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Preface

I really don’t know
how much longer I can keep this up. Nobody is ever going to come
for us! The fall harvest is coming in and it’s true we have food
now, but for how much longer? Winter comes fast and I don’t know
how to make the food last. For the harlings, especially the oldest,
I act strong and brave and full of hope, but I don’t feel it inside
anymore. Did I ever feel it? I think part of me always expected
that we were all going to die, but I just couldn’t think about it
then. I wonder if one day, a long time from now, hara will find
this diary, even if it’s too late to find us. I wonder what they’ll
think of it – probably that I’ve been a fool.

Chapter 1

The Gelaming army had
ceased to be greatly surprised by anything they encountered. Lost,
slightly backward Wraeththu tribes, hidden weapons depots, pockets
of human refugees, and gruesome reminders of Varrish oppression
were found throughout this part of Megalithica. Many of these
discoveries had already been catalogued and put on the list of
matters to be resolved by the new Parsic administration. Still, if
this was a Varr military installation, it was apparently going to
be a bit different from any they’d investigated so far.

“Look at this,
General,” Captain Paran Nemish urged, gesturing to the right.
Coming down the path from the mountains, they’d entered a small
forested valley. They hadn’t known precisely what to expect —
reconnaissance had only noted a large structure, no other details
given — but even so, they found themselves rather puzzled at the
sight before them.

“Flowerbeds,”
General Ashmael Aldebaran remarked. Edged by a border of fruit
trees, heavy with ripening fruit, the beds stretched out for
several acres. “I notice they’re not in the best of care.” Some of
the plantings were wilted, obviously not having been properly
watered or nurtured. A few were overcome with weeds.

“It makes
sense,” Paran said as they passed around the bend and toward what
they presumed would be the entrance to the driveway. “Off in the
back woods like this, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re still
ignorant of the change in Megalithica. Probably they have other
priorities besides tending their flowers — like defending
themselves from the onslaught of ‘terrible, bloodthirsty
Gelaming.’”

Ashmael nodded
with a small, grim smile at Paran’s little jest. This location was
extremely isolated, the nearest town a good 50 miles distant and
that only a small trading village. When the village hara had been
questioned about any sort of military installation in the mountains
to the north, they hadn’t had the slightest idea. This was
confirmed when, at Ashmael’s request, Listener Edrei Faraliesse
executed a brief mind scan. Their thoughts revealed that, yes,
occasionally Varr soldiers had come through the area and there had
been some limited trading, but locals had always assumed the
soldiers were simply passing through. However, earlier-gathered
intelligence from Fulminir, the now-defunct seat of power,
indicated to the Gelaming that the Varr military had, at one time,
sent a great deal of supplies to an unspecified location in this
general vicinity.

Ashmael’s
scouting group had ridden up through the mountains not knowing what
to expect. They’d left behind an entire troop of hara, camped
several miles back in the wilderness awaiting orders. Now, however,
Ashmael began to wonder whether he would have any orders to issue.
What type of military installation planted flowerbeds in the
wilderness? From what Ashmael had observed, most Varr encampments
had been ensconced in old human buildings, with the surrounding
areas blighted by neglect and warfare. None of their institutions
had been adorned with landscaping; only the private estates of the
wealthiest and most secure Varr leaders had ever possessed such
frivolities.

A metal gate
that stretched across a long, gravel driveway marked the entrance
to this mysterious compound. The plantings just beyond appeared
better tended than those noted earlier. Flowering bushes and
colorful blossoms bobbed in the high breeze of the late summer
afternoon. On the right stood a sign post with a surprising
message: “WELCOME & ATTENTION: No Weapons Beyond This
Point.”

Nearly every
har in the small group began murmuring comments regarding the
unexpected notice. “What on earth is that about? Any ideas,
tiahaar?” asked Paran, turning to their commander.

“We’ll find
out shortly, I’m sure,” the general answered, frowning. There was
no order to dispense with their weapons, which, Gelaming or no,
they possessed in plenty, ready for any eventuality. The sign was
presumably a remnant of former authority. Since liberating
Megalithica several months earlier, the Gelaming had remained
consensually to police the territory, though it was technically
governed by the native leadership they had placed in power. If the
tenants of this particular bastion were still blissfully unaware of
the change in circumstances, Ashmael was not about to deliver the
message unarmed.

The general
ordered one of his soldiers to dismount and open the gate. The
hinges squealed in protest: Clearly they had not been oiled
recently or put to much use.

As the group
passed through, a dozen Gelaming warriors and their otherworldly
horses, sedim, Ashmael issued an order to halt. He called
out to Edrei, their Listener, trained to gather information from
the ethers. What could he sense, up beyond the hedges? Surely that
was where they would find the reported structure. Was it
populated?

Edrei
acknowledged the order and let his eyes go blank as psychically he
scanned the area. A ripple of emotion — surprise? — flitted across
his face as he put his finely honed senses to use. Always valuable
in investigations of this sort, Edrei was rarely in error.

“It’s
harlings, General,” he announced finally, his gaze snapping into
focus.

“Harlings?”
Ashmael asked, intrigued. “How many?” Harlings on a military
installation surrounded by flowers and with a sign warning against
weapons — this situation grew more interesting all the time.

“I can’t tell
you exactly, General,” Edrei explained apologetically, “but I’m
getting the impression it’s more than a few — I’d say... maybe as
many as a hundred.”

“A
hundred?” Now this was something for which Ashmael had not
been prepared. “We’re outnumbered by harlings!” He chuckled, mildly
amused by the notion, if not yet ready to dismiss the need for
caution. “Do you think they’re any threat?”

Edrei
shrugged. “I... I don’t think so. I mean, they’re not... Well,
they’re certainly not hostile. They’re just harlings.”

Ashmael
prompted his sedu to move a little way up the drive. “A
hundred harlings,” he mused. “Perhaps the Varrs are even more
advanced in that regard than we thought. And what of adults,
tiahaar? Any sense of hara?”

Edrei shook
his head. “No, tiahaar, I didn’t catch that, but that doesn’t mean
they’re not there. I would assume they must be there — they
wouldn’t have left that many harlings unprotected, even if they
are Varrs. They could possibly be shielding themselves.”

“That seems
reasonable to assume,” Ashmael remarked. “Let’s go in.” He turned
to regard his hara briefly before moving forward. “Remain
alert.”

With that, the
group proceeded up the drive, following the curve up the rise,
where a thick line of hedges cut off any glimpse of what lay
beyond. Flowerbeds continued along the sides of the drive, these
plants clearly the recipients of more attention than those further
out on the periphery. Snapdragons bobbed their heads as the
soldiers passed, while clusters of daisies stood at attention.

Finally they
made it beyond the hedges and gained a view of their mysterious
destination. It was a large structure of dark brick, two floors,
and had the appearance of an old-fashioned human institution.

“Looks like an
old school,” Ashmael remarked. “Or maybe even a convent or
monastery.” He nodded, confident in his observations. “Certainly a
religious institution; I see a cross on the roof.” When these words
yielded no response, Ashmael checked the faces of his companions.
“You do know about human religions, don’t you?”

“I'm sorry,
but not really, General,” Corporal Karan admitted. The youngest of
the group, he was a pure-born Wraeththu. Unlike the rest who had
been metamorphosed by Wraeththu blood from men into physically and
psychically gifted hermaphrodites, Karan had never been human or
lived during a time when human ways still dominated. Ducking his
head in embarrassment, he continued, “I know what crosses were
about but I’m not sure—”

“It’s really
rather sad,” Ashmael interrupted. “An example of humanity’s
obsessive separation of the two genders and fear of sexual freedom.
There was a huge emphasis on chastity. A convent was a place where
humans, specifically women called nuns, lived in isolation from
society.”

“But why would
they do that?” the corporal asked. “Did somehar — men, I would
guess — force them to?”

“Not really,”
Ashmael replied, feeling impatient at having to offer the
clarification. “Men had their own isolated sects in monasteries.
The isolation was part of their religious system; their lives were
to be devoted to worship and study, and sexuality was to be left
out of that. In any case, this is generally the sort of building
they used to live in and obviously such a large structure in the
middle of nowhere would have to have some very specific
purpose.”

“We appreciate
your insight, General,” Paran said.

“Being ancient
does have its advantages,” Ashmael conceded with a wry smile.

As they
continued up the drive, however, all thoughts of the building or
human religious practices vanished, replaced with a spectacle
Edrei’s scan had predicted, but for which the army party was not
quite prepared: harlings, in great abundance.

The soldiers
brought their sedim to a halt as before them more than fifty
harlings looked over across the yard. It was clear to Ashmael that
the children represented a range of ages, some as young as three,
but there appeared to also be some young hara, certainly not far
past their feybraiha, the time of Wraeththu maturation, which
usually begins between the ages seven and eight.

Ashmael’s
sharp mind quickly began cataloging the harlings, just as he would
any other group of unknown hara he encountered on a mission. The
harlings wore stunned expressions, their bodies suddenly frozen
amid their tasks. Ashmael took note of their toil-dirtied
appearance and the way their clothing hung loosely on their thin
bodies. It was suddenly easy to realize what harlings might be
doing on a Varr military compound; as slave labor Wraeththu
children would be much hardier than sickly, desperate humans.

Clearly, the
older harlings were running the show, overseeing domestic chores
like washing and hanging clothes and linen, while the younger ones
appeared to be busy with plantings, as they sat on the ground amid
dozens of small flowerpots and trowels. In one corner of the yard,
a group was tending to a vegetable garden. They now stood staring,
baskets of beans and squash hanging from their arms.

Ashmael urged
his sedu onward and then halted at the edge of the yard,
where the long entryway ended, and dismounted. The others followed
suit and as they did, the harlings broke from their gawking freeze
and began to rush forward, their shocked faces suddenly breaking
into broad smiles.

“Oh, tiahaara,
we’re so glad you’re here!” cried a fair-skinned one, reddish-blond
hair hanging long, almost to his waist. Despite being dirty from
work, it was obvious that the dress he was wearing, a loose-fitting
silken robe, was quite an elegant garment, embroidered with colored
beads all around the neckline. The clothing was strange indeed,
quite incongruous with the strenuous work that was taking place in
the yard. Ashmael noted the dainty jewelry hanging from the
harling’s ears and of course the long hair. Unlike most Wraeththu
tribes, members of Varr society had mostly denied the feminine
aspects of their natures, except for a select few assigned
traditionally female roles. If this harling had long hair, Ashmael
presumed, he had no doubt been picked out as a future
“progenitor.”

It was
difficult to ascertain his age; he could have been an older harling
or a young har. He was taller than the others and seemed to take
the lead. The other harlings stood behind him, also smiling; the
younger ones nudged one another, whispering among themselves
excitedly. Ashmael observed them closely as he sought to evaluate
the situation and form a proper course of action. They were
certainly not hostile; in fact the harlings’ manner was clearly
friendly and welcoming. The group also harbored great curiosity,
staring eagerly at the soldiers and their sedim. But they
were also shy, smiling but casting their glances downward when any
of the Gelaming tried to make eye contact.

The harlings
were apparently relieved to have visitors and seemed intent on
making a favorable impression on Ashmael and his hara, strangers or
no. Ashmael noted that most of them, particularly the older ones,
were turned out similarly with long hair and elaborate, feminine
manners of dress. These almost-hara were a self-conscious bunch as
well, nervously smoothing sweat-dampened tresses and furiously
brushing at the garden grime smudging their once-elegant garments.
Again Ashmael turned an analytical eye to the scene — why would
these harlings be so adorned if they were merely military slaves?
What other purposes did they serve?

The tall one,
who seemed lost in thought amid what had become an awkward silence,
shook himself slightly as if suddenly remembering a forgotten
protocol. He swept into an overly graceful sort of bow and asked,
“How may we be of service to you, tiahaara?” The smile never left
his face.

Ashmael
cleared his throat. “Hello,” he began. It was difficult to know
exactly what to say to such an audience; he had never seen so many
harlings together, in Megalithica or anywhere else.

All the young
ones said hello in return in singsong unison, many also offering
respectful bows.

“I am General
Ashmael Aldebaran. My colleagues and I will be visiting here. Do
you have any stables for our horses?” He addressed his question to
the apparent leader of this odd group.

“Oh, of
course, tiahaar!” the tall harling purred. He approached the
Gelaming leader slowly with a gait that was unmistakably,
disconcertingly sensual. As he drew closer, Ashmael noted that
despite his height and demeanor, the harling’s bare arms were
hairless as a newborn’s. While clearly the oldest, this redhead
hadn’t even begun feybraiha, and yet seemed to be offering a come
on! Does he approach all visitors this way? Ashmael wondered
silently.

“There are
stables in the rear,” the harling continued, gesturing to where two
of his companions eagerly waved and beckoned, indicating the
stables were back around the corner of the building. Ashmael
glanced at his soldiers and signaled for of a few of them to
follow. Once the sedim were gone, six Gelaming remained.
They were still surrounded by smiling, nearly giddy harlings.

The tall
harling took another step closer to Ashmael. “We used to have
horses of our own and lots of visitors,” he said, “but now they’re
all gone... so the stables are empty.”

“I see,”
Ashmael murmured, processing this additional information and
wondering what sort of visitors the harlings were accustomed
to.

“My name is
Pansea, by the way,” the harling offered brightly, before
continuing on with his chatter. “We used to have a mule but two
weeks ago, we had to kill it for food.”

Ashmael
glanced at Paran, who merely shrugged. In the meantime the harling
added, “Our hostling said we needed the meat.”

Pansea twisted
a lock of his hair and cast his eyes downward in a move Ashmael was
suddenly convinced was calculated.

So there is at
least one adult in residence.

A slight frown
suddenly erased Pansea’s smile. “And, I’m afraid we still don’t
have much to offer in the way of refreshments, tiahaar. At one time
we would have had trays and trays of delicacies for you and your
hara, but as you can see,” he gestured humbly around, “we weren’t
expecting visitors.” He paused for a moment before smiling brightly
and continuing rapidly, “But we have some really lovely, delicious
fruit,” he gestured toward the harlings with heavily-laden baskets,
“and fresh vegetable stew tonight.”

“We have our
own provisions,” Ashmael interjected, hoping to steer the
conversation back to more important issues.

But the
harling was too quick, “Ah, I see,” he answered, a dark flicker
crossing his face for just an instant. “How very fortunate. In the
meantime, I must see to getting you settled. I’m afraid we no
longer have hot running water, but we can start heating some right
away.”

“Hot water?”
Ashmael was growing more and more confused — and impatient.

“For bathing,”
the harling answered, as if it were obvious.

“Bathing?”
Ashmael frowned. This harling’s rambling was not heading in the
direction the general wanted.

“Oh, I meant
no offense, General Aldebaran!” Pansea suddenly appeared quite
flustered. “It’s just always been the custom, a nice hot bath with
attendants before aruna. I suppose we can still do the massages and
entertainment.” He frowned again and continued in a very apologetic
tone, “I assume that you, as the leader of this group, will be the
one.” He held out his hand gracefully, “Shall we get started,
then?”

Ashmael
flinched away from the harling’s touch. “No!” For several moments
after, he simply stared open mouthed. Wraeththu were very open
about sexual matters, but this was most unsettling. A smaller
harling had even jumped up and down and announced, “I can sing for
you while you’re waiting for the hot water!” Some of the other
soldiers, who had remained quiet until now, whispered disapproving
comments regarding the insinuations. Pansea began to look
confused.

A myriad of
questions fought for dominance in Ashmael’s mind. Surprisingly, the
one that won out was, “How old are you?”

“Probably late
in my sixth year, maybe even seventh,” Pansea said, his willowy
stature puffing up with obvious pride.

“You aren’t
sure?” Ashmael asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. “You said that
your hostling was here. I must speak with him.”

“Oh, I’m
sorry, tiahaar,” Pansea apologized, bowing slightly. “I should of
course alert our hostling to your arrival.” He summoned two smaller
harlings. “Go find Lis! Tell him we have visitors at last!
Everything’s going to be okay!” The harlings scampered over to the
building and went in the main door. “Lis will be so happy you’re
here!” Pansea exclaimed. “There haven’t been any soldiers in such a
long time!”

Ashmael was
still feeling perplexed, questions swarming left and right. Who was
this hostling? Whoever he was, he couldn’t be the only har in
residence. Otherwise, who could be caring for all these harlings?
And where had the harlings come from? They couldn’t have sprung up
out of the ground like the flowers.

Ashmael’s
thoughts went to the soldiers Pansea had just mentioned. Was this
some sort of Varr musenda staffed by harlings? Ashmael didn’t even
think such things possible, but after the atrocities they’d
discovered at Fulminir, the rotting heart of the Varr empire, he’d
come to expect just about anything, including the prostitution of
harlings.

He decided to
get some information from Pansea while it seemed free for the
taking. “I’ll be happy to meet with this Lis you speak of. But
first I have some questions. And, I must make it clear, whatever
purpose has brought soldiers here in the past, that is not why
we are here. Understand?”

“Yes,
tiahaar,” Pansea replied, deferentially.

“Thank you,”
Ashmael said. “First, tell me, your hostling is Lis?”

“Lis is
our hostling,” Pansea corrected. “His whole name is Lisia.
We call him Lis.” Pansea paused, obviously uneasy. “So, you’re not
here for aruna.”

Ashmael shook
his head slowly. He was used to interrogating Varrs, but not Varr
children. “No,” he answered. “I must speak to whoever is in charge
of this facility.”

A quick
succession of emotions flitted across Pansea’s face. “Oh, are you
here to take away more of the little ones?”

Ashmael looked
down at the assembled harlings. He certainly hadn’t planned on
returning to camp with a group of harlings, but suddenly he
realized that he might be forced to do just that if this place was
half as evil as he suspected.

“There are
some outside right now if you want to view them.” Pansea gestured
toward the far side of the building, in the opposite direction from
where the soldiers had taken the sedim.

“There are
more of you?” Ashmael asked.

“Well, of
course,” Pansea answered. “Shall I show you?”

Ashmael
nodded, and he and his company followed Pansea as he walked across
the broad lawn. Harlings scurried out of the way but hung close
about the soldiers’ knees. Ashmael continued his questions. “And
this Lisia — he hosted some of you?”

“Yes, some of
us at least,” Pansea agreed. “I don’t know which, though — nohar
does. There were many different hostlings. Many hostlings and also
teachers and helpers and assistants and, of course, the
administrators. Now there’s only Lis.”

Just as they
reached back of the building, the soldiers who’d gone to the
stables joined up with them. Along with Ashmael and his group, they
stood stunned when they saw what was inside large fenced pens at
the side of the yard: more harlings.

There had been
plenty of them running about outside, but not like these. Most of
these harlings were much younger, all under two years old. With an
unsettling collective awareness, they stood still, gazing upon the
soldiers as if with one eye. At first they did not speak or call
out.

There were
also some older harlings in the pens, but certainly none older than
five. Similar in dress to the ones in the yard, these harlings
appeared pleasantly surprised by the arrival of newcomers, but were
quickly distracted in their efforts to calm the little harlings,
who all at once decided to rush forward inside the pen and offer a
rousing “Hello!”

Ashmael
stepped back from the fence. Watching the older harlings herd the
younger ones into a less crowded configuration, he was reminded of
old illustrations of shepherds with sheep. And the harlings seemed
little more than that. They were grubby and thin, their faces and
arms tanned from the sun. Most were clothed only in long shirts,
once brightly colored but now faded and worn.

Some of them
didn’t have any shirts at all, and it was when some of these
harlings turned around that the Gelaming saw the tattoos: strings
of characters etched into their flesh in dark ink

“Oh, no...”
Paran groaned. “General, I think I know what this might be.”
Ashmael suspected he’d had the same thought but he didn’t
interrupt. “Maybe this was a Varr ‘farm’ and that’s why the
harlings are branded. Maybe this is where they were growing
harlings to take and use for food,” Paran shook his head grimly. He
and many of the others had been at Fulminir and were all too aware
of certain Varrs’ occasionally depraved dining habits.

“Hush, Paran,”
Ashmael warned softly. “I concur with your assessment but I don’t
want to cause a panic; there are tender ears here.”

“And my ears
as well!” cut in an angry voice from behind.

Startled,
Ashmael wheeled around to face the har who was, without a doubt,
the aforementioned hostling, or at least a hostling. Ashmael
still didn’t quite understand what Pansea had been trying to
explain to him about that, but as he’d expected of a Varr hostling,
this har clearly favored the feminine aspect of his nature. He was
striking, with golden-bronzed skin and waist-length hair the color
of caramel, and an unusual yellow forelock that framed his face on
one side. Like the harlings, he was clothed in elaborate but dingy
skirts.

“How
dare you!” the har challenged in a fierce whisper. “I
overheard your remarks and I must say, you have a lot of gall. I’ve
never heard a more insulting, and altogether vile and disgusting,
insinuation before in my entire life! Who are you? And what
are you doing with the harlings?”

“You must be
Lisia,” Ashmael said dryly.

Lisia did not
reply but instead stood imperiously awaiting an answer to his
question, with one hand on his hip, the other hand extended to
clasp the hand of a young harling. Clinging to his skirts were
three more — none more than six months old, or so Ashmael guessed.
In the meantime the penned harlings once again rushed forward, this
time crying “Lis,” waving and jumping up and down to get his
attention.

Ashmael
straightened up and, turning away from the distracting scene,
prepared for an official interaction. “Tiahaar, I am General
Ashmael Aldebaran of the Gelaming army, and a member of the
Hegemony in Immanion.”

“Ah, I should
have known; you certainly don’t look like Varr soldiers. So have
you won? Is that what gives you license to stomp in here—” Lisia
broke off as if seeing the Gelaming clearly for the first time,
“And you bring weapons! What kind of vicious barbarians are you?
What exactly do you mean to do here, hmm?” He leaned past Ashmael
and eyed the various soldiers. “Conquer a bunch of defenseless
harlings and plant your Gelaming flag in their playpen? Are you
planning to annex our gardens? Confiscate what little we have
left?”

The har was
livid, but Ashmael suspected that his blustering outrage was a
cover for defeat and resignation — resignation to a fate he plainly
misunderstood.

In the
meantime, Lisia’s accusations had garnered startled whispers from
the audience of harlings. Ashmael glanced round to see Pansea, who
until then had been stationed faithfully at his side, suddenly back
away. “Weapons?” Pansea mouthed silently, staring at the soldiers
as if they’d all suddenly grown horns and fangs. “I didn’t even
know… I didn’t even think… I never thought you were
Gelaming soldiers!” He looked over to Lisia apologetically.
“I swear, Lis, I thought they were just strange Varrs. They didn’t
look how I thought they would — and now they’re going to kill
us!”

“I assure you,
all of you,” Ashmael replied firmly, trying to hide his
exasperation as he gestured around, “we have no intentions of
stealing your land or your supplies — or killing you. Our presence
in this country is peaceful.”

The hostling’s
expression was dismissive; he clearly wasn’t buying Ashmael’s
assurances for a minute. “And yet you are armed. Weapons have never
had a place here — they are forbidden! Didn’t you read the signs?
Are you even capable of reading?”

“We saw the
sign,” Ashmael replied flatly, refusing to rise to the bait,
despite ample provocation.

“And you came
in anyway!” Lisia commented. “I guess being the conquering army,
you do what you like.”

Ashmael
repressed the urge to sigh in frustration. He could see they
certainly weren’t racking up any points with this har and the
hostling’s hostile attitude would only serve to hinder his
interrogation. “Tiahaar, we are soldiers and approached this
facility thinking it was a military installation. We had no way of
knowing what awaited us beyond your gates. Surely, you understand
that I can’t expect my hara to enter an unknown situation
unarmed!”

Lisia suddenly
swooped down to grab the shirt of one of the tiny harlings who had
detached himself and was intent on scurrying off. Lisia’s voice was
therefore muffled as he replied, “Well, hopefully you can see now
that your hara have nothing to fear here.” He smiled briefly at the
would-be runaway, who was now latched on to his leg, shyly hiding
his face from the strangers. “Unless you’re afraid of getting
hugged to death by affectionate little harlings.”

As if on cue,
another harling, a creature with white-blond hair sticking out in
every direction, laughed loudly. Chortling happily, he proceeded to
hide his face behind the flowery cloth of Lisia’s skirt before
popping up again and squealing in laughter.

Ashmael
glanced round and caught two of his hara making faces and wiggling
their fingers at the playful harling. Upon noticing the general’s
attention, the soldiers straightened and erased the smiles from
their faces. Gritting his teeth, Ashmael decided to refocus on
their mission before the situation grew even more out of hand.

“We are not
here to bring harm of any kind, tiahaar. We have information
linking this facility to the Varr military, which you are correct
in surmising has been defeated and deposed. My hara and I are here
to investigate and document this place.”

For a moment
the hostling looked disappointed. “I can give you the information
you seek,” he said, sounding resigned, “but first I need to go back
inside. I have to take care of these harlings. Please follow me and
do not, I ask you, disrupt my charges any further. In fact, I’d
prefer if you and your hara kept away from them altogether.”

“That would be
rather difficult, seeing as they’re everywhere,” Ashmael countered,
following Lisia away from the pens.

When they had
reached the front of the building, Lisia turned his attention to
Pansea and his companions. “I will speak to you and the other
Lilies about this later.” Then gesturing to the entire group, “Now
go back to what you were doing and stop this gawking. All of you!”
He eyed the assemblage of nervous youngsters and they reluctantly
began to retreat to their various stations around the yard.

Lisia,
apparently confident that matters were tended to outside, turned
toward the building’s entrance. Ashmael observed the graceful
manner in which the hostling avoided stumbling on any of the little
ones still clinging to his legs and led the way through the main
doors.

With the
electricity, not surprisingly, non-functioning, the interior of the
building was dim, lit only with what natural light filtered through
the exterior windows. Lisia led his visitors through a series of
hallways, most of them decorated with colorful artwork and pencil
drawings. Beyond closed doors, Ashmael detected the high-pitched
voices of yet more harlings, apparently engaged in supervised
lessons of some kind. Several of the rooms had doors which opened
at the top, allowing a window to the interior. Glancing into a few,
Ashmael observed brightly colored rooms with juvenile furnishings
and accessories. Small groups of similarly aged harlings,
invariably guided by older ones, were engaged in activities like
singing, drawing, or basic lessons.

As they were
walking, Ashmael summoned one of his hara and quietly instructed
him and five others to explore the remainder of the building. No
matter how free of threat the place appeared, they needed to be
certain of its security; for all of Lisia’s adamant assurances, it
was possible it was all a set-up for an enemy ambush.

The group
stopped at an open door situated at the end of a hall. Lisia turned
to address the Gelaming, “I need to see to these harlings first.
Then I’ll answer your questions.”

Ashmael was
growing impatient with the entire situation. Before he could
protest, Paran spoke up. “Surely there is some other har who can
meet with us. The harling outside said that you were the only
adult, but I don’t think he understood our questions. When will the
administrators of this place return? I believe they should be the
ones to answer our questions, since you obviously have other
priorities.”

Lisia made a
rough sound that might have been a short laugh but for its
bitterness. He did not turn to regard his visitors as he began
speaking but instead entered the room, where two of the small
harlings were immediately swept up into the arms of two older ones.
Four other harlings shared one of the two beds in the room, all of
them curled up asleep under one large knitted blanket.

“The
administrators are long gone,” Lisia said, straining to keep anger
out of his voice. “I am the only har here. And I apologize
for being so rude, tiahaara, but you’re correct about my
priorities. Answering questions for Gelaming soldiers is really not
my area of expertise. I simply must care for these young ones. If
you can’t be bothered with me, then please feel free to search for
the administrators somewhere out there,” he gestured vaguely to the
surrounding wilderness. “They left some time ago and I assure you
that there is nothing left here that can be of any interest to
you.”

Edrei the
Listener spoke up. “If you truly are here alone with all these
harlings, then it seems obvious that you are in need of some
assistance, and that certainly is our concern.” He paused. “Or
rather, it’s the concern of those we represent. Why don’t you just
let these capable helpers of yours see to the younger harlings and
then we can sort this all out.”

Ashmael
observed that the two helpers, again feminized, one dark skinned
and one very fair, were practically full-grown hara. Both
attendants were visibly intrigued by the presence of the soldiers
but they tended dutifully to the harlings, speaking to them softly
before placing them side-by-side on the other bed. Noticing their
beautiful but weary faces and the patches of red skin on their
faces and arms, Ashmael deduced that they were both suffering
through feybraiha, which unlike human adolescence descended upon
harlings between the ages of six and eight and brought about all
the physical changes of puberty in the space of a few weeks. The
result, while blessedly shorter than the years of hormonal upheaval
experienced by humans, was something like a sickness.

Lisia scooped
up the blond harling clinging to his leg and reached over to hand
him to one of the helpers. Ashmael noticed for the first time how
gaunt and thin the hostling was. Perhaps his earlier fierce
indignation had drawn attention away from his person, but now that
he had calmed somewhat, Ashmael could see the way Lisia’s wrist
bones stuck out, beyond the cuffs of his long-sleeved blouse, the
way his cheeks were slightly sunken. He might have been taking care
of the harlings, but he’d been skimping on himself.

Ashmael had a
feeling that sympathy might be a means of moving the investigation
forward. “Don’t worry, tiahaar. We have every intention of helping
you.”

One of Lisia’s
soft brown eyebrows arched questioningly at Ashmael’s words. He
turned quickly to hand the last harling to a helper and appeared to
be considering the general’s comments. Lisia motioned for the
Gelaming to follow him and led them down the hall from the harling
nursery into an empty classroom with larger tables and chairs. The
walls were painted in shades of pink. He gestured towards the
chairs. Ashmael nodded to his hara and they quietly seated
themselves, content to observe, gather information and await the
general’s orders. Ashmael himself remained standing. Lisia leaned
against the front of the instructor’s desk and crossed his arms.
“Help us how exactly?” His tone and body language screamed
mistrust.

Ashmael raised
his hands in a placating gesture. “Let me reassure you, tiahaar, we
aren’t here to make war. We are here foremost to gather
information, but part of our mission is to bring peace to all
former Varr territories, to right any wrongs, to help everyhar get
back to their lives.”

Ashmael had
deliberately chosen not to mention the new name for the Varr tribe;
introducing the change so soon might lead them off track. He was
therefore annoyed to note the way Lisia’s expression twisted.

“Get back to
their lives?” he exploded. “Get back to— Oh, and how do we
do that here? The war, the final battle or whatever happened that
you beat us — it changed all our lives. Nothing’s been the same.
Are you proposing to reopen the facility, then?” Lisia did not
relax in the slightest. In fact he appeared to become even more
wary.

Ashmael paused
for a moment to consider the most diplomatic response to offer the
distrustful, beleaguered har. To hell with diplomacy! He
assumed a more commanding posture. “That remains to be seen, but I
sincerely doubt it. The Gelaming are not in the habit of
subsidizing facilities that run off the hard labor of half-starved
harlings.”

“Oh, they’re
not?” Lisia sneered.

Ashmael
thought Lisia had been livid before, but now anger was emanating
from the hostling like heat waves. Lisia even stepped forward from
the desk, his hands clenched into fists; for a moment Ashmael
thought Lisia might be foolish enough to try assaulting him. But
the attack was purely one of words. “You think that I want
the harlings doing all the work? Do you think I enjoy living
like this? You don’t know anything!”

Lisia gestured
broadly to the room around him and, by extension, the entire
facility. “This was a happy place once. We were taken care of; the
harlings never had to work except to learn. I certainly wasn’t used
to this lifestyle of working and worrying every single moment of
every day. There was plenty of staff to do the chores, cook the
food, care for the little ones, teach them. We had supplies; I
didn’t lie awake at night wondering how I was going to feed these
helpless harlings come winter. I never had to stop and wonder just
how little food could be rationed to growing harlings before they
starved. Do you think any of this misery is intentional? That’s
absurd. We’re in this state because of you! Everything was
fine before you started your stupid war. We were fine, but you made
everything change. You caused this!”

Lisia looked
like he was prepared to continue with his tirade but he was
interrupted by the door softly creaking open. “What?” he shouted,
past all patience.

“We— we
finished outside. I just wanted to see what’s going on with the
Gelaming soldiers. Are they staying? Are we supposed to do anything
for them?” stammered a wide-eyed Pansea. The harling appeared
almost ready to flee, but for the moment he stood his ground in the
half-opened doorway.

Lisia, flushed
with anger, seemed suddenly embarrassed by his outburst.

His demeanor
softened immediately and he approached the door. “I’m sorry that I
shouted at you,” he said. “No, I don’t want you to do anything for
these soldiers. In fact, I don’t want you or any of the others to
go near them at all. I want you to tell this to everyhar. No
talking to strange hara, even soldiers. Understood?”

Pansea became
a little bolder and stepped forward into the room. Several other
older harlings stood behind him. He gave the soldiers his full
attention for a few moments — although he’d abandoned his
ostentatious flirtations — and appeared to be processing what the
hostling had told him. “Why? Lis, we all just heard you yelling and
you seem really upset. What’s happening?”

Lisia put a
comforting hand on the harling’s arm. “Nothing for you to concern
yourself with, Pansea. They say that they’re here to help us, but
they don’t seem to know our ways or the rules, and until I’m sure
that they do, I don’t want them interacting with anyhar but me. Can
you understand that?”

Pansea nodded
and the other harlings behind him murmured agreement.

“Good. Now I
know there’s still plenty to do. Some of you relieve the Lilies in
charge of class four and the rest help the Lilies in the
kitchen.”

Once Pansea
and his companions had gone, Ashmael took advantage of the moment.
“I can assign some of my hara to help you in the kitchen and to
undertake whatever other work needs to be done until we can find a
more permanent solution to your situation. There’s no reason why
you and the harlings should have to continue working as you have.”
Ashmael neglected to mention that he did not intend to be a part of
the permanent solution. Already he was calculating whether he could
wrap up this interview in time to sleep back home in Immanion. He
cast a glance a Paran; his captain could coordinate whatever
actions were necessary and soon this bizarre encounter would be
nothing more than a good anecdote for the general to share at the
next Hegemony meeting.

“Thank you,”
Lisia offered slowly and uneasily, clearly still angry but perhaps
working toward hope that he might find help. “I hope you have some
food supplies you can bring to us here. That and some help in
getting some things fixed.”

“Yes, yes,
tiahaar,” Ashmael assured impatiently.

Apparently
encouraged, Lisia began pacing and counting off items on his
fingers. “We’re very low on all the staples. I need flour, yeast,
salt, sugar, cooking oil. And meat, fresh meat, would be lovely,
but what we really need are supplies that will keep for a long time
— smoked or cured would be good. And I can’t remember the last time
we had dairy goods — milk, eggs, cheese. Do you think you could get
us some livestock? I’m sure we could learn how to work with them.
And seeds for next year’s vegetables. Oh, and soap — lots and lots
of soap, all kinds of soap—” He looked up at Ashmael suddenly,
“Shouldn’t you be writing all this down?”

“Don’t worry,
I have a good memory,” Ashmael replied dryly.

Lisia again
quirked an eyebrow at Ashmael’s words. “We’ll see,” he said. “In
the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you could get started right away
on the repairs. We have no training in these matters and we’ve been
without electricity and hot water for months. Plus, the sewage
system has backed up behind the building and I’ve no clue how to
fix it. I had to give up trying for fear of making it worse and
instead we just made that part of the yard off limits, but—”

“Lis! Lis!” an
agitated high voice shrieked. A flustered harling with dark brown
hair burst into the room; Ashmael recognized him as one of the
“shepherds” who had been working in the pens outside. “Lis, a
harling just ate a bug!”

Lisia took on
a slightly mortified expression for a few moments. “How charming,”
he murmured, then snapped quickly, “But he’s all right? He didn’t
get sick or choke on it or anything, right?”

“No, he seems
to be okay,” the harling answered, twisting his hands. “I tried to
take it out of his mouth, but…” he paused to grimace, “…he
swallowed it before I could. He said he was hungry! I didn’t know
what to do.”

“Well, there’s
nothing to do,” Lisia replied. “Just calm down and try to
watch the little ones a little more closely, hmm. I know you’re all
feeling distracted, but we must all be responsible, remember.”

The harling
blushed and nodded.

“Now, don’t
worry about it too much, dear, these things happen.” Lisia put his
hand on the harling’s cheek reassuringly. “If he gets a little
sick, we’ll clean him up and if not then he just got a little extra
dinner, like he said.”

The harling
smiled shyly and thus reassured, Lisia sent him on his way before
turning back to the Gelaming.

“By Ag, can’t
you lock that door?” Ashmael groused. “We’ll never get anywhere
with these constant interruptions!”

Lisia looked
at him sternly. “No, tiahaar, this door doesn’t lock — we’ve done
away with all the locks. There’s always a crisis of some magnitude
with little ones, they need to come get you,” he said, as if trying
to dismiss the embarrassing incident. “Now where was I? Oh yes, the
water system. It needs—”

“Certainly,”
the general interrupted. “We will see that all your basic utilities
are restored. You realize that I’ll need to bring in additional
hara for this?”

Lisia nodded,
his expression grim. “Just as long as they understand that this
facility is not open for business. I need you and your hara to be
crystal clear on that, tiahaar. None of the harlings have completed
feybraiha yet, much less received any proper training. I am the
only hostling here and I haven’t hosted in more than four months.”
The last sentence was uttered with an air of significance Ashmael
couldn’t fathom.

Here it was
again, thought Ashmael. What on earth had been going on at this
facility? Flowers? Crowds of harlings, all ages, some kept in pens?
The fact that Varr soldiers had apparently been frequent visitors
at one time? Just as he was about to put forth his question rather
bluntly, Edrei spoke up.

“So... You
haven’t hosted in… more than four months,” he began, groping
diplomatically for answers. “So you would normally be hosting by
now?”

Lisia stared
blankly for a moment and then came back, voice confident but
exasperated, “Yes, of course I would be! How absurd of you to ask!
There’s been time for a hosting and a half, almost two hostings if
you do them especially close together!”

“Back up, back
up,” Ashmael enjoined. “You... you normally have pearls... one
after the other?”

“Of course I
do! I'm a hostling!”

From the way
Lisia made this statement, Ashmael could tell they were obviously
working from very different assumptions. Although the gestational
period for Wraeththu reproduction was short, only about two months,
Ashmael couldn’t imagine anyhar wanting to go through that crucible
more than once, much less within months.

“I understand
that,” Ashmael returned smoothly, despite waning patience. “Now as
for your own, how many of these harlings are yours?”

Lisia’s green
eyes flickered — obviously this was a touchy subject. He covered
the look quickly. “Mine? I have no idea. Altogether I’ve had 24 but
many of them have already been selected and—”

“Wait!” Paran
interrupted. “Did you just say you’ve delivered 24
pearls?”

This was a
record beyond anything the Gelaming had ever encountered. Ashmael
had once met a hostling who’d birthed eight and he had found that
number astounding, almost beyond belief.

“Yes, I did
say that,” Lisia affirmed. “I’ve been very productive.”

“Yes, so it...
seems. 24.” To Ashmael, the number was incredible, so much so he
had a fleeting urge to try and contact one of the newspapers in
Immanion. But then he strongly suspected the hostling was lying.
“Now tell me, tiahaar, what was your position here, before you took
over care for these harlings?”

“I was a
hostling obviously!” Lisia replied with great vehemence.

“Obviously,
yes, Lisia, but—”

“But nothing —
Ashmael — was it? But nothing.”

“A
professional hostling?” Ashmael asked, rhetorically. “But 24 is so
many! How old are you?” It was difficult to gauge ages for hara.
Lisia could have been 20; he could have been 50. Because he seemed
casteless, Ashmael had assumed Lisia was young, probably a
pure-born, but that was impossible if he’d had so many pearls.

“I’m 14, maybe
15 by now,” the hostling replied.

Ashmael was
intensely skeptical of Lisia’s truthfulness in the matter. “And you
were how old when you started?”

“About
nine.”

For a few
moments Ashmael stared in disbelief, but immediately he began to
work out the math. Lisia had been hosting for six years. “Tiahaar,
are you telling us the truth?”

Lisia clenched
his fists as his sides. “Yes, of course I am. What, are you jealous
that your own hostlings were never so successful?”

Ashmael had an
impulse to offer a rather undiplomatic reply to this taunt but
before he could, Edrei stepped into the exchange. “No, tiahaar, we
are not jealous. Not at all. In fact we’ve never heard of such a
thing — a har beginning to host so young and then producing pearls
almost continuously. You mustn’t have had many breaks. It’s — it’s
unheard of.”

Lisia
shrugged. “Well, we’d been told your ways were different.” He
pronounced the last word with thinly veiled disdain.

“But why
produce so many harlings?” Ashmael ventured. He wondered if Paran
had been correct and this was indeed a Varr “farm.”

“To further
increase the Varr race, of course!” Lisia replied incredulously.
Then, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world: “This
is a breeding facility.”

“A breeding
facility. I... see.” Suddenly all the clues made perfect sense,
though the fact that the Varrs had accomplished such a feat was
certainly astounding. Glancing behind him, he noted his companions’
faces registered similar reactions.

Deciding it
was time for some strategizing, Ashmael addressed Lisia. “Tiahaar,
I’d like a short conference in private with my staff.”

Lisia breathed
out loudly through his nose and crossed his arms over his chest.
“Well, since I don’t seem to have any authority or weapons to keep
you from doing whatever you want and ordering everyhar about, you
can certainly do that.” He turned and headed for the door only to
stop in his tracks. “Just remember to send those supplies and help,
General.”

As soon as the
hostling had closed the door behind him, everyhar was up in arms.
“I can’t believe it!” Paran cried. “24! How is that
possible? Varrs could never have managed something like that!”

Another har
agreed, arguing that Lisia had to be lying, perhaps covering up for
some other project. Several hara were looking more sick than
outraged.

“How could
they do that?” Ashmael heard one ask in a slightly horrified
voice.

Corporal
Karan, the pure-born who had earlier asked about convents, just
kept shaking his head. “My hostling told me what it was like for
him to deliver a pearl. How could anyhar do that more than
once?”

“Somehow I
doubt the hara involved had much choice in the matter,” Ashmael
said loudly.

“You believe
the hostling is telling the truth, then?” Paran asked.

Ashmael
nodded. “I think he could be. It would explain the harlings and
certainly Lisia looks the part of a Varrish hostling.” Ashmael
paced over to the window and gazed thoughtfully out the window.
Groups of harlings were still working outside, tending the gardens
and washing clothes. “I wonder how they did it.”

“I wonder
if they did it.” Paran had come to stand beside the general.
“The Varrs were never great achievers in the realm of caste magic
and I hardly think they managed to put together an entire breeding
facility filled with Ulani-level hara.”

“True enough,”
said Edrei, “but that’s assuming they used a method we’re familiar
with.”

“What do you
mean?” Ashmael turned away from the window. “Is there some other
method we’re not aware of? Hara can’t make pearls simply by going
at it like rabbits!”

“Maybe,
tiahaar, but that’s what we have to find out.” Edrei was sitting on
the edge of a desk, his face wearing the reasonable expression he
always used when patiently convincing his commander to change his
mind. “They did do it, I’m sure of it, caste training or no.
Lisia is no high caste har, but I am certain he was telling the
truth. He produced 24 pearls somehow.”

“Interesting,”
Ashmael remarked. “As I said before, perhaps this is an area in
which the Varrs were far more advanced than we thought, more
advanced than other tribes.”

Paran nodded.
“There might be something to gain from this, then.”

“Yes…” Ashmael
crossed the room, hands clasped behind his back. “Knowledge of
procreation. Hosting, pearl-bearing… Our healers in Immanion have
barely scratched the surface on all this!”

Ashmael
stopped his pacing as the door opened; the hara he’d sent to scout
the building had returned. He looked to the har in charge
expectantly. “Report?”

“It’s amazing,
General,” Corporal Branad began. “This place is huge, a giant
dormitory, kitchen, dining hall and everything. There are a lot of
harlings here now, but it’s obvious there were quite a few more at
one time, plus a much larger staff.”

Ashmael
glanced briefly at Edrei. “Good, so Lisia was telling the
truth.”

“The truth
about what?” Branad asked. “Did I miss something?

Ashmael
offered him and the others a short summary of Lisia’s
explanation.

“That must be
what the records are,” the soldier said.

Paran stepped
forward. “Records? What sort of records?”

“That’s the
thing,” said Branad. “We can’t tell because they’re all encoded.
But looking at them, it did seem like some of them could be
medical. There was obviously a lot of personal information and lots
of charts with dates.”

Ashmael
fingered his chin in thought. “I see more and more potential. A
treasure trove of information, if we can get at it. It could be a
key that would explain so much — areas we still haven’t
explored.”

“I wonder if
they kept genetic records?” Branad asked. “If they did, I wonder
what it would show about these harlings. They do seem unusual,
don’t they?”

“If you mean
unusually soume, then yes,” Paran agreed.

“No, not just
that,” Ashmael said. “You saw those harlings in the pens. They’re
not the same as other harlings.”

Edrei got off
his perch on the desk top. “How do we really know that? Do any of
us really have such great familiarity with harlings?”

There was a
pause as they considered the question. Although they had the
requisite knowledge, the Gelaming were not great breeders. They
preferred to keep their relationships elevated, above such intense,
exclusive unions as would result in pearls. Soldiers in particular
had little experience with harlings.

It was Ashmael
who finally replied. “We don’t have the knowledge, Edrei, but maybe
this is an opportunity to get it.” Before the others could ask
“How?” Ashmael elaborated. “We could make a study of this entire
situation — how they did it, the records, the harlings, even Lisia.
This could be priceless knowledge, allowing us to make a leap
ahead.”

Paran nodded,
then frowned. “I see your point, General, but how do you propose we
do that? Set up a station here and conduct a research study?”

“Hardly,”
Ashmael chuckled. “You think I want us to stay here, at this
monstrous place in the middle of nowhere? Certainly not. No, I see
another approach. We need to take care of the immediate problems
here, just as I promised the hostling. And we need to check the
harlings, make sure they’re in decent health. Then we get them —
and all the records — and we high-tail it out of here.”

Paran grunted
in agreement. “That does seem like a feasible plan. Now just where
do we take them? Immanion?”

Ashmael
grinned. “That’s for you to work out. Immanion might be best, but
perhaps they could be taken elsewhere on the continent, somewhere
like Imbrilim. In any case, you’ll be making the decisions. I’m
heading back home tonight.” Ashmael was relieved the conversation
had reached such a satisfactory conclusion.

“I understand,
General,” said Paran. “I will handle this.”

Edrei, who had
not spoken in some time, looked concerned. “But can we really be
making these decisions about the harlings? Should we
be?”

“What, you
want to just leave them all here?” Paran questioned.

“No, not
necessarily, but before we go making decisions, we do need
to consider where we are. This is Megalithica and we are not the
only authority. In fact, technically we are not the authority at
all. This is a matter for the Parsics.”

“Tiahaar
Swift.” For a moment, Ashmael’s sense of relief flickered as he saw
a possible obstacle to their plan, but then he shrugged it off.
“Well, it’s not as if they’re any powerhouse and certainly they’ll
trust us to handle this matter. We can bring them in and ask their
opinion, but I wouldn’t say it’s their decision. We found them
based on our intelligence gathering, after all.”

Ashmael turned
to a soldier on his right. “Sergeant Tarkan, I’d like you to be
ready for otherlane travel to Galhea later tonight, to deliver a
message. You may return back to camp, where I’ll find you
later.”

“Yes,
General.” The young soldier headed toward the door. “I will await
your orders.”

“Fine.”

The soldier
opened the door and headed off.

“I’ll stay
around for a few hours today, do some hands-on investigating, have
a look at those records and probably write a report,” Ashmael
announced, “but after that, I’m leaving Captain Paran in charge of
the dirty work — with Parsic approval, of course.”


Chapter
2

Swift har Parasilian
sighed contentedly and lifted his head from where it rested on his
chesnari Seel’s shoulder. He took another sip of the chilled glass
of sheh in his hand. As he did so, he glanced over to the large
windows of the second floor room where the family was gathered. A
soft breeze rustled the pale green curtains, which were parted to
reveal an abundance of stars shining in the clear black sky above
the tall, gently swaying cedars.

Galhea, newly
installed as the capital city for the recently reborn Parsic tribe,
was a quickly expanding town and most important Wraeththu
settlement on the vast continent of Megalithica. But unlike the old
human cities, Galhea was unburdened by messy problems such as
industrial pollution. Like their more warlike predecessors, the
Varrs, the Parsics were an agricultural society. The area’s
inhabitants were all farmers, soldiers, and hara who traded goods
and services with these groups. The resulting community was almost
eerily idyllic, and nowhere was this more evident than within the
walls and grounds of We Dwell In Forever, Swift’s seat of
power and family home. To Swift, however, the timeless grandeur of
the old human mansion was simply home.
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