stars whirled around to 
see !er’ta entering the tavern, a strange-looking man at her side.

“he man was very green; covered in soft-looking pastel-coloured 
feathers with darker speckles along the shoulders and stripes along 
his long Mowing tail-feathers. Yings sprouted from his back, separate 
from his arms, and his bald, beaked face was framed by a thick and
 MuTy mane. He had two feathered crests growing out the sides of this 
mane, where another race’s ears might have protruded, and clipped 
to the topmost feathers were earrings that matched !er’ta’s own. Dnd 
just like his earrings matched, so did the rest of his clothing look very 
similar to !er’ta’s. Had it not been for his visibly smaller frame it 
might have been reasonable to assume the pair shared a wardrobe.
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Stars just stared, both surprised to be seeing !er’ta again, and sur-
prised by this strange-looking man that she could only assume was 
the gural partner she’d talked about during their lunch the other day.

F9 was up north0’ !er’ta met Einree halfway across the room and the 
two women clasped their hands together with a loud clap before, in 
one Muid motion, they yanked each other forward to bump chests. 
F“hen 9 got an escort job and brought a kid down to town for an ap-
prenticeship0 “hinking 9 might keep going south after the Walrenta 
and see what good old Durn’la Dnn has in store for me0’

FThis time of yearq0’ Einree retorted with a scoT. FOou’re timing 
yourself to arrive in the lands of ice and snow at the end of Sun-
watchq0’

FYhat would be the fun of going in the easy season0’ !er’ta re-
sponded, before her eye Micked behind Einree and she lit up. FStars0 
Dbbtoh, my friend0 “err kami mipq’

Stars was pulled from her surprise by the zuestion, and found 
herself smiling wide. FOi0 “irr kami mip0 “err bal’hiki, 9 hopeq’

F9cha mip, Ren’efay has blessed me well this day0’ she replied, 
putting a Irm arm around Einree and making the felinic laugh with 
a szuee1e. FDnd to Ind two of my friends have already met and would 
share a meal together0 Aould 9 ask for any greater delights in my life0’

“he strange green made gave a loud laugh that sounded... unusual. 
Dlmost like it was fake. Put the smile he gave Einree as he came up 
on her other side was far too genuine and it was clear that, despite his 
tone, he was ecstatic to see the felinic.
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FEinree0’ he e”claimed, his voice high and happy. 9t had a crackle 
to it, like a door’s creak, that reminded Stars of when she’d Irst met 
Wistro. “hough the pitch of his voice was closer to that of rubber 
szueaking against glass than the deep-chested fo”en woman who’d 
saved Stars’ life. FWarling0 9t’s been far too long0’

FKa’ri Wen you macaw-faced goof0’ Einree returned, breaking from 
!er’ta’s arm so she could throw her arms wide. F9’ve missed your 
thespian arse0’

“he two embraced tightly, suddenly talking about a lot of things 
Stars had never heard about before while using a great many words 
Stars didn’t recognise. 9t was all rather confusing talk about stages, 
and auditoriums, and orchestra pits, and absolutely none of it made 
sense to Stars.

3ot that it mattered, really, as !er’ta plopped herself down back-
wards in the seat beside Stars Lthe one opposite Einree’s own: and 
rested her elbows on the bar. “he feathers of her wings folded under 
her, brushing Stars’ lower arm and sending a little shiver up her spine.

FWon’t worry, 9 don’t get it, either,’ she commented with a chuckle. 
F9t’s all from well before 9 knew either of them. “arr yalIts were 
friends. Storytellers and dancers.’

FEinree dances,’ Stars commented.
FOi0 She’s damn mip at it, too0’ !er’ta chuckled, cocking her head in 

a friendly motion. “hen, her eyes fell from Stars to the glass of water 
on the bar. FOou’re sober today, 9 seeq’

FOi, 9 did not like being drunk,’ Stars conIrmed.
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FEspecially on fo”en grog,’ a grin, and !er’ta made a hand-motion 
to the barkeep behind her before Micking him a coin without even a 
glance in his direction. FSomething on the bone, if you would0’ she 
called to him as he caught the coin. FOou know 9’m not picky0 Aheers, 
Kotto0’

Stars thought it was a rather impressive thing, to be able to aim 
a throw e”actly where it needed to go without looking, and the 
authoritative energy that !er’ta held herself with as she leant against 
the bar and grinned at Stars was alluring.

D clawed pinkie Inger found !er’ta’s tooth; not picking at it, but 
resting gently as she looked Stars up and down in a way that sent 
another little shiver up the nurlak’s body. She didn’t say anything, 
neither of them did, but after a moment her hand lowered to her lap, 
which she gave a soft and inviting tap.

Stars would have climbed straight into it, if not for the barkeep 
smacking !er’ta in the side of the head as he put her meal down and 
huTed at her.

F9f you want to do that while you eat, you can go to Patinki’s,’ he 
scolded. F“here are families with children here.’

FNkay, okay0’ a dismissive chuckle and a hand-wave, and !er’ta sat 
up straighter so she could eat.

FOou getting in troubleq’ Einree asked as she turned from where she 
talked with Ka’ri Wen. FHe hasn’t changed a bit, has heq’

FOou’d think he would0’
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Stars wasn’t sure what they meant, though she didn’t ask. 9t seemed 
so... wonderful! Nh, to have so many friends, who had been to so 
many places0

She....
She wanted that.
Stars gave a longing sigh as Einree returned to her side. “he woman 

sat one seat e”tra from Stars’ own and pet the seat she had sat in 
previously before motioning for Ka’ri Wen to sit down.

FAome on, cuck,’ she chuckled. F9 think your wife has a new con-
zuest for you to watch her szuee1e0’

Dnother fake-sounding laugh that Stars was now sure was genuine 
escaped Ka’ri Wen as he stepped over and sat down beside her. FHello, 
gorgeous,’ he greeted. F!er’ta’s told me about you. Stars, yesq Dhah0 
Oou’re even prettier than she said you were0’

Stars couldn’t stop herself from blushing. She brushed a loose 
strand of hair from her eyes as her ga1e fell to her feet, and she felt 
Ka’ri Wen reach out to tuck it behind her ear.

“hough, he stopped when Kotto jumped up to sit himself on the 
bar by them.

FOou all better behave yourselves,’ the man warned.
FYe will, love, don’t you worry,’ Ka’ri Wen waved his hand dismis-

sively at the barkeep, though his cheeky ga1e remained on Stars. FYe’ll 
eat lunch here... before taking the dessert home.’

FSee that you do,’ Kotto snorted. He turned his nose to the air as he 
slipped oT the bar again, and without asking what Ka’ri Wen wanted 



—9S!9““EW 4(V

he served a bowl of the same soup Stars had eaten to put in front of 
the gural.

9t was drunk without utensils, sipped straight from the bowl by the 
grinning man as his wife used her teeth to rip meat from bone on the 
other side of Stars.

FOou want anything elseq’ Kotto asked Stars. Yhen she shook her 
head he gave a content little sniT and, with a smile, took her empty 
dishes. FJust give a shout if you change your mind.’

F9 will, thank you very much.’
D laugh snorted from behind Ka’ri Wen and Stars saw as Einree 

poked the man in the side. F9 almost forgot to ask0 How’s the little 
one doingq’

F!ully out of the pouch as of si” months ago, Irst moult as of one 
month ago,’ he commented. FPoth faster and slower development 
then we were e”pecting0’

F9’d bet, being half-harpy0 She speaking yetq’
F3a, but she’s biting0’ !er’ta laughed over Stars’ head. FYe’re not 

worried about her being zuiet. 3ormal for gural to wait Ftil they’re 
four for their Irst words.’

FEnjoy the zuiet while you can,’ Einree chuckled. FSoon you’ll be 
getting two hour lectures on why dirt comes in diTerent colours. 
SpoilerU it’s minerals, o”idisation, and moisture5’

FYhat’s o”idisationq’ Stars blurted, blushing and folding down her 
ears when she realised she’d interrupted. FSorry0’
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F3a, no sorrys for curiosity0’ !er’ta gave Stars a little nudge and a 
warm smile. F9t’s air-rot. 2ike how water makes some things rot, other 
things rot when the air touches them too long.’

FNh, like rustq’ Stars asked.
FOi0 Lust is air-rot,’ !er’ta conIrmed. She pulled the last of the meat 

from her meal and placed the bone back on her plate. FSpeaking of 
little ones, Stars, how’s your berrq’

FHealthy,’ Stars said, proudly. FHe has started choosing which toys 
are his favourites, now0 Dnd throwing others across the room. “hen 
he looks for them, and he gets upset if 9 don’t pick them up and give 
them back to him. “hough, when 9 do he laughs and throws them 
again.’

FHah0’ Einree gave a sharp bark-like laugh. FOeah, that’s the object 
permanence developing0 Has he been responding to his nameq’

Stars nodded, happily.
FMood, good,’ Einree snorted. FJust be careful feeding him. Aos 

teething comes after that.’
Stars’ nod became a little less sure. She remembered seeing chil-

dren teethe in Heck’ne, and she remembered just how horrible and 
painful it was for them. “he wailing and the sobbing as their teeth 
broke through their gums. “he fevers and agony and blood. “he 
yelling from the warriors to shut up their crying... and, the worstU 
when infection took hold too strong and they never cried again.

She didn’t want that for her son.
FHe’s likely to complain,’ Einree continued, seemingly not notic-

ing Stars’ unease. F9t’s not fun for any kid. Arying’s normal, so don’t 
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panic if he does.... D damp washcloth on the gums can help. Soak it in 
cold water for a minute or two and then let him chew on it. Should 
do the trick5 Helped my girl get through it. “hough, she almost 
took my nipple oT at one point.’

F—y 2ittle Wemon is very gentle,’ Stars mumbled. F9 don’t think he 
will bite me.’

FHopefully not0’ laughing, Einree motioned to the barkeep and 
was zuickly given another drink. F9t fucking hurts!’

D hand found Stars’ back, then, and she turned to meet !er’ta’s 
warm ga1e.

F9 see you’re nervous,’ she said, softly. F“ry not to worry. 9nfection is 
a lot less common out of Heck’ne during teething. Just keep yourself 
and your katka clean and you will both be alright.’

Stars rela”ed hearing it. She was glad !er’ta understood her fears, 
and it was a relief to hear that being out of Heck’ne would help her 
son stay so much healthier. 9t was all she could hope for.

“he hand on her back slipped around her to rest on her hip 
and she returned !er’ta’s smile as another little shiver made its way 
through her body at the touch. She was distracted from her thoughts 
of Heck’ne as she felt Ingers slip under her belt to discreetly tuck 
themselves into her skirt alongside her shirt, and she blushed a dark 
red. “hen she was szuee1ed and couldn’t help but give a little giggle, 
her ears Micking up when !er’ta winked at her.

Her laughter was echoed by Einree, who gave Ka’ri Wen a playful 
punch in the shoulder. FYell, 9’ll leave you to it, then,’ she comment-
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ed, throwing a full coin-purse onto the counter. FHave a good time, 
rightq’

FYe will, darling, we will0’ Ka’ri Wen responded. FMive 9spiria my 
love0’

Stars felt !er’ta give her another szuee1e, almost distracting her 
from giving Einree a little wave and chirping a polite goodbye.

2ast they saw of her was a zuick little motion that Stars didn’t 
understand as Einree made a N shape with two of her Ingers and 
licked it. “here was no opportunity to ask about it though, as Einree 
zuickly vanished out the door and !er’ta cackled and pulled the Stars 
close in another happy szuee1e that made the nurlak’s body tingle 
from the ends of her ears to the tips of her toes.

Yhen the harpy was done laughing she motioned to Kotto again 
and called out, FD pint, if you would0’

FNh, you’re going to get drunkq’ Stars asked, her heart dropping. 
FPut 9 was hoping to have se” with you0’

Ka’ri Wen snorted into his soup, sending a messy spray over the 
counter and choking. He reached for a nearby stand of napkins to 
clean himself oT with as he coughed, and !er’ta cast him a humoured 
grin.

Stars didn’t understand what they’d found funny about it, so she 
pushedU FOou said that it’s wrong to have se” with drunk people, 
!er’ta. So if you get drunk 9 can’t have se” with you. Dnd that would 
be very disappointing, because 9 would like to have se” with you. “irr 
basaka kata, terr kami mip. Proja’nikarq “err kama.’
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F9t takes more than one pint to get me drunk, don’t you worry,’ 
!er’ta reassured. FNne drink won’t stop me taking you home.’

F9 hope not,’ said Stars. FPecause 9 really want you to.’
FKaka mia mal sasao, Stars. 9 only say things 9 mean.’
Stars’ ears twitched happily as !er’ta received and downed her 

drink in one zuick scull. “he cup was handed back to Kotto before 
he could even Inish clearing her plate, though he made no comment 
on it and simply returned to the kitchen in the back.

Ds the door swung shut Ka’ri Wen gently placed his bowl down on 
the bar and turned back to Stars. FOou don’t mind if 9 watch you girls, 
do youq’ he asked. F9 like to watch.’

FYhy would 9 mindq’ Stars asked; much to the couple’s amuse-
ment.

FYell, in that case, we should get a hustle on0’ Inally, !er’ta re-
moved her hand from Stars’ side. She stood, threw several more coins 
on the counter for the barkeep, and then oTered Stars help to stand. 
FYhile the kids still have sitters0’



CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER 30

YUNE 34TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

The walk to Fer’ta and Ka’ri Den’s caravan was swift. Stars had all 
but been scooped up by the couple as they’d lead her along, the three 
of them talking about nothing in particular as they followed the road 
out of town. There had been no interruptions. Nothing to slow them 
down. And so now Fer’ta and Stars lay together in bed, Fer’ta’s hand 
trailing up Stars’ side as she nibbled her neck with her sharp teeth; 
not enough to draw blood, but enough to make her presence and 
intention known to Stars’ body.

Ka’ri Den sat o- to the side in a comfortableIlooking chair, watchI
ing with a grin as Stars took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

xt was, perhaps, the most relaMed Stars had ever been.
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The couple had made sure she felt safe, and their e-orts hadn’t 
gone unnoticed or unappreciated. The eMperience was so di-erent 
from what Stars was used to that she wasn’t entirely sure the seM 
was actually coming... but she found she didn’t even care. She could 
spend forever here, in Fer’ta’s embrace, with their legs entwined 
and her long dark hair braided to keep it from becoming tangledj 
Something Ka’ri Den had done as Fer’ta had kept her busy with kisses 
along her neck and Paw.

They took their time easing into the motions; at least half an 
hour was dedicated to the slow removal of Stars’ clothes. qiece by 
piece. Kiss by kiss. She was so busy melting obediently into Fer’ta’s 
movements that she’d barely noticed as she was undressed.

She only truly became aware of it when Fer’ta’s hand slipped from 
her hip to the back of her thigh and around to the crease of where 
her legs pressed together. She lifted Stars’ leg, pulling it up so it 
was wrapped around herself, and then rolled forward on top of the 
nurlak.

A sCueak escaped Stars as teeth pressed harder against her neck and 
she felt her entire body grow hot as Fer’ta’s bare skin moved against 
her own.

She wasn’t sure how long Fer’ta kissed her for, nor Pust how many 
marks were being scratched in her skin, but she found herself eager 
for the harpy’s touch and shifted so a kiss could scrape her her shoulI
der. Fer’ta giggled and softly bit down on Stars; pinching her skin 
just to the cusp of breaking before letting her go without inPury as 
she moaned and whimpered to be bitten again.
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Fer’ta obliged, and Stars’ body twitched and her grip on the harpy 
tightened as her neck was sucked on.

Another moan as the seal of lips against skin popped and the hot 
breath of the harpy trailed up from shoulder to ear, running close 
along Stars’ neck so she could whisper to her.

!All warmed up?’
!Oi,’ Stars panted, feeling herself blushing in places she rarely 

blushed. !Oi, x’m very warm:’
Fer’ta, unbothered by the misunderstanding, chuckled through 

her nose and asked, more clearly this timeR !?eady for moreG’
Stars nodded, her smile growing wide as her ears zicked up in 

eMcitement and Fer’ta sat up and shifted back.
!5ood...’ she returned the smile with an impish grin and tapped 

Stars on the leg. !?oll to face Ka’ri Den and bring this knee up to 
your chest for me.... Oi, Pust like that. That’s a good girl.’

The nurlak’s heart beat hard at the praise and she felt herself give 
a little gasp as Fer’ta took her leg and lifted it. She felt Fer’ta settle 
into place, her ankle being placed softly on the harpy’s shoulder as 
she pressed forward.... And Stars shivered when she felt the warmth 
of feathers push against her. Their hips met easily, their bodies interI
locking like matching puHHle pieces, and then a Urm pressure tingled 
through her as their labia met.

!JomfortableG’ Fer’ta asked, looking proud of herself when Stars 
gave an eager nod. !Tell me if you need to stop, alrightG Oou can tap 
out at any time. Kata mip mal terr kami yi.’
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!Oi, x know,’ Stars conUrmed. !3ewowm, x will tell you if you hurt 
me.’

7appy to have Stars’ consent, Fer’ta pushed down, slowly grindI
ing against the nurlak beneath her. She moved her hips rhythmicalI
ly, clearly wellIpractised with other women, and started slow. She 
worked her body against Stars’ own until Stars could feel the heat 
rising up every inch of her, the sound of the soft soaking wet of their 
seMes sticking together and pulling apart with each thrust Ulled the ca
rt.

Ka’ri Den watched on, the edges of his beak upturned in an a-ecI
tionate smile as he watched his partner plant a line of kisses from 
Stars’ knee up to her ankle.

!Oou girls don’t mind if x unbuckle my beltG’ he asked, his meaning 
obvious as he traced a painted nail over the bulge in his pants. !xt’s 
getting rather cramped in these clothes....’

Stars’ ears zicked up curiously and she felt herself give a giggle. !Oou 
do like to watch:’ she commented.

Ka’ri Den took that as permission and, with a humoured sigh and 
playful shake of his head, undid his belt and pulled his garments 
down until his cock, fully erect, sprung out of them.

Stars took in a deep breath, feeling the heat in her body rise further 
as Ka’ri Den’s Ungers traced his tip and, liking what she saw, she lifted 
her hips in eager anticipation. Fer’ta used the opportunity to push 
down harder and bend Stars further over to press her against the bed.

A Cuiet, breathless whimper escaped Stars as Fer’ta’s thrusts grew 
rougher, and rougher, and rougher. Zntil they were overwhelmingly 
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stimulating and Stars had to clamp her mouth shut tight and hold 
her breath to keep herself from crying out at the wonderful feeling... 
though Ka’ri Den’s chuckle broke her concentration as he rose from 
his seat and stood over the bed, his erection gently brushing Stars’ 
cheek as he sCueeHed out a trail of preIcum to playfully wipe onto 
her lips.

!Oou don’t need to be nervous about being vocal,’ he told her. !Ye 
want to hear it. Eoan for us, gorgeous; tell us how good it feels.’

Stars obeyed, opening her mouth wide and letting out her held 
breath as a loud, pleasured shout. And once she let it out she couldn’t 
suppress the neMt that was pushed out of her by Fer’ta’s hard thrust.

!There, isn’t that better?’ Ka’ri Den breathed, softly swiping anI
other trail along Stars’s nowIparted lips and watching as it dripped 
down onto her tongue. !8e as loud as you want. Oou have a wonderful 
voice:’

Stars let out a moan as Fer’ta’s thrusts grew faster and harder and 
more desperate, and she was pressed up so she bumped the headI
board. 4nej Twicej And then Ka’ri Den Cuickly shifted a pillow 
to cushion her.

7eat rushed through Stars’ body, zowing up from the friction of 
Fer’ta’s movements and being pushed through her like the Postled 
embers of a zame with each loud, wet motion that was made against 
her. xt built and built within her, the intensity of her pleasure Unally 
bursting in an indescribable feeling that made her buck her hips 
and then freeHe; her entire body tense as she gave gave a breathless, 
almostIsilent sCueak and climaMed.
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Fer’ta showed no signs of slowing as Stars shook and trembled 
beneath her, pushing her through the wonderful feeling in a way that 
only sought to intensify it.

!That was fast,’ Ka’ri Den commented, clearly entertained by Stars’ 
orgasm. !xf that’s how Cuick you are, you’re likely to have another 
before she’s done with you:’

7e wasn’t wrong.
Sweat covered the two women, dripping down their bodies to soak 

the bed as they panted and moaned and fucked in a feverish thrill that 
pushed Stars over the edge twice more before her partner looked even 
close to worn.

A hand found Stars’ cheek and, with a great e-ort, she managed to 
shift her gaHe from the harpy above her to the gural at her side.

!Are you alrightG’ he asked, his smile twitching smaller with conI
cern. !Oou need to stopG’

!Don’t stop!’ Stars panted. !qlease never stop: 4h, it’s good: xt’s 
mip: Eip: Eip: The best x’ve everj!

Stars cut o- in a moan as Fer’ta’s thrusts grew all the more enI
thused, and Ka’ri Den’s smile returned as he laughed.

!The best you’ve ever hadG’ he echoed. !Do you really mean thatG’
!4h, yi, x do: x do:’
7e gave Stars a cheeky look before gently turning her chin so she 

was watching Fer’ta again. !Tell her how good she’s doing. Zse your 
mother tongue.’

!xj Tirrj 4h: 4h, mip kata: 8ini hal’kata: 8roPa’nikar bini: 
Fer’ta: Terr kami bal’hiki de’deko 0en’efay:’
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xt was like her words had cast a spell on the harpy, for as soon as 
Stars had spoken them Fer’ta fell forward, throwing down her weight 
against the nurlak and burying her face into the curve of her neck. 
She cried out, her moan mu1ed by Stars’ skin as her thrusts cut short 
into an intense tremble that shook her entire body.

Stars felt the harpy reach her climaM, and so she softly ran her hands 
down Fer’ta’s sides to elicit another moan and a shudder. She then 
held her close with all four arms, letting the orgasm subside within a 
tight embrace, and when she felt the harpy relaM she planted a little 
kiss into Fer’ta’s shoulder.

After a second to compose herself Fer’ta rose to rest on her elbows, 
panting hard as she caught her breath and shared a warm, eMhausted 
smile with Stars.

!That was fun,’ Stars stated, simply.
Fer’ta let out a laugh and buried her face back into Stars’ neck to 

nip her softly in a harpy kiss.
xnstinctively, Stars responded to the touch by lifting her hips, and 

Fer’ta’s laugh was echoed by Ka’ri Den. The man then placed a hand 
on Fer’ta’s back, nuHHled her gently between her shoulders with his 
beak, and gaHed down at Stars with a friendly smile.

!Eay x take her placeG’ he asked. !xf you’re not too worn out, that 
is.’

Stars Pust giggled. !x don’t mind: x can keep going:’
Yithout a word, Fer’ta rolled o- the nurlak and zopped sideways 

into a sweaty, breathless heap to recover and allow her husband room 
to climb on top of Stars. Stars shifted to accommodate him, though 
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he simply chuckled as he leant over her and traced a painted nail from 
her naval to her clitoris.

!Oou prefer me while on your backG’ he asked. Yhen Stars respondI
ed with a sheepish giggle, he pushed the feathers from his eyes and 
shifted so his back was resting against the wall. !7ere’s an idea... you 
take a seat, right here for me.’

Stars pressed her ears back playfully as Ka’ri Den pet his lap. 3aI
gerly, she rolled over and clambered across the bed to settle down 
on top of him. She lay against his chest as he pulled her close, his 
erection Unding itself pressed down to rub between her thighs as she 
got comfortable on top of him.

She wrapped one set of arms around him and used the other to 
balance herself against the wall as he took her hips and guided her 
into softly grinding upon his lap.

!x have counted three,’ he commented, his tone telling Stars exactly 
what he was referring to. !Do you think we can take you to fourG’

Stars thought that he would have no trouble with it. And she told 
him as much as she settled against him, slowly slipping her arms 
from the wall to lean all of her weight against him. The hands that 
were now free moved to his vest and held onto the fabric tight in 
anticipation.

7e was deliberate in his movements, and Stars found herself gigI
gling as his wings wrapped around her and his grip on her waist 
grew Urmer. The warmth she had felt when Fer’ta had thrust against 
her Cuickly returned and she heard as the harpy gave a snicker and 
grinned at the pair.
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!Hook who’s gone all red:’ she commented. !Feels good, doesn’t 
heG’

Stars was too busy moaning into Ka’ri Den’s mane to verbalise her 
agreement.

xt all felt so good.
Absolutely amaHing.
Hike nothing that had ever been done to her before:
Ka’ri Den’s hand scooped underneath her leg and he gently pulled 

her up, his other hand moving to adPust himself, and she felt him 
slip inside her. 7is hands then returned to her hips and he eased her 
down, all the way until she was pressed tightly against him. She felt as 
his erection pushed slowly into her one unhurried, stimulating inch 
at a time, until it was as deep as it could go and she was whimpering 
and begging under her breath for just a little more. Just a little deeper.

!Please.’
She sCueaked when he gave a gentle thrust upwards, pulling her 

hips down as he did, and she discovered that getting to a fourth 
orgasm was much, much easier than she’d thought it was going to be.

Ka’ri Den paused as Stars gripped him, waiting patiently for her to 
stop trembling before his beak met her ear and he whispered, rather 
smuglyR

!xf it’s this easy for you to cum, maybe we can try for six!’
Stars laughed, her giggle sCueaking out of her as she panted and 

moaned again.
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!Oou’re alrightG’ he asked. Yhen she nodded, he nuHHled his beak 
into her a-ectionately and gave a low coo. !Do you need me to pull 
back outG’

!Na,’ Stars breathed. !Stay....’
A hand ran over her back in a comforting, circular motion and 

Stars felt like she might melt into Ka’ri Den and become a part of 
him.

!Oou’re a tireless one, aren’t youG’ he praised.
!8oundless stamina:’ agreed Fer’ta.
!Het me know when you’re ready to continue, gorgeous,’ Ka’ri Den 

encouraged. !Wust let me know....’
!You can keep going,’ she didn’t mean for it to come out so breathI

less, nor as a whisper, but she found herself in too much bliss to speak 
any louder.

xt seemed to entertain the couple, and Ka’ri Den began to move 
again.

Slow. Soft. Deep.
7e ground into her, holding her down against his lap as he did. 

And she leant into his movements, loving every moment she spent 
with him inside of her.

!This is different,’ Stars mumbled into his mane. !NoIone has ever 
had seM with me like you are now.’

!NoG’ Ka’ri Den whispered. !7ow did they do it, gorgeousG’
!They were always so rough with me...’ it was true. 3ven Fabecut, 

who at the time she had thought was gentle with her, had been 
nothing like this.



J. WAD3 YOT4N69J

!Ah...’ Ka’ri Den rested the chin of his beak on her shoulder. !Do 
you like thisG Do you like me treating you softlyG’

!Oi, x do,’ she breathed. !Stay like this....’
7e obliged; his gentle movements making her tingle from her 

earItips to her toes.
She barely noticed as Fer’ta got up to sit behind her. Though 

when the woman shifted to lean against her back, pressing her Urmer 
forward into Ka’ri Den, Stars giggled.

Kisses found her neck at the same time hands found her sides, and 
Stars’ laugh turned into a moan and she shook, tensing as yet another 
orgasm shook her.

!xs it always this easy for youG’ Ka’ri Den asked.
!Oi,’ Stars managed. !Oi. x cannot seem to hold it back. Never.... 

3ven when x didn’t want to have seM, x would stillj’
!Shh,’ Fer’ta breathed into her ear. !Don’t think about that. Not 

even in passing. Focus on us.’
!Oou make it hard not to:’ Stars laughed, pressing closer to Ka’ri 

Den as he continued to grind into her.
She wasn’t sure how long they went for. Time Pust didn’t seem to 

matter in this moment. Not as Ka’ri Den continued to thrust up and 
into Stars, pressing against all the most sensitive parts of her body 
with each shifting of his hips. Not as Fer’ta’s teeth ran along the curve 
of her neck, gently scraping the surface of the skin to send shivers 
through Stars as her hands continued their work.

The stimulation was like the soft glow of a Ureplace within her 
body, and Stars found herself so warm and comfortable she barely 
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knew what to do with herself. All she seemed able to do was hold 
Ka’ri Den tight and moan into his neck. 7er overwhelmed senses 
wouldn’t let her do anything else.

Ka’ri Den turned his head, pressing his beak against Stars’ ear so he 
could whisper to her. !Eay x try somethingG’

!Yi,’ Stars breathed. !Oou can do anything to me:’
4ne of Ka’ri Den’s hands slid from its place on Stars’ hip, around 

and over her buttock, until it found its place at a hole she had never 
considered before and slipped a single Unger inside.

xt pushed her over the edge once more and she shuddered against 
Ka’ri Den, the overIstimulation of another orgasm making her 
whimper and keen in Poy.

!x thought so,’ he whispered, his Unger pressing deeper. !Oou Pust 
needed that littlest bit more, didn’t youG 3nPoy it, gorgeous.’

All of her senses thrilled, rising up to their peak as she came, and 
then dulled into a peaceful numbness as she came down from it.

!7ave you had enough, yetG’
Stars mumbled a no; Cuietly begging for them to continue. Yhen 

they did she closed her eyes, letting herself get lost in the soothing 
touches of the couple.

xt was such a calm, safe feeling.
A kind of loving security she’s never known before that had every 

part of her relaMed into soft contentedness.
She was scarcely aware of when Ka’ri Den paused to check on her. 

And she barely heard what it was he’d asked her. Though her senses 
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snapped back when he withdrew his hands and moved to pull out of 
her; she gave an alert sCueak of and Cuickly held him tight again.

!4h:’ she eMclaimed, realising now what he had asked her. !Oi: Oes, 
x’m alright:’

Ka’ri Den gave her a grin, nudging her cheek with his beak. !xt 
looked like you were falling asleep on us,’ he said with humour.

!EaybeG’ Stars replied, earning a laugh from Fer’ta. !x’m enPoying 
it,’ she clariUed, nuHHling into Ka’ri Den and arching back up against 
Fer’ta’s soft embrace. !xt’s so mip that it’s making me relaM. x want to 
keep going:’

The couple cast an amused glance between themselves, before Ka’ri 
Den’s hands replaced themselves on Stars’ hips and she was rocked 
gently back and forth.

!Yhatever you want, gorgeous.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

HURRYING THROUGH THE 

FRONT DOOR; HOME

YUNE 34TH, YEAR 10,053 AE

It was the best sex she’d ever had, which proved to be a problem, as 
she was supposed to be home at least an hour ago.

Stars rushed through the front door, having returned as quickly as 
her tired body would let her, and found Cerulia sitting in the main 
room; her bag on the Loor by her feet as she rocked Dittle ‘emon 
gently.

THhere you are,’ she greeted. !er Lat tone unreadable, though her 
expression was calm and patient. TI was starting to get worried.’

TI’m so, so sorryJ’ exclaimed Stars, stumbling over to the couch and
 Lopping, panting, besides Cerulia. !er son roused at the sound of 
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her voice and gave a happy cry, reaching for her, and she instinctively 
scooped him up as Cerulia held him forward for her. TI didn’t mean 
to be late. I lost track of the timeJ’

THhat’s alright,’ Cerulia reassured, putting a hand on Stars’ knee to 
pet her. TI’m not upset.... !opefully you were doing something funK’

TOes, I was having sex,’ Stars blurted. She felt Dittle ‘emon give a 
tug on the long braid Ba’ri ‘en had put her hair in, and so quickly 
pulled it over her shoulder for him to play with. TIt went a lot longer 
than I expected, and I didn’t realise until we were —nished that it was 
past noon.’

E smirk unlike any Stars had seen on Cerulia found the foxen’s 
lips as she slipped o: the chair. T!appens to the best of us,’ she 
commented, retrieving her bag and slinging it over her shoulder. 
TI’m glad it wasn’t anything urgent. I’d much rather hear you got 
distracted than that you got hurt.’

THhank you,’ Stars replied, smiling warmly at the woman. THhat is 
nice to hear, and I’m grateful you’re not mad at me for being late.’

TIt happens,’ she comforted, giving Stars one —nal pat on the knee 
before turning to the door. TI do have to go, now. Mut I will see you 
tomorrow.’

TOiF OesJ’ Stars chirped. TSee you tomorrow, CeruliaJ’
E friendly wave was thrown over Cerulia’s shoulder as she left, and 

Stars chirped another goodbye before giving a little sigh and looking 
down to her son.... Hhough, her ears perked up and she glanced to the 
table when she heard the familiar voice of ‘istro’s new apprentice 
say, tone Lat as usualV
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T!e is a beautiful child. jery sweet. jery smart.’
Stars couldn’t help but smile at the teen across the room, her 

chest swelling with pride as she pulled her son up to rest against it. 
Dittle ‘emon was still playing with her braid, though he let it go 
as he nu--led into her and gave a tired babble that Stars thought 
she recognised. !e’d been making the same noise almost every night 
when she put him down to bed; sounding almost like goodnight, but 
not quite pronouncing it correctly.

8en(i Licked through one of the many books he had laid out in 
front of him, before sighing and closing the one he’d been writing 
in. TEuntie has me working very hard,’ he commented. TI am starting 
to think she is testing me to see how much I will do without com)
plaining.’

THhat does sound like something Bekik ‘istro would do,’ Stars 
agreed. TShe likes to trick people and play pranks on them. It’s where 
Ba’har(a learnt it from.’

Tzy mother warned me that Euntie is very cheeky,’ 8en(i com)
mented. Efter a moment he lifted himself out of his chair and, walk)
ing across the table rather than going around it, he made to sit beside 
Stars on the couch. TYe have not spoken, much. Euntie always has 
me distracted. Mut you seem very nice.’

THhank you, I think you’re nice, as well,’ Stars replied, the smile on 
her face growing all the more warm as 8en(i shu9ed closer to look 
at her son. !e, much like Stars, didn’t seem to know what was too 
close to someone, and so the both of them were perfectly comfortable 
pressed up side)by)side.
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Yell. Stars was comfortable until 8en(i asked about Dittle ‘emon’s 
father.

T!is...’ Stars’ lips drew into a thin line and she felt her ears press 
back. TPather....’

Aust a few months ago, she thought she loved the man. Yith all 
her heart. Mut living in this town, surrounded by many people, all 
of whom treated her better than he had.... It had changed her mind 
about him 0about many thingsU and she wasn’t sure how she felt 
about him, anymore.

T!e...’ a sigh. T!e was a liar. !e lied to me. !e said that he loved me 
and wanted to help me. Mut he had sex with me and left me behind, 
instead.’

Hhe look of utter disgust on 8en(i’s face made Stars feel a little less 
guilty about being annoyed at Pabecut. Hhe boy pulled in his feath)
ered wings, tucking them under his arms and giving a low, strange 
gurgling sound from the back of his throat before Lopping against 
Stars with a sigh. It was the most emotion she had heard from him, 
and that the emotion was disgust directed at what had been done to 
her was not lost on her.

THhat is no good,’ he said, simply. TI think that he is a very bad 
person for doing that.... Yhere did he go when he left youK’

TI’m not really sure,’ Stars admitted. TI thought he told me. Mut I 
don’t know if he did, anymore. Ell I remember is...’ she pressed her 
brow into a furrow. TSomething about... avio. !e said wanted to take 
me, too, but that he couldn’t. !e never said why. Aust that he loved 
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me, and wished he could. 3ow I know that he was lying to me so that 
he could have sex with me.’

E sco:, short and hiss)like, pushed through 8en(i’s teeth. TMastard. 
!e mentioned avio, you say. Nf course he did. It is common for those 
who lie to go to my people. It must be to manipulate. It always is.’

TNh, you’re an avioJ’ Stars blurted. TI was wondering what you 
were, but it felt too rude to ask....’

Tzustenel, as well,’ he added. TEnd so you are aware, it is proper to 
say the mother’s side —rst. zy mother was mustenel, and my father 
was avio. So I am a mustenel who is half avio. 3ot an avio who is half 
mustenel. Aust as nobody should be calling your son a dassen who is 
half nurlak. !e is a nurlak who is half dassen. I have heard people say 
it the other way about him, but they are wrong. It is not correct to 
say it father)—rst.’

TI... didn’t know that,’ Stars admitted. TYe don’t have any tia’—o 
people where I’m from, so I never know how to talk about them....’

THhe 2endi has many people of mixed lineage.’
TI meant... !eck’ne,’ corrected Stars.
T!eck’ne also has many people of mixed lineage,’ 8en(i pressed. 

T8erhaps not the area you come from, not speci—cally, but it is not 
uncommon. Pather told me all about the 2endi. !e said it is a very 
wonderful place. I would like to go there when I am older. Yould 
you like to return to the 2endi, one day.’

Stars thought on it, —ghting back the urge to immediately dismiss 
the idea and condemn !eck’ne and retreat to her bed to hide under 
the covers and sulk. She took a deep breath to push down all the 
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thoughts of the pain she su:ered, and did her best to consider it 
genuinely....

Hhough, in the end she wasn’t sure, and said as muchV TI don’t 
know. E lot happened to me in !eck’ne. I’ve heard from a lot of 
people there are better places in the 2endi, but I admit, I’m scared of 
going back. Yhat if I get trapped againK Dots of fears like that keep 
talking to me in the back of my mind.... Hhough...’ she pet her son on 
the back as he shifted, and heaved a long breath. TI do want to travel 
again. It was the best I have ever felt. Diving here in town doesn’t feel 
as mip... as nice as it felt to live in Sken’s caravan. Yhen they come 
back next year I want to speak with them and see if they will take me 
with them again.... Mut....’

TMut,’ 8en(i echoed; clearly a request for her to clarify, even if his 
tone was completely Lat.

THhere are... two things I’m scared of,’ Stars admitted. TI’m scared 
they’ll say no, and... I....’

”ntucking his wing from under his arm, 8en(i wrapped it around 
Stars as she trailed o:. TYhat are you afraid of.’

TWveryone worked hard to bring me here,’ she said, nerves clear in 
her tone. T‘istro and Ba’har(a lost their home. zy family burnt it 
down when they came looking for me. End Bekik... had to.... zy 
yalf.... Yhat if they’re upset at me because I don’t want to stayK Hhey 
want to live here, and if I don’t.... Yhat if they think I’m not thankful 
for everything they’ve done for meK’

TI am sure they know that you are thankful,’ 8en(i reassured. TEnd 
if they put all of this e:ort into saving you, and taking you away from 
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a place that made you sad and hurt, I do not think they would like 
you to stay somewhere else that makes you sad (ust because you are 
worried that they would miss you.’

Stars took a moment to think on it, and 8en(i sat quietly while she 
did. Hhe only nose the boy made was a soft giggle as Dittle ‘emon 
reached out with a wing and ran his tiny —ngers over the teen’s face.

TI.... I think you might be right,’ Stars eventually conceded. TStill, 
though... I’m scared that they’ll be upset when I tell them....’

THhen you should tell them now instead of later,’ suggested 8en(i. 
THhat way, they will have time before you leave to get used to the 
idea. End you will not be worried about it for so long. Oou will have 
your answer instead of worry, and they will have time to say goodbye 
instead of feeling surprised and abandoned and like it happened out 
of nowhere.’

TOou’re very smart about these things,’ said Stars. TIt’s surprisingF 
”m... no o:ence. Oou’re (ust very young.’

Tzy mother is a therapist,’ 8en(i explained. TShe made sure I am 
educated on emotions.’

TI have a therapist,’ Stars blurted. TShe helps a lot.’
TI am glad to hear you —nd therapists helpful,’ he said. T3ot every)

body does. Some people do not like them at all. It is rather silly, I 
think.’

TIt sounds silly, mine has been very good,’ Stars agreed. She opened 
her mouth to say more but paused as Dittle ‘emon gave a murmur 
and reached up to grab her ear; her attention immediately entirely on 
him. TYhat is it, my most mip katkaK’ she asked.
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TBatka,’ echoed 8en(i. THhat is a !ar’py word. Yhat does it mean.’
TSon,’ Stars answered; though she didn’t take her eyes o: Dittle 

‘emon as he stroked her cheek and mumbled nonsense sounds at 
her. TBatka means son.’

THhat makes sense,’ said 8en(i. TPer’ta called her daughter G-elkin5 
when she did not call her by her name. ‘oes -elkin mean daughter.’

TOi,’ Stars con—rmed. TBatka is a son. Lelkin is a daughter. Merr can 
be both.’

TI see,’ he replied. !e paused for a moment, clearly in thought, and 
Stars waited patiently for him as he bit his lip and frowned in an 
exaggerated manner. TOou are a !ar’py, yes.’

T3a, I am not,’ Stars corrected. TI was, but I stopped being one 
when I left !eck’ne.’

TI did not realise,’ despite his voice remaining Lat, 8en(i gave Stars 
an apologetic look. TI asked because I am curious.... I heard you speak 
with your mother. Oou are scared of the eclipse.’

Hhe hairs on Stars’ arms prickled, and her ears Lopped down 
limply, and she felt her heart beat (ust that littlest bit faster.

TOes. I see it in your eyes,’ he con—rmed. TOou are afraid.’
Stars swallowed, quiet for a moment before she nodded. TOi.... Oes. 

I’m afraid.’
TYhy.’
TI’ve always been afraid of the eclipse,’ she answered. TI was taught 

to be, ever since I was little.... I’ve been trying very hard not to think 
like I used to, but some things are still hard. End... I know that the 
eclipse isn’t supposed to be scary. 8eople keep telling me it’s fun. Mut 
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my brain doesn’t want to believe them after all the times I’ve been 
scared. I think I’ll stay inside this year. ”ntil I can convince myself 
it’s not so bad....’

THhat is fair,’ 8en(i said, simply, as he Lopped all of his weight 
against Stars’ side. Instinctively, she put an arm around the boy and 
squee-ed him, which he took as a sign to keep talking. TIs there 
anything that I can do to help comfort you. If you do stay inside, 
maybe I can —nd curtains that are thick to hide the noise and lamps 
that will be on the streets. Yould that help.’

THhat... might help, yi,’ Stars con—rmed. THhank you, 8en(i.’
TI can go look at the markets now if you like,’ he o:ered, scooting 

out from under Stars’ arm so he could stand up and shake himself 
out. TI do not think Euntie will be mad at me if I take a break.... Oou 
are welcome to come if you would like to. Ba’har(a told me that you 
like the markets.’

Stars considered it a moment, before she shook her head; an action 
that Dittle ‘emon gave a happy squeal about as he grabbed for her 
brain again. T3o, thank you. I do like the markets, but I think I’m too 
tired. I think I want to stay here with my Dittle ‘emon.’

TNkay,’ 8en(i con—rmed, making his way to the door to —nd his 
shoes Fhis sandals, specially made for his canine)shaped feetF and 
slip them on. !e took a satchel)bag from one of the hooks beside the 
door and slung it over his shoulder. THhen I will let you know that 
nobody is at home. Ba’har(a is at work. Oour mother went for a walk, 
though I am not sure where. End Euntie told me she had to Ggive 
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the neighbourhood watch a reason to stay active5 which I did not 
understand why she thought it was so funny.’

TI never understand the things Bekik ‘istro —nds funny, either,’ 
Stars admitted. TShe has a very strange sense of humour.’

Tjery strange,’ 8en(i agreed. TNoodbye, Stars. I will be home before 
dinner. 8lease tell Euntie where I am if she asks.’

TI will,’ Stars promised. She then found herself alone with her son 
who, after craning his head as much as he was capable of to look 
around and see who was and was not around, smiled widely at —nding 
it was (ust the two of them and gave a gleeful squeal. TEre you happy 
it’s (ust usK’ Stars asked with a chuckle, leaning down so he could grab 
her face with all four of his hands. E grin pressed up her eyes as he ran 
his —ngers over her face and murmured at her. TOi. I missed you too. 
‘o you want to sit in the garden with meK’

!e babbled some more, replying to her happily with nonsense that 
only became more excited as her smile grew.

TNut the backK’  she suggested.  TYhere it’s  quieterK End less 
strangers will see us and try and talk to usK’

E squeal of (oy escaped her son, as if he was agreeing with her 
and thought her suggestion was a good one, and Stars couldn’t resist 
burying her face into his stomach and blowing a raspberry into him.

!e gave another squeal and giggled as Stars stood up and carried 
him out to the back yard where she found a nice, shaded spot under a 
tree to sat down with him. She nu--led into him, her heart Luttering 
in elated (oy as he scrunched up his face and blew a raspberry at her.
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T‘o you want to play in the grassK’ she asked, sliding down to lay on 
her back. She sat Dittle ‘emon on her chest, though when he babbled 
and reached out a hand towards the ground she carefully shifted to 
place him down on his back. TIs that what you wanted, my precious 
oneK’

!e responded with a happy laugh, throwing all four of his hands 
up and down in play. !e tried to kick his legs then FStars saw them 
twitch and knew he was trying to move themF though they didn’t 
do more than a short (erk as Dittle ‘emon giggled and wiggled and 
rocked himself from his back to his belly so he could smack at the at 
the ground with his wings and pull out handfuls of the soft grass and 
taste it.

Stars felt her heart squee-e as she watched him.
This was it.
Hhis was why she had done it all, wasn’t itK
Wverything. Ell the fear. Hhe pain. Hhe loneliness and the con)

fusion and the nightmares.... Everything she’d done since leaving 
!eck’ne. It had all been for this exact moment, as her son reached 
out his wings as far as he could from himself, dug his little claws into 
the dirt, and pulled himself forward half an inch along the ground 
as he giggled and squealed and babbled at his mother. This was why 
she’d done it. So he could experience this.

So he could know peace. End softness. End laughter. End love.
It was worth it.
E tear rolled down her cheek and she held back a happy sob, 

turning it instead into a wet sni9e.
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Hhe sound of her shaky breath caught her son’s attention and he 
reached a wing out for her, Lexing his claws at her in a grabbing 
motion.

TI’m okay, my precious little berr,’ she managed, reaching out a 
hand for him to take and squee-e. TI’m okay.’

!e brought her —ngers to her mouth to suckle on, his spit coating 
her hand and dribbling down his chin as he did his best to speak to 
her through his chewing.... She swore that she recognised the tone, 
even if he got all the sounds wrong and didn’t speak real words. It was 
the same soft voice she would use for him when he was frightened or 
upset. Hhat low, comforting inLection as she reassured him he that 
everything was alright.

TYou are the most important thing I have ever known...’ she whis)
pered, her voice trembling as she fought back her overwhelming 
emotions. TYou make everything worth it. I will never, ever let anyone 
hurt you. I will do everything to keep you safe, and to make you happy, 
and to give you a good life.... I promise. I promise I will do everything 
for you, my Little Demon....’

TStars...K Ere you alrightK’
Stars sni9ed, half)turning to look up at her mother as she peered 

through the back door. TI’m feeling a lot of feelings, Bekik.... I think, 
maybe, too many....’

Hhe door clanged shut behind ‘ena and she hurried down the 
three steps to the grassy yard where Stars lay to sit with her. TShh, 
now,’ she comforted, caressing her daughter’s head and guiding it 
into her lap. TYhat’s wrongK Ere you miitaK Yhat is.... Yho did this 
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to youK’ ‘ena found one of the marks Per’ta had left on Stars’ neck 
and her eyes widened in anxiety as she ran a —nger over it. TStarsK’

TI asked for it,’ Stars reassured, her voice soft. TI’m alright, Bekik.... 
I’m happy. Hoday has been wonderful, and I had a lot of fun.’

E long sigh of relief escaped from ‘ena’s chest and she leant over 
to peck a kiss on her daughter’s forehead. TOou scared me, Stars. I 
thought someone had hurt you.’

TI didn’t mean to scare you,’ Stars sni9ed. TI’m (ust... feeling so 
much. So many things....’

Enother kiss found Stars. Es did her son’s other wing, as he 
grabbed to get a better hold of the hand he chewed on.

TI’m okay,’ she promised him, reaching over to scoop him close so 
he was pressed against her chest. Es soon as her face was in range of 
his hands, he stretched up to touch her. !e ran his —ngers over the 
corners of her smile and gave a little murmur. TSeeK I’m okay. Hhese 
are happy tears. I’m happy. I’m smiling.’

!e returned the smile, which made Stars giggle and lift him into 
the air.

TOou are everything!’ she told him.
T!e is,’ ‘ena agreed, brushing Stars’ braid to the side and running 

a —nger over it. She traced over each weave in the braid, smoothing 
down the little strands that had come loose, before her hand lay 
against her daughter’s cheek. TOou both are....’

Stars glanced to ‘ena, brieLy, to share a piece of her (oy with her 
in the form of a loving grin. Hhough she quickly put her focus back 
on Dittle ‘emon as he begged for her attention with a Lap of his 
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wings. TNh, yiJ Oes. I am looking at youJ’ Stars giggled. TI am looking, 
I promiseJ’

‘ena echoed her laugh, drawing Dittle ‘emon’s interest, and in 
the end Stars had to lower the boy onto her chest again so that he 
could be fussed over by both women.

!e loved the attention, talking to his grandmother in those little 
sounds (ust as he did his with mother. End ‘ena nodded along as if 
she understood every single one of them, talking back with a tone of 
curious interest that encouraged him to keep babbling at her.

It must have been at least ten minutes 0if not closer to twentyU of 
the child chatting away inaudibly before he gave a yawn and grabbed 
towards Stars’ face. So she lay him against her chest, settling his head 
against her breast like a pillow, and softly rubbed his back to help him 
settle in to sleep.

‘ena’s hands, now leaving Dittle ‘emon to give him room to rest, 
found Stars’ shoulders, instead, and began to softly rub them.

TOou are doing well with him, carrot,’ she praised. TI am very proud 
of you.’

TWewowm, Bekik,’ Stars said, softly. She fell quiet a moment, look)
ing up at the sky... before her earlier conversation with 8en(i prickled 
the back of her mind. Es did his suggestion to tell them now instead 
of later, and she knew that he was right. So, plucking up all of her 
courage, she gave a deep)but)soft sigh and looked to her mother. 
TBekikK’

TOi, StarsK’
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TI don’t think I like living in a town,’ she admitted. TIt doesn’t feel... 
as right as it did in the caravan. Dike my heart is missing something.’

TDike it’s missing somethingK’ ‘ena echoed, softly. E thoughtful 
look came over her as she examined her daughter’s face, before her 
ears pressed back and her brow furrowed. TDike... griefK’

TOi,’ Stars agreed, her voice soft as her mother stroked her cheek. 
TOi. I think it’s grief. Dike I’ve lost another family.’

E kiss found Stars’ cheek, followed by the warm breath of a sigh. 
TI’m sorry, carrot,’ ‘ena told her. TI didn’t realise....’

TI didn’t realise either,’ Stars admitted. T3ot at —rst. Hown is a 
better place to live than !eck’ne was, so I thought I had to feel 
better living here. Mut I have been talking with travellers. !earing 
their stories. End I think.... I was thinking that, when Sken comes 
back next year, I will ask if she will take me with her again. ‘o you 
think that is okayK’

E short Lash of emotion crossed ‘ena’s face Ffear, anxiety, wor)
ryF though it was quickly pushed away. TIt’s... not my choice to 
make for you, Stars.’

Stars looked away, feeling a heavy lump of shame settle inside of her 
throat at the look on her mother’s face. It was a better reaction than 
she’d been worried she’d receive, but it still made her skin prickle with 
guilt.... Dike she really was being ungrateful and making her mother 
feel abandoned and like all they had done was pointless.

TI’m sorry, Bekik,’ she mumbled. TI... I don’t mean to.... I can stay. 
I’ll stayJ Oou’ve done so much for me, I don’t want to be ungrate)
fulF’
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TStars,’ ‘ena interrupted with a sigh. Tzy kama girl.... I didn’t 
break you free (ust to hold you hostage somewhere else,’ she said, seri)
ously. She swallowed, then, and her voice trembled as she continued. 
TI love you. End I will miss you. Mut everything I have done... has 
been for you. For you. So you can be happy.... End if leaving makes 
you happy... I.... I will get used to you being away from me. End I 
will comfort myself with the knowledge that you are safe. End that 
you are healthy. End that you are free. Hhat the life you live is one 
you chose. 3ot that others have forced you to live.’

Stars sni9ed again and raised one of her free hands to rub a tear 
from her eye. TOou’re not upset with meK’

T3o, carrot, I’m not,’ ‘ena comforted. TI know we’ve not agreed 
on much lately, but.... Bosson, Stars. I love you. Ell that matters to 
me is that you live a life better than mine has been.’

Enother tear was wiped from Stars’ eye. TI’m trying, Bekik,’ she 
promised.

TI know,’ said ‘ena. TEnd I’m proud of you.’
TWven when we —ghtK’ Stars asked.
E low, tired chuckle was the reply, accompanied by an a:ection)

ate nu--ling of Stars’ cheek. TOi, Stars,’ she said. THhat you feel safe 
enough to talk back... as frustrated as I am in the moment, I’m glad 
you speak your mind.’

Stars took a deep breath, her son on her chest mumbling sleepily as 
he was shifted with the motion. ‘ena’s hands ran across her shoul)
ders and over her braid, stroking her lovingly, and she let the breath 
out and felt herself relaxing.
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TI’m sorry, Kekik,’ Stars said, softly.
TPor whatK’ ‘ena asked as she lifted her head.
TDeaving you behind....’
T‘on’t you speak so hakalikaJ’ ‘ena sco:ed, before leaning down 

to press her nose into Stars again. !er voice grew softer, then, the 
tone tired)but)loving, and she pecked a kiss into Stars’ skin. TOou’re 
not leaving me behind. Yhat would make you say such a thingK’

TIt is like...’ Stars hesitated, swallowing and leaning into her mother 
as she was kissed again. TIt is like we are out gathering food, but I am 
walking faster than you can run. End I want to wait for you, I really 
do, but if I wait then I’ll go hungry....’

TI want you to be free, Stars,’ ‘ena told her. THhat is all I have ever 
wanted for you. End if your freedom means you scout ahead while 
I stay and keep the —re strong for when you grow tired and need to 
rest, then it is a life I will learn to live.’

Stars took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and reached up a 
hand to take her mother’s own. THhank you, Bekik.’

E quiet fell over the backyard, then. 3either woman said anything 
more as they sat together, at peace in each other’s company. 3othing 
more needed to be said.

3o matter where they went. 3o matter how much distance they 
found between them as they walked their di:erent paths and lived 
their di:erent lives. Hhey knew.

Hhey were going to be okay.
End they would always be family.
End.



AFTERWORD

Thank you for reading the second book in the series Don’t Lose Hope! 
I hope you’ve been enjoying the story so far.

If you want to read more, you can xnd the series on demrefor.com
In the neKt book, Ka’harja’s Journey, la’harja xnds reason to  ook 

inside himse f and take on the responsibi ity of maturing into a man.


