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PROLOGUE

	On Planet Terlond

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu sat at the desk of the Voice of Ash-don, a post his mother had held before him. Some strange quality of mind allowed them to endure the blast of Ash-don’s energy—a mind-force capable of powering the city and holding knowledge of the universe—and soften it for the Circle, the strongest other sentients among the Neyla elves. In the year he’d acted in this role, he’d learned a lot about himself. He’d also lost freedom. 

	He shoved from the ornately carved desk and crossed to the windows. Sea water pressed to the glassine—a powerful transparent material the elves made in their undersea mountain world, by grinding and heating, with the use of kelp extracts. The sealant they made kept out all water so their tall bookshelves remained dry. 

	Gazing into the sea, he watched a sea horse float by. Farther off, a tesu swam toward the surface high above, then shot out of the water, leaping. 

	He couldn’t bear it. “I’m taking a break,” he said into a wrist device, and burst out of the office, to make his way to the deep recesses of the sea. 

	 

	On Planet Alland

	Landa

	 

	For a month, Landa had cobbled together a life for her and her half-elf toddler, Zami, in rebel camps on her home planet of Alland. 

	She’d come here seeking her daughter, Seiti, now eight. She’d been told by an underground group that Seiti went to the rebels of Outer Alland in search of her after Landa had been abducted, two years before. Landa had been held captive on Terlond all that time, and given birth to her son. Landa had been surgeon before her abduction. Now she applied her medical skills to help the rebels as she waited for their advanced tech to locate her daughter. But they were coming up with nothing. 

	One evening, as she sat by her cooking fire talking with a few compatriots, a seven-foot Elf, orange cockatiel-hair peaked in a mohawk, strode toward them. Merne, also tall and captivating, followed behind, her hair, brown and green like lichen, twined in tendrils around her face. 

	Landa leapt up with a cry. Could this be? Tlalit and Merne, female Elves, partners, shifters, important members of the forest elf clan of Terlond—here on Alland? 

	Landa threw her arms around one, then the other, laughing, crying. At last, she asked, “How’d you find me?” 

	
CHAPTER
1

	On Planet Terlond

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu scanned the surface of the sea, then dove, covering great distances with his long strokes, his body now that of a sea creature. Lanten, they called it. In this state, his senses took in the sea as a scent and a taste. He felt all sentient life around him, opened up to the waters as though he listened with his skin. He headed for his favorite caves, at the base of their sea mountain home, Zotoul. 

	 

	On Planet Alland

	Landa

	 

	Joy at seeing her elven friends overrode Landa’s fear that, if they’d detected the camp’s location, they might also have given them away to Allandian authorities, or other clandestine groups; Landa could never tell who had more control. 

	These were good folk; their only “crime” was to have powerful abilities, like her ability to read minds and see through walls.  

	“Sit. I’ll introduce you.” And she did. “Andle, Sandor, Kelef, meet my dear friends from Terlond, the ones who saved me and the other fems from Krid.” 

	“Zami!” Merne said in her low contralto voice as Landa’s little boy ran to his mama trailing several small animals, including a duck. Firelight flickered over his caramel skin. He had the swirling eyes of the elves, iridescent blue with flecks of orange and green. Leaf-point ears nestled in curls of burnished red-brown, magenta at the tips. 

	“Good to meet you.” Tlalit bowed her head toward those sitting around the fire, piercings along one pointed ear twinkling in the firelight with her movement. Then she turned to Landa. “You know I could find anyone anywhere.” Her smile was utterly confident. “That doesn’t mean we didn’t completely shield ourselves.” 

	“Of course. I’m sure you did. Where’s your ship?” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	The sea elf called to his favorite tesu, Te-Weet, with his mind. Seconds later, the dolphin-like creature, a luminous shade of aquamarine, descended toward him. Mnenu was a strong swimmer and could cover miles on the sea but for reaching the lower caves and navigating the tunnels, Te-Weet was sleeker. 

	Mnenu caught his dorsal fin as the tesu shot past. All it took was a mental image of where he wanted to go and Te-Weet aimed there. 

	Sharing the sea with the cetacean was one of Mnenu’s favorite things: seeing, feeling, smelling the way Te-Weet did. It was an alternate reality. Te-Weet’s mind was a happy place, without fear or worry, unless danger approached. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“Not far,” Tlalit said, poking the fire with a bamboo stick. 

	The planet of Alland had no trees, only bushes and relatively low-growing foliage. Cut through by natural canals, the planet had no seas or large bodies of water. 

	Landa tried to imagine how the elf had brought the ship onto Alland, and out into the countryside without being noticed. Could she cloak that well? 

	Merne reached out to Zami for a hug but he scrambled onto Landa’s lap and studied her instead. 

	Merne leaned toward him. “Little brother.” She touched the boy’s forehead with hers in the Elven greeting. 

	Landa felt their brief mind-meld. It did not include her. That always bothered her. She turned to Tlalit. “I heard you bought a ship. You offered to deliver our friends to their planets. Did they all make it home?” 

	“Some,” Tlalit said.  

	“You’re a star captain now.” Landa grinned. It didn’t surprise her in the least. Tlalit was brilliant with networks, controls, programming. 

	“But we came here with news,” Merne said. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu shot through channels of water, climbed, scrambled, until he reached the hollowed-out healing pool with its hot waters, his favorite place to think. Perched in the bowl at the back of the dark cavern that smelled of dark mountain veins, a touch of sulfur, and the phosphorescent lichens that glowed in an array of hues, he pulled into cross legs and shut out the sounds of bathers in the outer chambers where there were pools of varying temperatures. 

	What am I doing here? he asked himself. I’m university educated, had thought to travel farther into the universe than just Tusca’s moon. Then my brother—the spiritual one, destined to be Ash-don’s next priest—died. And all my dreams ended. 

	I love my Neyla clan. But am I willing to sacrifice myself to remain the voice of the stone? he wondered. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	News, for me? Possibilities shot around in Landa’s mind like a pinball machine. Had Zamani sent them to take back their son? Was it about Tenali, Merne’s son, Landa’s sometime-lover? Not Kridenit, her captor? He hadn’t escaped, had he? She froze at the thought. 

	“A girl was spotted in Blenin, on Shagal. That’s a—” Tlalit started to explain the location.

	Landa interrupted, “I know, a moon in a nearby planetary system.” She gripped her hands in her lap, not daring to hope. 

	Tlalit flipped out a hand-held and showed Landa a video clip. Faintly, one could make out a child, maybe eight, slipping past a monitor on a dirty city street. 

	Landa squinted, trying to discern. Could it be her daughter? Landa knew about Blenin: rough, diverse, a hub of trade routes and elicit crime. She hugged Zami and rocked, taking quick shallow breaths. “When was this taken?” Landa barely squeezed out the words. 

	“Weeks ago. You know it takes a few weeks to reach Alland from Terlond, and we didn’t know how to communicate with you.” 

	“Yet you found me,” she said, but left it at that. “Who sent it to you?”

	Merne and Tlalit exchanged a glance. “Tenali asked us to look.” 

	“You’ve been in touch with him?” Landa’s heart beat wildly, though she tried to hide how much she was affected by this. She gripped Zami so hard, he shifted with a protest. She stroked his arm, adjusting him in her lap. “Can you take me there? I’ll gather a few things.” 

	“Hold on. We can’t leave tonight.” Merne squeezed Landa’s knee. “Besides, there have been no more sightings of the girl on Shagal.”

	“No more sightings.” Landa’s throat tightened, emotion threatening to overwhelm her. She was silent, looking from one tall Elf to the other. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	As so often happened when he reviewed his options, and the choices being made for him, he found himself going back over his brother’s death. Everyone said it was not his fault. But was that true? 

	Edon had been the subdued, level-headed older brother, leaving Mnenu to his wild streak. He’d disappeared on his boat for weeks, taken lovers and dropped them as easily, gone off to study while Edon stayed, the loyal son, studying the ancient lore of the Stone. 

	Mnenu gained his degree and returned, only planning to visit before journeying to far reaches of the universe. Edon had wanted a trip on Mnenu’s boat. Mnenu said, “Take it then.” He had other plans that day. 

	The boat had been found, abandoned. Edon had not been found.

	“He would not desert us,” they all said. And so he was mourned, a ceremony of the Great Return performed. 

	And Mnenu was named the new Voice. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“What do you suggest?” Landa asked, controlling her urge to thrash out into the universe after her daughter. 

	“The Great Stones on Terlond have the farthest reach we know of. If you could get Shalt to search for a mind-register similar to yours. With the Circle’s help.”

	“I should have done that in the first place. Never left Terlond.” Landa hitched a sob. All these months wasted. 

	Zami twisted around and stared at his mother with worried eyes. 

	“It’s okay, Button. Don’t worry.” 

	“You didn’t know,” Tlalit said. “You assumed she was here, at your home, with your parents.” 

	“What about the Stone of the Neyla?” 

	Merne frowned. “Why Ash-don, and not Shalt?” 

	“Isn’t Krid there, imprisoned in the caves behind the Stone?” Landa asked. 

	“No, he was allowed to return to Farn, his moon.”

	Landa’s mouth dropped open as acid ran through her veins. “Allowed to…what do you mean?” She couldn’t believe they’d let him go free, a mage of his cruelty, who abducted anyone or anything of power for his collection. He’d stolen years from her life, kept her and her son prisoner, along with the other fems in captivity with them. 

	Merne tried to assure her, “His mansion was confiscated. We’ve put tags on him. Tenali has refused to give him transport so he’s using public means of travel. He’s being monitored.” 

	Landa let out a huff of air. “You think that’s enough? And why should he be free?” 

	“What entity is going to imprison him? He imprisons. We do not.” 

	Landa felt sick. She’d been sure he would no longer be a threat. Zami rested against her chest. She took comfort in the warm feel and weight of him. “I think I need to get this boy to bed. You can stay with us,” she offered the Elves. “I’ll sleep outside. It’s warm enough.” 

	“We secured accommodation online.” Tlalit stood, towering over them. “In one of the other wagons here. A sort of B&B.” 

	“What?” Landa said, startled. “You do realize these people are on the run?” She glanced at the others around the fire. Their expressions ranged from worried to horrified. 

	“Don’t worry,” Tlalit said, calmly. “It’s the underground web. Fully encrypted.” 

	“That’s not real comforting. But…” Landa stood, holding her boy, and kissed both Elves on the cheek. 

	The others who’d been gathered at the fire for an evening hot chaka, got up as well. 

	“I’ll say good night.” Andle squeezed Zami’s little hand. She and the others melted into the night. 

	Tlalit said, “Let’s talk in the morning. We’ll form a plan.” She and Merne glanced at each other, something wary behind their eyes. 

	Red flags shot up in Landa’s already tense mind. “Wait, just let me put him to bed.” Landa climbed the steps to her caravan, laid Zami in his bed, gave him a kiss on his soft, puffy cheek. “I’ll be right back.” 

	Outside again, she asked the elves, “What’s wrong?” 

	“It’s just … there is some urgency. A Blaz trader was docked at the time the photo was grabbed. It left soon after.” 

	Bile rose as Merne’s words registered; her daughter may have been captured by Blaz traders: traffickers, slavers, torturers. Landa leaned against her trailer. “Shit, shit, shit. No, no, no, no, no.” Her mental cry reached all the way to Terlond: Zamani heard it from his treehouse. The massive Stone, Shalt, shook in response to her outburst of emotion. A ripple ran through the Circle of powerful mind-workers sitting on the great stone seats in the Crystal Pyramid called Vashal.  

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	The surface of the water around him shivered and rippled as an immense, mournful shout throbbed in his head. He dug his palms into his temples, eyes wide, heard voices from the pools below, raised in confusion. 

	What could make such a sound? It was not on this planet. He knew that. It was out there somewhere in the universe. 

	Something in the profound aching cry spoke to him all the way to his belly. He thought he’d never lose the agony; it seared his soul. 

	Mnenu stood, knowing he would be needed in the Circle with Ash-don. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Tlalit and Merne wrapped their arms around Landa, pouring healing sympathy into her in the way of the elves. 

	Merne murmured, “There’s no confirmation that she was on that ship, or that it was even her in that image,” to comfort Landa before she shook both planets again. 

	Landa nodded. She heard a sleepy question from Zami in her mind, from where he lay in bed, asking what was wrong. “It’s okay, my little one. All is well. We’re safe,” she thought back to him. “Where is your wagon?” she asked the Elves. 

	They pointed down the row. 

	“Purple and turquoise,” Tlalit said. 

	“Ah. Setoin’s. He goes to Batan each year for the healing waters.” He’d turned out to be a good friend, though Landa had never entirely trusted him since his seeming duplicity on their journey to the rebel camps. 

	“It’s a charming wagon,” Merne said, smiling with gladness that they were in less explosive conversational territory.

	“You’ve already been?” Landa had qualms. “How long?” 

	“We just put our things there before coming here,” Tlalit hurried to explain.

	Landa felt the slightest tremor of prevarication. She’d mind-melded with Tlalit in the Circle. That always resulted in a certain connection of minds. 

	She also had Shouma’s assiduous training. After all, they’d had to hide their thoughts from sentient mage spies night and day for a year and a half. She’d learned to detect lies as well as hold her own. 

	Had Tlalit and Merne been watching her before they came to say hello? And if so, why? Had Zamani sent them to check on his son? Or take him? 

	She loved the elder Elf—leader of the Neyna Elves—who looked no more than forty, though he was hundreds of years old. He’d come to her in a dream as lover, and replaced Krid’s seed with his own, resulting in their rare half-Elven child. It had been a beautiful dream. The instant she saw him in the flesh, she felt the same bone-deep love for him. But that did not stop her from wondering what he’d do to get his elf son back. Children were rare and cherished among the Elves. 

	With lingering trepidation, she said good-night and watched Merne and Tlalit walk away hand-in-hand down the track wide enough for their wagons and not much more. 

	
CHAPTER
2

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu climbed to his high stone seat in the circle of stone seats around the thirty-foot hole. Ocean could be heard crashing below where the Great Stone, Ash-don, pushed up through the surface of the water.

	As the mind-meld formed among the twelve Neyla who sat in the circle, Ash-don’s powerful energy joined them. 

	There had been a rift between the sea elves and the forest elves for nearly a century, since the Neyna’s forest was on the planet’s single continent, where colonists had settled, at first peacefully. But then, sensing the Neyna’s power source that helped them tap the elemental energies, they had attacked Shalt, Ash-don’s sister stone. Pieces had been blown from the stone to take away to other planets. With its perfect sphere marred, and chunks removed, Shalt had suffered, and so had the elves. 

	Fearing a similar fate, the Neyla cut ties with their forest cousins. They felt the Neyna elves could have prevented this, deterred the colonists more effectively. 

	Then Zamani, leader of the Neyna, had joined with Shalt to call across the universe, to draw back the fragments. Failing, they instead drew Landa, the one out of all the universe who could set a resonance with Shalt and pull the fragments back, to form the stone’s wholeness again. 

	Now Ash-don and the circle of Neyla minds felt Shalt speaking to them. The cry that had shaken them all, it appeared, came from one favored by Great Stone. The one who had mended Shalt. 

	Mnenu gripped the arms of his chair carved from stone when he heard the name of the one who’d cried across the universe: Landa. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	When morning light hit Landa’s bedroom, she heard Zami’s toddler voice shouting, reveling in life. Sitting up, she saw out the window that her son had already run to Andle’s, next door, to play with rescue animals. 

	Andle adored Zami. They had a special bond. The middle-aged woman with hair like red candy floss puffing around her head, had built a cottage on wheels. She pulled a small trailer full of animals she rescued wherever they went. 

	“Are we leaving today?” Landa gulped a sob as Zami ran to her, the baby marsupial, NikNik, on his shoulder. She wrapped her arms around him. How could she leave him? But how could she not? He’d be cared for here. And where might she end up? On Blaz, a planet of enslavers and torturers? 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	“What is her trouble?” Mnenu shared in mind-speak with the Circle and the two great stones. He felt the Neyna circle join them, and then the minds of two of the most powerful Neyna—Tlalit and Merne—tapped in. 

	Zamani sat in the Neyna circle, a similar ring of stone seats but high in the crystal pyramid of Vashal, in the midst of their elven forest. “She seeks her missing daughter, who went in search of her. A girl of only eight Alland-human years, though with her Xentu blood, she will live long.” 

	Merne added, “We’ve spotted a girl in Blenin but it’s unclear if it’s her. At that time, Blaz traders were in the vicinity. I’m afraid we shared that with Landa. Thus, the cry.” 

	Mnenu thought, That was clumsy. To the Circles and Stones, he said, “How might we help?” 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Zami ran off and Landa asked, “Will we go to Shagal, try to find out if Seiti was there recently?” 

	The Elves looked skeptical.

	She added, “You could leave me in Blenin. I’ll bring photos of my daughter and ask around.” 

	“Alone?” Merne frowned, then sat forward. “Look, Landa, better we get Shalt’s help. At this point, no time should be lost. I think the Circle, with Shalt, can search for her on Blaz, make sure—”

	Landa interrupted, “I don’t want to go to the Neyna. I’d like to speak with the other circle. With the Neyla stone. Ash-don.” 

	Tlalit and Merne frowned. 

	“Why?” Merne asked. After all, she’d risked everything to get Landa and the other nine fems away from Krid. She’d spent a year of her life in the toxic slum of Sheffed, gaining allies among the mage spies and setting up the escape.

	The two Elves stared at Landa, looking hurt, waiting for explanation.

	Landa swallowed, her face closed in a stubborn glaze. She couldn’t tell them she feared losing her son to Merne’s father, Zamani. 

	Merne took Landa’s hand. “My son, Tenali, has ties with the Neyla, but we do not. We can’t land our ship there. We can land at Dondar. Then, if you wish, you can travel to the Neyla. Or connect with them from our Circle. It’s much safer. And would have twice the power.” 

	Landa squeezed Merne’s hand back but remained silent and closed off. 

	Merne hurried on, “Dondar is much cleaner now. The air is tzak. And with Krid gone from Terlond …” 

	Landa searched within herself and had to admit that, besides her other objections, returning to Shalt scared her: melding with the Great Stone, helping to pull its pieces from across the universe, had been shattering. She thought she’d lose her mind in the process. It’d taken months to recover. Besides, shouldn’t the Stone have known her daughter had left her home planet seeking Landa? If not then, could Shalt sense more now? Tenali had said Ash-don was just as powerful, or more so. What would it be like to approach the twin power stone? Would it be less jarring? 

	“You’ll drop me by the Neyla,” Landa said, with finality. “You needn’t land. Just get me close.” 

	“But … do you swim?” Tlalit asked, knowing this planet Landa grew up on had no seas at all. “You’ll be in the middle of the ocean.” 

	Landa wished—not for the first time—that she had her team of escapees with her: Shouma, who could read and influence anyone, near or far, who could disappear and appear somewhere else; Bonden, who invented devices and could move through walls; and especially Vatu, part amphibian, shapeshifter, who’d grown up on a planet that was all ocean. Where was her Mingalian friend now? 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa bobbed on sea waves, terrified, despite the lifesaving ring Tlalit had given her before letting her down onto the ocean of Terlond and flying away. Though she’d learned to float and swim a little in lap pools on Alland, and in the natural pools of Rotoul, this vast, bottomless water had her petrified. Who knew what creatures might be swimming under her? 

	She clung to the inflatable, trying to keep salty brine from up her nose and down her throat as waves hit her from one side, then another. All was blackness, the only sound the endless lapping of water surrounding her.

	Why had she chosen this particular approach? she asked herself with rising panic as she pumped her legs futilely, trying to sense her location. 

	Something bumped against her and she curled away, gasping, heart hammering. 

	Gentle mind-waves filled her head. Not danger, the tesu transmitted to her. She remembered the mind-feel of the sentient sea creature from her boat-trip with the Neyla, and that forceful toss into the sea, months before. 

	More tesu gathered around her, chirruping. 

	“You’re tired,” one said, and bumped its head under her arm so that she could cling to it and finally rest just a little. 

	“A bit,” she admitted, spitting out ocean water that was becoming harsh in her throat. 

	“I am Te-weet,” the creature told her. 

	Landa’s sight, which could penetrate darkness as well as solid surfaces, saw Te-weet was a luminous shade of aquamarine. The tesu bumped its way against her until she pulled onto its back, gripping the dorsal fin. 

	She laughed with joy as they shot across the water, the tesu’s blow hole spouting gentle splats of spray into her face. “I have to bring Zami to do this,” she thought, feeling less alone, more in equilibrium with the vast sea that spread in all directions. 

	“I take you to boats,” Te-weet said. 

	Boats? This wasn’t exactly what she’d imagined. But what had she pictured? The city of the Neyla was underwater. Tenali had told her the buildings were held in place by huge kelp roots. She recalled his mouth on hers, giving her oxygen, as they plummeted downward together. Her heart raced with the memory. How would she enter the city without him? 

	But he’d left her. Dropped her off on Alland and deserted her, without a word. Why? She’d thought he cared about her and Zami, his half-brother. 

	The pod of tesu leapt out of the sea as they approached an atoll where several boats bobbed, cresting waves, covered in carvings like the one she’d been in nearly a year ago. 

	“Can you climb up?” the dolphin creature asked, hovering in place with its powerful tail. 

	There was no ladder in sight. Why hadn’t she gotten lessons in teleporting from Bonden or Dele while in the Elven forest? Maybe she didn’t have that skill. Holding Te-weet tight around the neck, she used her sight to peer through the side of the boat and spotted a strong rope ladder coiled on the deck. 

	Think! she berated herself. She could move obstructions in a person’s body in surgery. But that was tiny bits of congestion, or blood clots, not a heavy bundle of rope. Gripping her hands together, she willed the rope to rise. It budged incrementally. She took a quick breath, elated.

	“I see in your head you move ladder. You fine witch human,” Te-weet extolled her efforts. “Get it little higher. Kala jump, grab.” 

	Landa rolled her head, loosening tight muscles. Then, arms wrapped around the tesu, she set her sight again on the rope and, breathing long, slow breaths, put her will into raising the coil. A tip showed above the edge of the boat. Quick as lightning, a tesu the opalescent hue of a pale moon, shot into the air, nipped, and tugged hard, leaping backward with a push. The ladder dropped down the boat’s side. Te-weet swam close and Landa grabbed the rough rope. She stepped onto the lowest rung, letting go of the tesu, thanking Te-weet and the others. 

	Pulling her wet weight, she climbed. “Note to self. More climbing exercises in our routines when I get back to the rebel camp.” 

	Incrementally, Landa made her way to the top. Reaching the gunwale at last, she felt for something to grip onto, stepped higher, held the rim and got a leg over. Not impressive agility, she thought, as six tesu watched, heads bobbing in the water below. 

	Climbing onto the deck, she wondered, “What next?” Wait for someone to decide to take a boat out for an excursion? It seemed like the middle of the night, though maybe it was close to dawn. She didn’t know the moons on Terlond well enough to tell time by them. After all, her time on this planet had been spent mostly inside a single long room. And when she was deep in the Elven forest, she’d been mostly pre-occupied with stopping an all-out war over the Power Stone, Shalt. What did it mean when pale blue Eshet hovered on the horizon? 

	“We tell Neyla,” Te-weet called to her.

	“Thank you!” she sent to them in mind-speak. What if they hadn’t come along? She couldn’t imagine. Wouldn’t try. 

	What was she doing here? The only Neyla she’d gotten to know at all had infuriated her; frankly, she hoped never to see Mnenu again after he’d knocked her off the boat and dragged her under water with him, thinking … whatever he was thinking. That was her first time in deep water. He’d been so arrogant. No apology. 

	Maybe he’d moved away, left the planet. She hoped so. 

	She hugged herself, teeth chattering. The tesu had been kind to her. Were they so kind to everyone who jumped into their waters? 

	She wished she at least had Mnenu’s way of drying instantly by a mere touch of his hands. 

	She looked around, wondering where she might sleep. Maybe the rope would be the softest bed, if she pulled it back up. 

	This was seeming like an absurd idea now. The Neyla didn’t know her. In fact, they and the Neyna were in some ways enemies. And now she was, in a sense, tied to the forest Elves through her son, and his father. They knew her tie to the Neyna from when she held the Power Circles with the two circles to pull the Great Stone’s pieces together, while keeping Kridenit’s attacks at bay. That had been their first cooperation in a very long time.

	
CHAPTER
3

	Landa

	 

	Suddenly an Elven head popped up over the boat’s side. 

	Startled, Landa jumped away. 

	With ease, a tall sea elf stepped onboard. She was lovely, etched in moonlight. Tiny seashells outlined her face, embedded in her lavender flesh. “I’m Malu.” The sea elf came forward and embraced Landa with forehead pressed to hers and a light mind-touch. “I remember you from the Withum Festival, on the beach last year. You’re cold. Here.” Her hands, pressed to Landa’s shoulders, instantly dried her, even her hair. 

	“You know my name then, I guess.” Landa glanced out at the choppy sea waves. “It feels nice to be dry but I guess we’ll just get wet again.” She spluttered a laugh, then wiped snot and seawater from her nose. Jeez. Why can’t I be cool like this pillar of Elven grace?

	“It will be better if you learn to transform to lanten.” Malu disappeared into a small cabin on the deck. 

	“Lanten?” Landa asked, following. 

	Malu came out holding a head-shaped hood attached to a tube and large gourd shape. She held it out. It reminded Landa of the breathing apparatus Bonden had invented for Vatu, to keep out the toxic air of Dondar. 

	Landa slipped it over her head, panicking briefly as it sealed around her neck, like seaweed drying. The bulb part strapped over her shoulders, connected to the tube and she sucked in fresh air.

	“Here we go.” Malu picked her up and jumped over the side. 

	Landa had to suppress angst, and think quick as they sank, Malu pulling her downward. Despite Landa’s efforts to stay calm, panic ensued until she adjusted to the apparatus, making herself inhale and exhale slowly as they plunged deeper into black waters. 

	Te-weet and the other tesu hovered over them, now barely discernable on the surface of the sea. Landa sent another mental thanks to them as she slowly gained a sense of confidence that she would not drown.

	Malu swam on, pulling. Landa did her best not to hamper their progress, kicking her feeble, human feet, filling her lungs from the tube. 

	After a while, she made out lights in the watery depths. They drew closer, and she spotted balls glowing in dark arches. A sort of castle took form descending out of sight into the depths. How else to describe it, with its towers and turrets? Like in storybooks she’d read with Seiti. 

	Landa’s muscles ached by the time they landed on a rock shelf on the side of a cliff.  The castle-like structure was no longer visible. Landa saw only what appeared to be a mountain. 

	Malu created a glow-globe to float in front of them as they navigated tunnels. The sea elf  stopped at last before rubber-like coverings. They pushed through into a series of chambers. The last was dry and glowed with heat bulbs. Landa heard the surf shushing and pounding. 

	The room had a bed, a desk, even carpets and woven wall hangings. 

	“Can I take this off?” Landa asked, digging her fingers under the seal at her neck. 

	“Here.” Malu tucked her fingertips beneath the edge and it loosened. 

	Landa gasped with relief as the hood was dragged from her head. 

	“Tenali stayed here when he first came to us,” Malu said. 

	Hearing the name, Landa tensed, the familiar ache rushing into her belly, then her heart: he deserted me. 

	“I hope you’ll be comfortable here,” Malu said. “I’ll bring you sustenance.” 

	After Malu left, Landa had to wonder, was she a prisoner? 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu climbed into bed with a book. His bedroom, in day light, would have filtered in light rays through upper layers of sea water. At night, darkness was animated by the quiet murmur of water on glass. When away from his sea home, he missed that sound. 

	Malu mind-spoke to him from somewhere else in their sea-mountain home. “She’s here.” 

	Mnenu set the book aside, fighting the urge to leap out of bed and go find her.

	Malu had been in the circle with him when they’d learned of Landa’s plight. “Where have you put her?”

	“Our guest chamber.” There was a slight snicker in the tone of her mind-message.

	Mnenu smiled. “The Bloob. Well done. How does she…is she fine?” 

	Malu shrugged. “Sure. Um. She’s…ye know…human.” 

	Somewhat, he thought. They both knew what she could do. She’d help piece Shalt, the other Great Stone, back together. And recently mind-shouted so loud, a large portion of the universe must have heard. “Thank you,” he said, closing their mind connection. He reached to pick up his book again, set it back down, sat up, threw off his covers, then forced himself to relax against his pillows. 

	He remembered Landa. She come on his boat during the Withum Festival a year ago. Before Edon had gone missing. Edon had been there with them, on the Neyna shore. Somehow, he’d angered the female human. Of course. Didn’t he always? He knew why but couldn’t help himself. He’d tried to enter her mind, curious, and she’d blocked him. So, he tumbled her into the ocean. Maybe thought he’d break open her thoughts in surprise. But he hadn’t succeeded, had only managed to anger Zamani, and his friend, Tenali. 

	Now that he thought about it, Tenali was the one who’d suggested Landa go by boat to the festival, probably part of his endless effort to end the divide between the Elves. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa paced the cramped room. Why did they think she was there? They wouldn’t know where she came from. They may have seen Tlalit’s ship drop her. What would they think of that? She couldn’t leave on her own so it may as well be a locked cell. She’d have no idea how to escape. Surely she’d become lost in those caves. She could mind-call for help. But who? Could they perceive her as a threat to their Power Stone, Ash-Don? Malu had scowled when she asked if the stone was nearby. 

	Landa found the catch to open the small bathroom chamber. Intriguing shell devices sprayed warm water. She showered away the salty seawater and dried off with a surprisingly soft sea sponge towel.

	Back in the sleeping cave, she found a tray of food set on the bed and a sleep gown. She nibbled a few bites of seaweed biscuit and mushroom cheese, then climbed into bed. She expected the sheets to be clammy in this underwater cavern, but they were dry. 

	Her half-elf son could have made the globes dim; he could create light out of nothing. She’d never learned those skills. 

	Soon she became acutely aware that water and rock surrounded her. 

	Breathe, she told herself. Then wondered, where did the air come from? She searched through the walls of her little dry cave and found vents that traveled all the way up to where land emerged from the sea in rock prominences. Would they always reach air? She hadn’t noticed any islands. 

	Feeling alone, she pushed her mind across space to seek her son. Their minds had been connected since not long after he was conceived. But she stopped herself, worried about giving away the rebels’ location. 

	Instead, she sent feelers for any sentient life within close range. And found a familiar mental register that took her utterly by surprise. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	After staring at the same page for minutes, Mnenu gave up on reading. 

	At times, he’d played with sneaking up to hear others’ thoughts, even sea creatures, without them detecting him. He sent his mental feelers out toward the Bloob, the guest quarters. Training with Ash-don, he had formidable reach now, even without the Circle. 

	He found Landa’s energy easily, stopped himself before touching her with his mind. Then slowly, patiently, got closer. 

	And felt her reaching out. He withdrew just as she almost sensed him. He detected a fraction of a moment when their sensory foraging connected and she gasped, pulled away, shut herself from him. Who was she reaching for? He didn’t think he’d remained long enough for her to identify him. 

	He turned out the light but lay awake. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“Vatu?” Landa asked, tentative. 

	This was insane. Vatu was on Mingal, a planet as far away as you could get in the known universe.

	“Landa?” responded her sweet Mingalian friend—pale blue skin, blue-green head nubs between wisps of white hair, like cornsilk. 

	“You’re not on Mingal?” Landa asked. 

	“No, I’m on Terlond. With the Neyla.” Vatu conveyed amazement at their connection. “Where are you? You seem close.”

	“I’m on Terlond, too. I don’t know where exactly.” 

	“I didn’t think you’d return to Terlond, sister.” 

	Landa’s throat tightened with the utterly unexpected presence of her closest friend among the imprisoned talents of Dondar. “Can you tell where I am?” Landa whispered, barely able to contain her joy. “Do you think you could find me? Where are you?” 

	“I’m in guest quarters adapted to part amphibious creatures like me. They have such a good set-up for visiting scholars.” 

	“I had no idea. How did you end up here, Vatu?” Landa asked. 

	“There are delegations from other planets, all different species. Some from Mingal. You know, we’re both water-worlds. My friend contacted me and as I had no way home yet...” 

	“Can you come to me?” Landa was sitting up in bed now, imagining their reunion, fingers toying anxiously, excitedly, with the covers. 

	“I can. You’re not too tired?” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	The sea elf felt Landa’s mental feelers reach out through the stones of the mountain where he’d lived hundreds of years. How could he not sense this new strong mind caressing the walls he knew so well? He detected the vibrations that searched for life, and when she found a mind she knew well, he was surprised. What was their connection? 

	 

	Landa

	 

	The thought that her old roommate might join her in this lonely, underwater, membrane-sealed cave-room made Landa’s heart soar. “I’m not too tired. To see you? Never. Please come. Please, please.” 

	“Alright.” 

	Landa felt the grin on her face as she scooted back to the wall and hugged her knees, waiting. There was little else to do. 

	A quarter of an hour later, Vatu’s slight form pushed through the translucent barrier, carrying a bulging bag over her shoulder. 

	Landa leapt up and they hugged. 

	“Tell me everything,” Vatu said, setting down her sack. “No, wait.” She went out a different wall membrane. 

	Landa almost grabbed her to hold her there, hating to lose her from sight so soon. 

	Vatu pushed back in lugging a folding frame. She left again and returned with bedding; they went about setting up a second sleeping place to lodge Vatu next to Landa.

	“Tomorrow I’ll show you my chamber,” Vatu said, jumping on the bed, shoving pillows behind her. 

	They settled in. 

	“Like old times,” Landa said, choking up again. 

	“Without Krid and his spy mages watching us.” Vatu curled toward her, snuggled into her nest of pillows. 

	“With freedom to stay or leave,” Landa said. 

	Vatu pulled her bag up onto the bed and drew out cheeses, mushroom dishes, seaweed flatbreads, and the like. 

	Landa added what Malu had brought her to their feast and they nibbled. 

	“Now. What’s been happening?” Vatu asked.

	“You tell first,” Landa said, unready to share about the devastating discovery that her daughter had not been there at their home when she arrived back on her planet. And now the latest news, that she may have been sighted where Blaz traders were lurking, known for their humanoid trafficking, slave trade, forced labor. She just wanted to drink in the sight of her delicate, shape-shifting friend and learn all about her past half a year since they’d last been together. Vatu looked so healthy compared to when they’d escaped, even after they’d had weeks in the Elven forest, swimming in natural springs. 

	“I’ll fill you in about me, but I’m bursting to know about you. Where’s Zami?” 

	Landa’s eyes welled with tears. “He’s fine. Just let me hear your story first.”

	
CHAPTER
4

	Mnenu

	 

	Once Vatu arrived in Landa’s room, they stopped using mind-speak and the thoughts were more fleeting, less easy to follow. 

	Get a grip, he told himself. You can ask her about her life. You don’t have to eavesdrop. 

	What was it, this craving to know before he saw her? And he would see her, soon. She wanted the help of the Circle of Ash-don. 

	The more he knew, the better control he felt he’d have. It also seemed like his responsibility, to understand her plight. 

	He finally slept. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“Tell me everything that happened after I left. How’d you end up here?” 

	Vatu gazed at her, eyes wide with concern. She’d loved Zami from before he was born, had nurtured and cared for him as a second mother his first months. “Fine,” she huffed. 

	“How’d you even get here?” Landa asked, before she could begin. 

	Vatu laughed. “I actually shifted to a seabird. It was touch and go when other birds came along. I wasn’t sure how to act.” Vatu put one blue hand over her mouth and snickered to herself. “I had to sit on the surface of the water a lot. I wasn’t used to the wing musculature.”

	“I would have thought you’d swim.” Landa stared, enthralled. 

	“I wanted a bird’s eye view. Do you remember Wondu?” Vatu asked.

	“She sat in the Neyla Circle?” 

	“Exactly. She felt me as I came to rest on the boats out in the atoll. And shifted into a tesu. Of course, she could have swum to me as sea elf but she said the tesu are so glidy and quick, and strong. I transformed to tesu as well. And I’ve been here since.

	“Have you tried to get home to Mingal?” Landa asked, uncertain if she could believe the Mingal was truly happy, or just hadn’t found a ride. 

	“I haven’t been trying that hard, to tell you the truth.” Vatu grinned.  “I love it here. They’ve let me add to the small inter-stellar library. Being in ways similar to my world, and with visiting scholars…” She shrugged and curled toward Landa, against her pillows. “Now you.”

	“Well… when I got back to Alland—” Landa had to wait some seconds to get her voice to work. “Seiti wasn’t with my parents.” 

	“Why didn’t you tell me?” Vatu asked. 

	“I’ve just been so desperate. I went into hiding with some rebels because I was told they were the last who tried to help Seiti find me.” She recounted the hours spent, discovering an underground of talents in her home town, finding her apartment taken over by techie nomads, and finally, the encampments of exiles in Outer Alland. “I was about to settle in and wait for her return when Tlalit and Merne came to our camp.” 

	“And Zami’s been living with you in these camps.” 

	“He has a lovely time with Andle’s animals.” She might have been a tad defensive. 

	“But what about your ENAC? You thought it might have the power to search out … face recognition …?” 

	“I’ve tried and tried. While still in Skarth, I found a new skill, with AI. It’s like it taught me. And I can use it, shielded, to search. I know when I’m shielded. Unlike with people, a logic system can’t have hidden motivations. Or it could but I understand how to know… hard to explain. Anyway, I’ve found other systems. I keep going further and further. It’s … amazing.”

	Vatu’s eyes widened. “Are you sure it’s safe, Landa?” 

	“Oh, what’s safe anymore, Vatu? What am I hiding from? If I can’t find my daughter …” 

	“Oh, Landa. I am sorry.” Vatu’s eyes—that saw in the dark, with nictating lids—were filmed over with tears. 

	“The last person I spoke to who actually spent time with Seiti, back in Balyou, was the elder, Cillen. She said my daughter was so … mature for her age. I did that to her, Vatu.” Landa’s teeth clenched with self-loathing. “I made her too old for her age by disappearing.” She dropped her head to her knees, eyes pressed to her hands, and sobbed the tears she hadn’t been able to let go of all these months. 

	Vatu laid a hand on Landa’s shoulder. “Don’t blame the victim, Landa. You were abducted, like all of us. And you helped us escape. You helped the whole planet. The Elves. Maybe the universe. Who knows? If Krid had taken Shalt, once the Stone was whole…” She shrugged her delicate shoulders. “Dondar is getting cleaner and healthier, I hear. Because of you.” 

	“Not just me.” Landa brought her tear-streaked face up and said, teeth gritted. “Thanks, my friend, but it’s not enough. I should have found a way to escape sooner. Should have sent news, communicated. I should have gotten Shouma’s help to contact Seiti, tell her. So she wouldn’t go searching all over the universe, getting picked up by slavers.” Her eyes stung.  

	“She’d already left by the time you could have. And Krid threatened to hurt your family,” Vatu reminded her. “You were keeping them safe.” 

	“Was I? Now Seiti might be trafficked. And they’ve let Krid free on Farn, to wreak havoc. Why? Why is he free?” Landa couldn’t hold back her bitterness. 

	“They’re monitoring him, trying to track down the bigger ring of power-collectors. He’s connected with Blaz, you know.” 

	Landa’s stomach jerked at this. Did she have the emotional bandwidth to add this to her inner torments? No. Maybe tomorrow. “So, I had Tlalit and Merne drop me in the ocean here.” 

	Vatu grasped Landa’s wrist. “You’re so brave. Your world doesn’t even have oceans!” 

	She studied Landa a moment. “But, they didn’t take you home to Rotoul?” 

	“I insisted they bring me here.” 

	“There’s something else, isn’t there? What?” 

	Landa was silent a moment. “I feel like Zamani wants Zami. I’m not ready to settle with the Neyna. And I can’t as long as I’m chasing after Seiti. I won’t give up my son.”

	“How did Merne and Tlalit find you? I thought you were with a hidden underground.” 

	“You know those two. Master networkers. There’s something else, Vaty.” Landa used her nickname for Vatu. “They told me Seiti’s been spotted on a moon where Blaz traders were docked.”

	The Mingal gasped.

	Landa stared into the distance, seeing nothing, terror gripping her. “What led her to Shagal? Did she think she found a lead?” 

	“What about your work? Did Seiti or your parents contact them? And what’s happening with your apartment?” 

	“That’s another long story. Work contacted my parents.” Landa remembered the mail she’d never looked at. Shrugged. “My parents thought I might have been abducted because of my talents, which my mom hates. Thinks they’re the work of the devil. She was cagey. She’s part of the Church of Vital Promise, and that was my destination when I left my parents’ home. To find the refuge I’ve heard about, behind the church. Turned out to be a literal underground. That’s where I found Cillen and Jelat. Who appeared, in the end, to be … selling me out. Ilan thought so.”

	“Ilan?” 

	“He was in my apartment.” 

	Vatu stared at her. “In …?” 

	“They’ve taken over my apartment as a safehouse. It’s apparently ideal for monitoring.” Landa chucked without real amusement. “Ilan got me away from the group Jelat was bringing me to. Who knows? He has a mind and tech like a thousand traps.” 

	“But … you’re here now. And we’re going to find your daughter.” Vatu’s brows crept up. “What about Tenali?” 

	“Gone. He said he’d wait to hear from me.” Landa heaved breath in and gusted a sigh.

	“Maybe something came up,” Vatu offered. 

	“He could find a way to leave me a message. But I am a little worried. Jelat and Arc said they’d watched the Lark from the time we landed.”

	“Arc?” 

	“Gods. So many names. I’m sorry.”

	“In such a short time!” Vatu chuckled, then sobered. “I think you’re very important to a lot of people on your planet.”

	The effort of traveling there emotionally, on top of short sleep and the swim, suddenly struck Landa. Her eyelids felt heavy. “Let’s sleep. We can talk more tomorrow.” She wiggled down into the covers.

	Vatu did the same, facing her. “I’ve missed you so much.” 

	“And I you,” Landa mumbled.

	Vatu kissed a fingertip and touched Landa’s nose. “Sleep tight, friend.”

	
CHAPTER
4

	Mnenu

	 

	Upon waking, Mnenu remembered their guest. Landa.

	He got out of bed with more vigor than he had for some time. To his surprise, he found himself checking his reflection, putting some time into what he wore. He shook his head with a rueful grin, shoved back stray locks that rarely stayed in place, and headed out for breakfast. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa opened her eyes, remembering where she was. No light penetrated the room but she looked through the layers of rock and saw early light raying down into the sea. 

	Vatu sat in her bed, six glow globes floating over her, writing. “There you are,” she said. “Come on. I want you to meet the delegates newly arrived from other planets, and a scientist from Mingal...” 

	Landa pushed up, rubbing her eyes. “Okay,” she said, groggily. This was nothing like she’d expected coming to the Neyla. She’d pictured coral reefs, pretty fish, and a very insular society of shapeshifting sea elves crafting things out of shells. She had planned to connect with Ash-don and the Circle, find Seiti, and return home with her daughter. Maybe a little trouble on that front, but … not Vatu and scientific delegations! 

	“I only have the clothes I arrived in,” Landa said. “And I think they’re probably stiff with salt.” 

	“I’ll get you something while you shower.” Vatu gathered her few items and pushed through to the tunnel. 

	Landa imagined herself fitting into the child-sized Mingal’s clothing, and shook her head. “No way.” She entered the bath chamber and experimented until she discovered how to make the shower spray. “How do they filter it?” she wondered as warm, fresh water streamed over her. 

	After, she found a stack of garments: a tunic and leggings, soft socks and boots, thermal undergarments. 

	“Humans are usually cold in sea places,” Vatu explained, peeking in as Landa pulled on the layers. “Unless it’s tropical.”

	“Oh, you are right,” Landa said, hugging the warm clothes happily. Alland, with no oceans, kept a relatively even temperature. Cold sea caves were not in her experience.  

	“You look nagal.” Vatu grinned. She’d taught Landa some Mingal words. “Do you remember the meaning?” 

	“Good, spiffy, great. Handsome?” 

	“Splendid,” Vatu said with a flourish of her arm. “Now come on. I don’t want to miss breakfast. After, everyone will go off in all directions.”

	They pushed through to the first of the outer chambers. 

	“Am I going to get these clothes wet?” Landa asked with a sigh. She’d had enough wet for a while. 

	“They’ll dry quickly,” Vatu said, puckering in an amused but sympathetic smile. “And this fabric won’t hold the salt as much.”

	Landa groaned as, after the third membrane-wall, they stepped into a tunnel flowing with sea water. 

	“Come on.” Vatu dove in with delight. 

	Landa followed with less. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	The dining hall was filled with a din of sounds—voices high and low, clicking and rasping, along with dishes clattering. The usual, though there was extra excitement regarding the newcomers. In line to serve himself, Mnenu studied the crowd, seated at the two long tables spanning the spacious hall, lined up at the counter to serve themselves, and bunched at the ends in clusters of conversation. Where was she? 

	He was about to reach for her with his mind when Talla, his friend since childhood, clapped his shoulder. “Don’t take all the rari.” 

	Mnenu knocked him with his shoulder. “I think there will be sufficient sustenance for all.” With another glance around the hall, he followed Talla to the end of the closer table. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	At the far side of the channel, they followed a short labyrinth ascending to the level of the dining hall. 

	Dripping in the doorway, Landa stared at the noisy crowd and vast room of high ceilings. Light through water in high windows cast moving motifs on the walls. She shivered, seemingly the only one there who could not dispel wetness herself. Vatu appeared to absorb moisture the instant she emerged from water.

	Malu spotted her from the food line and hurried over. Running her hands along Landa’s sides, she wicked the damp from her clothes and hair. 

	Vatu watched. “I have to learn to do that. I can do it to myself but I’ve never tried on someone else.”

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu saw Talla’s gaze move suddenly toward the doorway. As Malu moved away, he spotted the woman who had cried so powerfully, could not have mistaken her. 

	Had she appeared so striking on his boat? No, this woman was changed, electric, magnificent. Hair just dried by Malu, it stood out in a wild mane, strange streaks of deep red with gold and near-black in places. He was transfixed. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa took in the two long tables that ran the length of the hall, chatter and clatter filling the air. She gaped at the busy sight. Along the tables were not just tall sea elves but an impressive variety of sentient—some humanoid—creatures. One in particular caught her eye: taller than the rest, with a domed head, pointy teeth, eyes close-set and bulbous, nose holes like a pair of mountain caves. He wore a high collared, stately robe.

	 

	Mnenu 

	 

	Out of the corner of his eye, Mnenu observed as Vatu led Landa to the food line with its cold and hot dishes and pick up trays, plates, and utensils. He wondered what Landa would think of Zotoul’s cuisine after staying with his forest cousins, the Neyna elves. 

	Landa took a little of everything. That was open-minded of her, he thought approvingly. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	The variety was astounding, none of it familiar except soft fluffy buns that resembled ones served in the Elven forest, dotted with mushrooms, olives, or fruits. 

	Vatu led her to empty seats at the end of a table, lively with conversation and the passing of food. 

	Sitting, Landa bit into smoked fish. “Mmm…” She tried a dark paste and made a face. “Glad I didn’t take too much of that.” She shoved it aside delicately.

	Vatu giggled. “Rari eggs. I haven’t quite acquired a taste for them either.” 

	“What’s a rari?” Landa asked. She felt eyes on her—with a disturbing energy she’d experienced before—and looked around, finding the source at the head of the other table. After all this time, the heat of anger rose up her neck to her cheeks. She glared at Mnenu and turned purposefully away. To distract herself, she introduced herself to whomever sat across from her. “I’m Landa.”

	“I am called Takmik.” The walrus-like humanoid’s intonations vibrated. He bowed slightly, as his nasal cavities and mouth pursed in and out like sphincters. 

	“Takmik.” Landa did her best to pronounce the name which clicked in a way unfamiliar to her and hoped she approximated the sounds. “Nice to meet you.”

	Of course, Mnenu had been beautiful. In ways, the most captivating Elf she’d seen. Yet he’d been arrogant and hadn’t appealed to her in the least. He seemed to assume she’d find him attractive and be under his spell. His smile was more a leer. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu sensed her turn toward him. He was sure she recognized him but her look was not friendly. In fact, she appeared to hate him. She turned away without acknowledging him. 

	He thought back to that day a year ago when he’d hosted her on his boat. What had gone wrong? Why had he acted so badly, throwing her in the sea? Why couldn’t he have controlled himself? And how would she respond when she found out she had to come to him if she wanted to sit in the Circle and speak to Ash-don? She might leave instead.  

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa noticed Vatu’s hand on her arm. 

	“This is Alyena. From my planet.” Vatu leaned back to introduce the Mingal fem next to her.

	Alyena was slightly larger than Vatu, her skin tone a warm green with hints of orange around her eyes and lips, her head nubs a rich rust brown, but she shared Vatu’s delicate frame. 

	“I’m happy to meet you, Alyena,” Landa said. 

	They continued eating companionably.

	Landa asked Alyena, “Did you just arrive from Mingal?” 

	Vatu shook her head. “She was already studying on Erlot.” She paused to take a bite and chew. “So was I...”

	Landa stared at her. “When Krid captured you?” 

	She again felt Mnenu’s eyes on her. He had a way of forcing his presence. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He couldn’t help watching, and trying to read their conversation though Landa was half-turned away. He lightly touched her mind, hoping to catch thoughts. Anything. He was subsumed by her. 

	Talla said, “You keep staring over there. Is it the Xentu witch who fascinates you?” 

	“Why do you call her that?” Mnenu drawled, feigning casual interest at best as he bit into rari on toast. 

	“Well, you know—” 

	“Yes, I know she’s of the Xentu, most likely. I’m just saying where’d you get the Xentu witch? Is that a phrase others are using?” He was sounding proprietary. He’d better tone it down.

	“Some, yeah. She has uncommon skills. How do we know she can’t blast as well as pull a great stone together? I mean, she has a temper, clearly.”

	“Why do you say that?” Mnenu shoveled in another bite, keeping calm. 

	“The shout. Everyone heard it.” 

	“How do you even know what it was about?” Mnenu snapped at his oldest friend. 

	“I don’t.” Talla shoved off Mnenu’s shoulder as he got up. “Coming to the reefs?” 

	“Can’t today.” 

	“Oh, yeah. You’re the Voice.” Talla gave him a crooked grin. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Why had he angered her so much? All he’d done was jump off the rigging, taking her with him into the sea where they swam with the tesu. But he had been storming her with his thoughts before that. It wasn’t right. It was shocking, like…like an assault. 

	Maybe it had felt too much like Krid. Kridenit, who’d put her in a trance with his mind, then violated her and held her hostage all the time she was pregnant. He’d kept mage spies on her and the other nine fems he’s collected—his captives, his treasures, each with mind-powers. It had taken them over a year to finally escape the compound and reach the Elven forest.

	Was Mnenu really as bad as she’d made him out to be, though? He was Tenali’s friend, after all. Cousin, even. Tenali’d explained that he was just overly enthusiastic. But that had been dismissive. Mansplaining. He obviously knew him differently.

	Landa brought her mind back to Vatu who’d said something to her. Diners were beginning to get up, put plates on rolling carts, and move toward the doors, in animated conversation, or alone. “I’m sorry. You were saying you were both in school on Erlot.” 

	Vatu laughed. “Your thoughts were a million miles away. What were you thinking of? You scowled for a second.” She followed Landa’s gaze to the male Neyla speaking to someone near him, eyes occasionally darting toward Landa. “Is that Mnenu? Didn’t you go on his boat?” Vatu searched Landa’s face. 

	“I did.”

	“I thought you had fun.” There was a question in Vatu’s voice. 

	“It was fun. I just…” 

	Was he listening? It was as though she felt his mind pressing. Did she imagine it?  Landa dropped her voice low. “Do you feel his mind? It always feels very…loud.” Landa shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Pushy.” 

	“Uh... I haven’t noticed it. Maybe it’s aimed just to you.” Vatu spoke quietly as well. “Do you want to come with us to the library? We don’t go through water to get there.” She grinned. “And I can show you my rooms.” 

	Landa nodded, smiling with relief. “I’d love to see both.” 

	He still looked at her. Was there a smirk on his face now? 

	
CHAPTER
5

	Mnenu

	 

	He’d seen Vatu glance in his direction. Now he watched as they got up. Where would they go? Would she leave the planet without ever seeking the Circle’s help? Because of him. Or what she thought of him. He made a wry smile to himself. How to turn this around? 

	As she stood with the Mingals, he stood as well. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Oh, no, she groaned inside. But he did not approach. He only gave a slight bow in her direction. 

	Vatu grabbed her sleeve. Landa turned toward Takmik, wishing she knew a polite way to leave this creature with his dignified air. He leaned in a semi-bow, eyes blinking sideways. 

	They joined others placing dishes in bins by the back wall, and started toward a set of doors at the far end from where they’d entered. 

	She noticed Mnenu watch for a moment, then leave through a side door with a Neyla of similar height and weight—tall, broad shouldered, pale green-brown skin, hair braided thickly over the top, and hanging past his shoulders, small sea objects woven in. 

	Landa hadn’t realized she’d stopped to watch them. 

	Vatu again studied her. “What is it?” Vatu asked again. “Did he do something to you?” 

	“I’m sorry. No. Not really. It was just—” 

	Malu called out, running to them. “Can I join you? I’d love to see what you’re doing in the library.” 

	Landa had to wonder, was Malu assigned to keep an eye on her? How did she even know they were going to the library?

	“Of course,” Vatu said, hooking arms with Malu and Landa. “Alyena has done so much more than I have.” 

	Alyena linked Landa’s other arm. Frescoes of sky scenes covered the high walls and ceilings as though to comfort those unused to living underwater. Landa gazed up and around her, happy to be in this companionable group, and not in Mnenu’s presence. That is, until she remembered her errand here and her mood darkened. She missed her little boy with a deep ache. She’d been away two and a half weeks. She’d rejected the idea of touching his mind with hers in the night. Better use encrypted lines. From Tlalit’s ship, she’d face-timed with Zami on Andle’s sophisticated, encrypted device nearly every day. Soon—maybe tomorrow—she’d ask if that could be done from here in Zotoul.

	At the end of the beautiful hallway, Vatu threw open wide doors to reveal a lavish room filled with books on shelves rising from the central foyer to levels above, with balustrades winding around. The top was a dome that allowed light in. Landa suspected at higher tide it slipped underwater and darkened. “Wow.” She stared upward, feet glued to the tile flooring. 

	“Want to see the Alland section?” Vatu asked, at her elbow. 

	“I want to see your rooms,” Landa said. 

	Vatu appeared surprised but acquiesced. They left the other two talking over a display. 

	“You spoke constantly about the lack of books when we were captive,” Vatu said, as they climbed a curving stairway. “I thought you’d want to spend more time in the library.” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He and Valla walked along a corridor splashed by sea-waves. 

	“Where were they going?” his friend asked. 

	“I imagine the library.” Mnenu wished he could have gone with them. 

	“How about those Mingals?” 

	“What about them?” Mnenu fought the urge to leap off the side into the sea. He had things to do, though. 

	“I’ve heard they can transform into anything.” Valla leaned down to pick up a shell and blow it’s end. 

	“We transform.” Mnenu wondered what Valla was meaning. He was catching thoughts about their head-nubs. 

	“Mostly into sea creatures,” Valla countered. 

	“I wonder if some of the Neyna have worked more on those skills. I heard Merne can…be anything.” 

	They entered the inside halls that led to Mnenu’s office. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“I do love books. I just … want to see where you’ve been living.” Landa wasn’t sure what the real reason was. She needed space, but not her buried sea-protected room. Maybe she wanted to test if Malu would let her out of sight. Her mind and soul jangled with anxiousness to find Seiti, get back to Zami. 

	They navigated a complex of hallways, some splashed with waves, seeming to head upward, until they stepped over a reef-like sill in a doorway lined in salmon coral. Vatu’s chamber resembled a refined cave, mottled with alcoves, high areas reached by curving steps. Windows angled to fit the walls. Some were sealed tightly and let in pale sea-colored light. The lower areas could get wet. Landa remember Vatu’s stories of her own world, Mingal, where they lived half-in, half-out of sea caverns and never minded the water. Their clothing and furnishings were made to withstand, even invite, moist environments. Vatu’s skin had a delicate rubber texture and her body temperature acclimatized to her surroundings. 

	“May I?” Landa took a step onto a narrow stairway that climbed to a curved door. 

	“Yes. Come. See it all.” 

	This room was an eyrie looking out to sea from above, protected with a membrane wall. 

	“This driest one is for electronics and books. My office, I guess.” Vatu winked as she parted the tightly overlapping seal and slid through. 

	Landa followed as Vatu waved the globe lights up to full luminosity. There were books, plaz docs, a wide couch with pillows and quilts, and a warming globe set into the base of the far wall. On a tiny, ornate shelf, Landa spotted the collection of shells and stones Vatu had with her in Dondar, and a photo of her and Zami. She walked over and picked it up. “When was this taken?” 

	“Tlalit gave it to me.” 

	“You’ve stayed in touch?” Landa’s heart beat with nervous thuds. “Wait, this is in their underground tech lair, in Rotoul, isn’t it? I recognize the subterranean gardens.” She felt relief that it wasn’t taken of them on Alland. Tlalit could have, she had not doubt, tracked down images anywhere anyone went. Still, it would seem invasive. “She gave it to you? Here?” 

	“As far as I know, they’ve never been here.” Vatu joined her and studied the pic. “They sent it. I plazzed it. Do you have recent ones of our Zami-boy?” 

	“I do. Lots. But I didn’t bring a device.”

	“Want to sign in on my Lalut?” Vatu stepped to her desk, sat and tapped a prism-shaped computer awake. 

	Vatu and Landa had never been on electronics together; no device had been allowed during their captivity on Terlond. Once in the Elven forest, when Landa had been on computer, it was in the advanced catacomb of screens and hard-drives dominated by Merne and Tlalit. It was strange to contemplate, but every bit of this time with Vatu was unexpected. 

	Vatu brought the hand-held to the couch and they huddled together, shoulder-to-shoulder, as Landa searched for images of her son, and found some: Zami running after NikNik, the rescued marsupial baby; on Andle’s porch trying to help sift flour for baking; in a bath made of a barrel heated over ambient fire; riding in a pack on Setoin’s back. 

	Vatu brought the device close and expanded the photo to show Zami’s laughing face. 

	Landa swallowed a knot. “I’d like to call him. We connected, encrypted, from Tlalit’s ship.” 

	“You’ve been on the Sarsefi?” Vatu sounded envious. 

	They grinned over the ship’s name, meaning “lovemaking” in Neyna.

	“Of course you been on Tlalit’s ship. You said she and Merne brought you here.” 

	Landa nodded. “Tlalit says it makes love to the stars, or tries to.” She laughed, gazing at her son’s face on the screen. “She told me as she and Merne gave moony eyes at each other.”

	“I can imagine.” Vatu wiggled sideways on the couch. “You didn’t watch them through the walls, did you?” 

	Landa primly assured her she didn’t. 

	“Mm-hm.” Vatu smirked. 

	“Didn’t.” Landa shoved her shoulder and their laughter felt incredibly good.  It’d been a long time. 

	Someone tapped on the door. “Can I join?” Alyena called.

	“Of course. Come,” Vatu invited. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	In his lavish office, previously held by his mother, Mnenu sent the lightest touch across the sea mountain city to where he knew were Mingal’s quarters. Most visiting scholars who could live partially in the sea were housed in that northern area. 

	As when he wanted to observe sea life in a distant cave, he let his awareness settle gently through the walls. This did not give him sight but the sensory perceptions that all but “saw” Landa and the two Mingals, the shape of the couch they crowded onto, laughing and chatting. A combination of aural wave information and shallow mind listening allowed him to pick up what was said. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She scooted down the couch for the other Mingal to settle in by Vatu and the three fell into conversation, about Landa’s rebel camp, drifting into the time of captivity—the Ten and all their skills and quirks. Vatu and Alyena shared about their school times. 

	“You were gone all night,” Alyena said to Vatu. 

	“I stayed with Landa in the Bloober,” Vatu responded. 

	“Thank the gods she did. I was feeling very strange, surrounded by rock and sea and…nothing.” Landa sank down into the corner, remembering her first hour. “Alyena, do you have your own rooms?” 

	“Yes, close,” Alyena said. “I can show you.” 

	“They give you both very honored accommodations, it seems like,” Landa commented. 

	“They do. We’ve been very well treated.” 

	“Well, your world is like this, mostly sea, so…it’s easier to set you up. And it must be valuable for them, to have scientists visit and contribute to their library.” Landa put this together as she spoke. She hated the thought of returning to her isolated guest chamber. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Picking up her thought, Mnenu sat up. He should plan for better quarters for her. He could quickly have a room adapted for her, one as nice as Vatu’s or better. He was about to call his engineers when he heard Vatu say, “You won’t go back to the Bloober. You’ll stay with me.” 

	He watched as the three traveled across Zotoul and fetched Landa’s belongings from the far away module.

	“Did you leave Malu in the library?” Landa asked Alyena as they walked.

	“No. She had to go to a meeting.”

	He wondered why Landa asked. Then caught the thread of her thoughts. She suspected Malu had been assigned to watch her. Why would she think that? He heard her thought, At least the Mingals aren’t in on monitoring my movements. 

	Why did she think they would spy on her? he wondered. 

	He watched until Vatu made the couch in her office into a bed for Landa, piling thick quilts and pillows on it, snugged up to a sea wall with a tightly sealed window that would at times be underwater, and hoped she’d be happy. He needed to pull his head into his duties. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	On their return trip, they grabbed a sort of to-go buffet that was set out in the cafeteria around midday, and shared it in Vatu’s main room. 

	The bed with fluffy quilts called to her and she yawned massively. 

	“I think we need to let you nap,” Vatu said, patting her leg. 

	It was true, though she’d been terribly glad to find Vatu in that strange sea-city, and to have her company, she had not slept well. 

	Vatu tucked her up in the couch-bed.

	Glad for privacy, Landa also felt sad when the two Mingals left her, chattering in their own tongue, laughing softly. 

	“Good night,” they called. 

	It was only afternoon, she mumbled. 

	Did she feel a pang of jealousy not to have Vatu to herself, as she had, so much of the time, for a year and a half? They’d always positioned their beds side by side. She’d listened for the Mingal’s breathing, helped clear her congestion. And Vatu had watched out for her, transformed her when they finally got onto the streets of Sheffed, helped care for Zami. 

	Though she luxuriated in the soft bedding, she slept fitfully. The tide rose and the room darkened. Was it day or night? In the middle of what she thought was night, she woke terrified. 

	
CHAPTER
6

	Mnenu 

	 

	Mnenu found himself suddenly awake. Landa was troubled. He’d felt it. 

	Why was he so connected to her? Well, he’d been tapping in on her thoughts and set a conduit, a path between them, it seemed. Now he caught her thoughts without seeking. Why did she think her daughter might be imprisoned by the Blaz? He sat up and formed a glow-globe with his mind to light the room. Had she dreamed that? He followed her terrified thoughts deeper, finding memories. No, Tlalit and Merne had shown her a video of a girl her daughter’s age, in Blenin, just before a Blaz ship left the moon. 

	No wonder she was desperate enough to be dumped in their seas, not even knowing how to swim, to get answers. To get their help. 

	That’s when her mind had bellowed that cry heard across the universe. He scowled at Talla’s careless remark about anger. Xentu witch, he’d called her, knowing nothing. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Lying still in her covers on the couch, she heard water sloshing against the window next to her and felt suddenly buried underwater. Sometimes it seemed like she was adjusting to life in the undersea city; other times, it felt smothering. She brought the sheet to her face, bunched, wringing it, until she managed to re-enter sleep.

	 

	Mnenu 

	 

	Feeling Landa settle, he again curled under his own covers and put out the light. 

	She seemed troubled by the water rising to surround her room. Maybe he could make a place more comfortable for her after all. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa woke. Getting on her knees, she peered out the oval window near her at a calm sea touched by the rose-orange tones of this world’s sun. The last of the three moons remained in the morning sky, an opalescent-blue crescent, hovering near the edge of the world. 

	Vatu popped her head in, seeming to have heard her wake. “Get up, sleepy. We don’t want to miss breakfast.” 

	“You go along. I want to stare at this view. There’s no ocean on my world, you know.” With the light, all Landa’s nightmarish thoughts vanished, and she sat, caped in covers, staring out at sea birds whirling. 

	“I do know. I’ll bring you something.” Vatu turned to leave. 

	“I want to speak with the Circle today.” Landa’s most pressing mission was for Ash-don to help her find her daughter. “And also, I’d like to call home, to talk to Zami. Do you know who could help me?” She turned away from the view. 

	Mnenu

	Mnenu slept a bit late after his disrupted slumber in the dead of night. Scrambling to wash and dress, he hurried to breakfast. He’d be expected to greet the new visitors, some from Langry. Their worlds had a new agreement; Langrians had never before come to them. 

	Reaching the hall, where many had already gotten their food and sat, he scanned the faces for Landa. Not yet. Disappointed, he loaded his plate. His parents signaled for him to sit with them. Filling a cup with krenla, he joined them. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa saw Vatu’s eyes drop to her lap and realized she was wringing her hands. 

	“Did you get enough sleep?” Vatu asked, studying her expression now that Landa was facing her. 

	“I think I had a nightmare,” Landa remembered. “I’m so worried about my daughter, it’s hard to think about anything else.” 

	“More reason for you to come to the hall with us,” Vatu pushed.

	“I’d rather not.” Landa looked down the nightgown Vatu had loaned her—webby and too short, but very soft. Her own clothes were more suited for her world’s outback. 

	“Are you worried about clothes? We can loan you some. We didn’t get dropped into the ocean here.” She paused. “Well, Alyena brought me some. And they shipped my belongings from the university at Erlot.” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu ate, listening to his parents and several other elders around the end of the table debate issues of supplies. He tested the temperature of his krenla. Finding it hot, he set it aside and spread sweet jelly on a roll. Chewing, his mind drifted to Landa just as Vatu asked her about clothing. It seemed she was refusing to come to breakfast. 

	She needed clothes! Of course. She’d landed in their ocean with nothing. But what had she worn yesterday? It had been quite attractive. Maybe borrowed. She should be told where to acquire clothing. 

	He realized his mother was glaring at him and attuned to the conversation with reluctance.

	 

	Landa

	 

	“I’m so glad they shipped you your things,” Landa said. “So you’ve been in touch with your family? They must have been relieved to hear from you, and anxious to see you.”

	Vatu frowned and came in. “There’s something else. Is it…Mnenu? Can’t you tell me why he bothers you?” 

	Landa rubbed her eyes. “I don’t know. He threw me into the sea. He was just playing, Tenali assured me. But he did a weirdly powerful mind-drilling before that, from above me, in the rigging…on the jib, whatever you call it. And I felt this overpowering vibration. Like an attack.”

	“That sounds awful.” Vatu sat at the end of her bed and squeezed her foot. 

	“Then, out of the blue, I’m hit like a thunderbolt, and we’re flying through the air, and plunging deep into the sea.” Landa toyed with a tassel on a pillow. “I’d never even been in anything but a pool before that. He didn’t even ask.” 

	“You told Tenali and he just sluffed it off?” 

	“Yeah.” Landa shrugged. “I know they’re friends.”

	“Or cousins. Don’t ask me the lineage. I don’t know the details.” Vatu took Landa’s hand and stroked it, looking up at her with concerned eyes. 

	It was hard to re-create in a way that didn’t seem like kids frisking in the water. 

	“I understand.” Vatu looked earnest. “And now? Did you get a bad feeling from him yesterday?” 

	“Just intense. I don’t know why he kept staring at me.”

	“You won’t let him keep you from eating, will you? You can sit between me and Alyena. Face away from him. I think you’d have more chance of setting up a session with the Circle. We’ll have to find out who the leader is now, and how you might call Zami.” 

	“Okay.” Landa threw off the blankets. “You make a good point.”

	 

	Mnenu 

	 

	Again letting his mind drift, this time from the topic of reef-protection and overuse, Mnenu heard Landa agree to come to the dining hall. His heart sped up. 

	He could see the others from her mind, though could not get into the Mingal minds as easily. Why was that? 

	Through Landa’s eyes, he saw Alyena peek in. “Want to wear this?” She held up an outfit, shades of green and gold, like velvet, with shells worked in along elaborate brocade edges. She was a bit taller than Vatu. It looked like it might come to Landa’s mid-calf. The Mingal scholar also held out leggings and the malleable boots of Zotoul. “I think they’ll fit.” 

	He agreed and looked forward to seeing her wearing them. 

	“That’s so kind of you.” Landa climbed out of bed. 

	He caught an image of the far-too-small, nubbly nightgown she’d borrowed, most likely from Vatu, and grinned.

	“Mnenu.” His father’s peremptory bark, brought him back to the dining table. 

	“Sorry.” 

	“This will be your job soon enough,” his father reprimanded. “You won’t always just play with sitting in the Circle, mind-melding with Ash-don, swimming and boating. What a life you lead.” 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“They look awfully fancy, though.” Landa eyed the clothes. 

	“No, just normal wear when you’re visiting scholars.” Alyena grinned. Her incisors were pointier than Vatu’s. She brought the outfit over. 

	“Wash up quick,” Vatu said. “I want these on you.” 

	Already clothed—Vatu in browns and deep greens, Alyena in autumn orange with rust highlights—they appeared to be wearing beautiful coral reefs. 

	When they were imprisoned, Landa had only seen Vatu in one outfit from her home planet that grew shabby over the year and a half, after constant wear. The Terlondian servants had taken pity and given them mismatched, discarded outfits of dubious design. Landa had never known how Vatu dressed on Mingal but had imagined diving suits for navigating the sea world they occupied. Not these lovely ensembles. 

	The bath chamber was much more elaborate than the guest one she first used here, beautifully tiled and spacious. Quickly, she showered, toweled off, and put on Alyena’s clothes. They fit adequately, though snugger than she would normally wear. They left for the dining hall. 

	Before they’d even entered, Landa heard a roar of activity. 

	At the doorway, Landa stopped to scan the busy diners, and listened to the rise and fall of their voices, punctuated with bursts of laughter that took many forms, including braying and whistling. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	At last, Mnenu saw Landa’s figure in the doorway. Her hair was clipped up, the contrasting shades of dark red and black, if anything, more entrancing, enhanced by the gold-green clothing. Many around the hall turned to look at her, he noticed, and conversation dropped a few decibels. 

	He longed to jump up and hurry to her, show her the best of the dishes served that morning, check in about her nightmare. 

	It was wrong of him to know what she was thinking. He should be patient and wait for her to tell him what was on her mind. But would she? 

	At least she had not left the planet. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Pulled toward the food by her Mingal companions, Landa looked over the many tall Neyla with their swirling eyes and pointed ears. Most were slender, Mnenu slightly brawnier than the average—which might help her pick him out from the crowd. 

	Malu spotted them and waved, signaling for them to join her. Landa waved back as they lined up for plates and examined the choices on the long side tables: new types of brightly colored fish eggs, fried and scrambled sala eggs garnished with toasted seaweed and tika seeds, sweet biscuits, bright crimson aspar juice, and of course, kran or krenla with crema. 

	They joined Malu, saying good mornings all around. 

	Landa dipped the tip of her spoon into weejon egg paste and tasted. Unlike yesterday’s, this one was delicious. She thought about getting more. 

	Malu said, “I’ve set up an audience for you with the leader of the Circle. I know you want to ask Ash-don for help.” She smiled, looking pleased with herself. 

	“That’s great. When?” First matter of business accomplished, she’d wait a bit before requesting communication with her son. 

	“When you finish eating.” Malu dug into her meal. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	At last, his parents got up and left. They’d arrived a good long while before him. 

	Watching their proud, slightly sloping shoulders exit the hall, he let his senses drift out again to where Landa sat, further down the table, with her friends. 

	In her mind, he heard Malu tell her she’d set up a meeting. He and Malu had scheduled it the day before. He felt her excitement and nervousness. How would she have reacted had she known it was him she would be meeting? His heart beat faster, willing her not to hate him. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa returned to the serving tables and helped herself to more saffron paste and kran. Several Neyla nodded to her as she passed. She gave them a courteous smile, wondering what they thought of her. 

	Reseated, she drank quickly and ate a few more bites. “Did you hear?” she said in a low voice to Vatu. “I have a meeting with the Circle leader after breakfast.”

	“Fantastic.” Vatu nibbled on a sweet biscuit coated with pale green jam. “Who is the leader?”

	“She didn’t say. What’s on your sweet roll? I didn’t see that.” 

	“It’s from hajar fruit. They grow on atoll fruit orchards not too far from the coast. Try it.” Vatu scooped a small amount onto Landa’s plate. 

	Landa spread it on a corner of her roll and tasted. “Yum.”

	“I’ll get you more. I’m going to refill my kran.” 

	Landa pushed a last bite of fish eggs onto her sala scramble and chewed. Diners were leaving. She ruminated on her upcoming meeting. They wouldn’t refuse to help her, would they? Well, if they did, she’d have to consider traveling to the continent to ask the Neynas’ Circle for help. She and Shalt had been in close mind-meld for days on end when she’d brought the stone back to wholeness. Surely thoughts of her daughter had touched the Great Stone’s awareness. Yet, the Stone had not conveyed any information about her. Why would it now?

	Vatu returned and handed her a tiny dish of the bright green jam. 

	“Thanks. You’re the best.”

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu couldn’t see Landa down the table, but he could see and hear what she saw and heard. He admired the affection between her and Vatu. He knew they’d been imprisoned together. It made his stomach churn; that bastard Krid. He’d fought against them letting the mage go free, to return to Farn. What were they thinking, the elder Neyna?

	 

	Landa

	 

	“I think I’ll just eat a few more bites and then go.” Now that her meeting was arranged, she could think of nothing else.

	Vatu squeezed her hand. “I’m sure they’ll help you.”

	Landa gulped down the last of her kran and stood. 

	Malu joined her as she took her dirty dishes to the clean-up cart. “Ready?” 

	“I am.” Landa waved to Vatu and walked out with Malu.

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Seeing Landa leave with Malu, Mnenu rose and deposited his dishes just after them. He took a backway to his office on the lower level and toward the center of Zotoul, swiftly throwing on the robe of his office and sitting at his large, carved chair. Light filtered in through tall, narrow windows. Only one side of the room faced a pool, the rest of the room carved into rock. 

	Part of him dreaded this meeting. Landa clearly was not a Mnenu fan. But he’d be alone with her, would see her close up, feel her energy. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	They walked side-by-side down along colonnaded walks splashed by the sea before turning inward and descending several levels. An elegant corridor with high, vaulted ceilings took them deep into the sea-mountain city, Malu explained. The only light was from elaborate glow-globes revealing murals of underwater scenes. 

	Passing through a sealed doorway, they entered a small vestibule lined floor-to-ceiling, with sumptuous rugs of somber sea colors: browns, darkest green, hints of gold. Heavy, carved benches lined the walls.

	“I’ll leave you here.” Malu pointed to a door sculpted in deep relief. 

	All this pomp and ceremony, Landa thought, glancing down at the clothes she wore. Now she was glad Alyena had given her a dressy outfit. They’d even put her wild mane of hair into twists on her head, held with decorative crystal and mother-of-pearl clasps. 

	Having no idea what or who to expect, she knocked on the elaborate door. Hearing nothing, she turned the polished brass handle and pushed. It didn’t budge so she shoved. The heavy door swung open. A Neyla elf stood facing away from her toward tall book shelves, hands clasped behind his back, dark hair in a braid down his back. 

	
CHAPTER
7

	Mnenu

	 

	Now that she was here, Mnenu had to school his energy. Clearly, something about this Xentu offworlder unbalanced him. He hadn’t meant to turn away but when he felt her approach, he found himself studying book bindings in an effort to discipline his mind. He heard her knock, then shove, finally wrestling the massive door open. 

	He felt guilty as she stood, unsure. He didn’t dare turn around and show himself to her, see her expression of hate again. He didn’t dare reach into her mind. He had restraint with her this close. 

	He heard her walk forward, the thick carpet muffling her steps. She cleared her throat, readying to speak. Finally, he swiveled to face her. 

	She gasped. He must have hid his mind-energy or she would have known it was him, he felt sure. 

	“Oh,” she said. “You’re the…leader of the Circle.” 

	There was no smile on her face, only consternation. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	The Elf turned. Landa’s mind reeled, with disappointment and apprehension. She’d shown no kindness to him. And now her mission depended on him. She wished she could turn back the past day. 

	But no, that wasn’t right. She had her reasons. 

	Still, she swallowed a lump in her throat as hope dissolved. 

	He wore a magnificent, fitted jacket, and satin pants of a dark burgundy, showing his strong thighs. Those legs had propelled them out of the water when he’d carried her into the sea. She flushed at the troubling memory and gripped the back of the large dark chair facing his imposing desk. 

	But this did not seem like the frisky, overbearing Neyla Elf who’d knocked her into the sea, but who’d also frolicked with the tesu, laughing, whistling in their language. Something had changed. She searched her memories of that day. Why had he stormed her mind? What had been his intention when he’d launched himself at her, carrying her into the ocean? Studying him now, she wondered if this Elf would do the same? What had happened, to make him change?  

	As Mnenu turned fully to face her, she felt a frisson of that same energy pulsing toward her, more controlled now. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He barely dared glance at her face. Keeping his voice low and soft, as though she were a skittish seahorse, he said, “I didn’t know I’d frightened you so much a year ago.” 

	She started and he caught her thought, “Wasn’t I shielding?” 

	He was wrong to read her ming without her permission, without any agreement between them. It went against all early Neyla teachings. But for some reason, with her, he couldn’t help himself, and didn’t want to. He fought a stubborn battle within, and lost. 

	Now she was thinking of Zamani, leader of the Neyna, telling her their connection made it impossible for him not to detect her distress. 

	Was that a decent excuse? Did Zamani have a mind-power she couldn’t shut out as well? He knew her mind was strong and disciplined. Yet it was permeable, to him. 

	He took his seat, first sitting forward, elbows on his desk, then pushing back. He flipped a hand palm-up. “Sit.”

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa came around to the front of the seat, bringing her closer to the Sea Elf than she wanted. 

	She watched as he changed position. She thought he looked uncomfortable and wondered about that. 

	The seat had arms of polished dark wood, like the desk. She placed her hands on them, feeling the grooves in the chair arms that ended in curled claws. It helped her ground. As silence grew, she scanned his face. He’d always been handsome, but he’d been a rough lout. Even still, he’d been staring at her nonstop. And she’d felt some of that same energy. Still, in the set of his face, in his eyes, there was something new. Well, he’d been made head of the Circle of Ash-don, Voice of the Great Stone. Did that explain the change? And how deep did it go?

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	“I apologize,” Mnenu said, quietly. “Just because I can hear you does not mean I should listen. I could close it out. But I was curious. Your body stance said so much, once you recognized me.” 

	“Is this the first you’ve read my mind, since I came?” she asked. 

	He slid his chair further back and crossed his legs, trying not to show surprise. So, she had felt him in her mind. Isn’t that what her question indicated? He felt defensiveness rising. Not his best trait. “Yes,” he lied, in case he interpreted her question incorrectly. “I admit, your manner yesterday should have given me a clue. I thought I was being welcoming.” He laughed at himself. 

	“Your energy can be intense.” 

	He knew she would tiptoe around him, since she needed their help. He also felt her concealing her thoughts more tightly, closing off from him. Though she sat calmly, keeping eye contact, the barriers were being carefully secured. 

	He felt sad, felt a loss. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa did not like this dynamic, of needing this brash Elf’s help. It made her feel hypocritical, fawning. She ran her fingers along grooves in the chair arms, then folded her hands, looking down. 

	“Can I get you water? Kran?” he asked. 

	It was hard to give up her anger. She realized she’d nursed it for a while. And now that she was admitting things to herself, she wondered if her need to nurse anger started in a far deeper place. With Krid, perhaps? She’d been molested, held captive through pregnancy and giving birth, kept away from her six-year-old daughter. She had never been able to express to the foul mage how much she loathed him for it, even after she’d helped vanquish him and his army. And now, she’d learned he went free, returned to his life.

	She raised her eyes. “You startled me. Your mind communication felt …” How to describe it? Overpowering? “…rough,” she settled on. She glanced up and saw him wince. “I’d never been in an ocean,” she went on. “Never been around them. My world has none. So suddenly being vaulted into deep waters—” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu fought the urge to squirm under her gaze. Her eyes—amber with flecks of brown and gold—seemed to look past his mind to his soul. 

	“I’m sorry,” he said for the third time. He folded his hands on the desktop, turned the ring his father had given him, some family heirloom. “I’m afraid I get rather wild when I spend long stretches on the sea. I swim with the tesu like my brothers and sisters, and we wrestle and bump each other. It must have been jarring for you.” Why was he lying? He’d never thrown a female he barely met into the sea before. He knew the mind-blast he’d sent her, had certainly been scolded for them when he didn’t get his way. 

	He looked up, surprised, when she said softly, “I might also have needed a target for pent-up anger.” 

	This time he did shift in his seat, bringing the chair up closer and leaning toward her. “You’d been through a lot.” 

	Landa’s uncanny eyes gazed at him from red-rimmed eyes, made luminous by a sudden moistening. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She’d never imagined she’d be having this conversation with Mnenu. “I wonder why your mental energy felt so…forceful.” Her hands returned to explore the chair arms. 

	Mnenu seemed to ponder, appearing embarrassed. Finally, he said, “This ‘big’ energy is why I was selected as Ash-don’s voice. I think it’s not easy for a lot of people to be around. That’s why I spent long stretches at sea. I’m more…” he flicked a glance at her, “trained now.” 

	“Oh.” Landa was at a loss for words. 

	“Not to say I wouldn’t take a tumble in the sea with you, if given—” He stopped himself, checked her response. 

	“I hope you might ask first next time,” she said, straightening in her seat. Fawning be damned. She had her pride.

	“Indeed. I hope I would, as well.” He rested his arms on the desk and leaned toward her. “Now. You seek your daughter,” he said.

	“You know?” She looked surprised. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He had to quickly review. What had he read in her mind and what had he been told? “Tenali told me, yes.” 

	 Landa sat forward. “You’re in touch with him?” Rosy color bloomed in her cheeks. 

	He felt a sudden stabbing jealousy. Had he been aware they were lovers? He’d thought she was involved with Zamani. “Not recently. When he left your world. When you’d discovered her missing.” 

	“He was in touch then? Did he say where he was going?” 

	He shook his head, again scrambling for answers. He knew Tlalit had dropped her from her ship. And Malu had reported that she was here. When had he first learned she’d be seeking them out? 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa ’s heart raced. Maybe Tenali had a lead on her daughter. She could have found this out yesterday if she hadn’t been avoiding Mnenu. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t very friendly to you.” 

	He flicked a hand, dismissive. “You have great worries,” he said.

	She pressed her hands into her lap. “Will you allow me into the Circle with Ash-don?” 

	“Yes.”

	She looked up at him, surprised. That easy? 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He had to wonder about her reaction. Had she really thought they’d refuse her an audience? She, who had helped heal Ash-don’s sister stone? “I must ask, though, why you did not return to Shalt for help? You’re so profoundly tied. Why you did not ask for help from the Neyna, who aided in your escape, and hosted you?” Again, he folded his hands on the desk and leaned toward her. “Why did you not bring Zami, Zamani’s son, when you were escorted here by his aunt and her fajan?” 

	He wondered why he was suddenly grilling her. These questions had been burning in him, and in all of his clan’s minds. Yet, was it not her right to choose? 

	Maybe he lashed out at her for that show of passion toward Tenali. And if so, who was he punishing? 

	She looked taken aback. Her hands stilled at this flow of recriminations. She held them up, palms facing him in a stop gesture. “Okay! I know. I …” 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Jeez. She’d really not thought through the storm of controversy her choices would cause. “I’m a thoughtless renegade.” She tried to read his expression, which was comprised only of a slight lift of an eyebrow. 

	Thinking about it, she realized she’d spoken the truth. She’d been a rebel toward her parents, and then in her work, going against the tenets of her planet, using her powers to heal, before Shalt ever called her across the universe. She’s left her daughter every week, justifying that she needed to build her career. 

	Where had that gotten her? If she’d known she’d lose two years of her daughter’s life, and counting... 

	She jumped when Mnenu threw himself against the back of his chair with a loud guffaw. “Ha! I deserved that. Well, I did feel your shout from Alland. Quite a bellow. Talk about my mind powers being forceful.” 

	“You heard … how could you hear it?”

	
CHAPTER
8

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu stared at her. “You didn’t know? We all heard. You’re famous.” He chuckled. “That holler was Shalt-born.” Then he sobered. “Sometimes when we’ve been the voice of these Stones, we develop an unruly streak.” 

	“Hmm.” Instead of continuing in the same vein, she asked, “Can you reach Tenali?” 

	Mnenu’s mood sank. “No one’s been in touch with him lately. You were with his mother. Did she not say?” 

	Landa shook her head. “She was evasive.” 

	“I guess looking for your daughter could take him anywhere.” He stewed a moment. “He did always want to be the hero.” 

	“What do you mean?” Landa asked. 

	“He wanted to be the one to bring all the stone fragments back to Shalt. That’s why he became a star captain.” He watched her face. Though her thoughts were hidden, he felt her turn inward and something very dark shadowed her features. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Her mind tumbled back to the day they’d removed the stone shard from Tenali’s head. Shouma had gone back through his memories; the three of them melded. He’d admitted that he helped with her abduction because he was determined to get the fragment of Shalt Krid kept in his vault. Landa’s stomach churned. She’d shut out that memory, instead focusing on how they shared mysterious parentage. He knew nothing about his father.

	But the bigger question right now was: why hadn’t Tenali taken her with him to search? She pulled her attention to Mnenu.

	He waited, staring toward the tops of the windows. When he brought his eyes back to her, he only said, “Is there anything else I can help you with, until the Circle is ready for you?” 

	One thing was clear: Mnenu did not like it when she spoke of Tenali. 

	Suddenly she felt a rumbling under the chamber that vibrated into her chest. It seemed to increase and fill the air. “Is that Ash-don?” she asked, somehow knowing the source.

	But she’d been dismissed. Mnenu stood and walked past the desk toward the large door she’d entered through. 

	Landa got up as well. “Just a small thing, I hope. I’d like a connection with my son. I have the codes for an encrypted channel.” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	“That’s no problem.” He was all business, thoughts running on ahead, planning. He opened the door. 

	As she approached, he took her shoulders and pressed his forehead to hers in the Elven way. He’d wanted to do that since he knew she’d arrived. In that brief touch, an emanation of affection was appropriate. He let his thoughts and feelings—at least a drop of them—flow into her. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She felt a smattering of the powerful energy that had struck her so forcefully on his boat, now tinged with sweet warmth. 

	He let her go and she stumbled back as his energy released her. He caught her arm with a hint of a smile. “Kalden will take you to Radial Matrix.” 

	A narrow side door swung open and a Neyla male stepped through. He seemed young in terms of demeanor and attire; there was no telling the age of any of the Elves. Tats and piercings adorned his face, neck, and arms. He wore a sleeveless vest and pants that clinked with tiny metal objects, like a few of the forest elves. 

	“Come this way.” Kalden signaled to her. “I like your clothes. Are they Mingalian?” 

	“It is, yeah.” She glanced down at her clothes, flexible as thin sea kelp, fine as woven moss. 

	Kalden grinned back at Mnenu as they left, but the Neyla leader—Ash-Don’s voice—had already turned away. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	When Kalden, one of his favorite young Elves who sometimes accompanied him on boat trips and long swims, had escorted Landa away, Mnenu sat again and pulled an expander from a drawer. The semi-flat disk, designed to amplify the mind’s reach, came alive at his touch. Three bars of colored light protruded above it. He began a search for Tenali, watching a screen embedded in his desk that would record any detections and provide further information. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	After scurrying along several corridors that slanted upward, Landa panted behind Kalden as they ascended a spiral staircase up multiple levels.

	“Any thoughts of installing elevators?” Landa asked, speech difficult. She came from a city of tall buildings and ubiquitous lifts powered by magnetic hydraulics. 

	Kalden only chuckled. 

	At each floor, intriguing hallways stretched away, showing doorways, or lined in books. Landa had tired of the adventure by the time Kalden stepped through a doorway, facing another. This, at last, was a lift. So, they did have the technology, Landa observed with a huff. This took them up a tower with sea views to one side, pressed against a cliff. At the top, they stepped into a tunnel of rough-hewn rock and passed through rooms lined in lit screens, Neyla seated at them.

	The last one was empty. Kalden slid into a tall swivel chair and invited Landa to one next to him. He pressed his fingers to her temple and typed Andle’s encrypted code. 

	Another male Neyla, long braids hanging down his back, the sides of his head shaven in patterns with tattoos, entered and started to sit at a terminal but Kalden said softly to him in Neyla, “Arspat tinas kahay, Werhi.” 

	The other Neyla nodded and left, closing off the hallway that skewered the sea mountain’s highest peak. When they were alone again, Kalden pointed to a key. “When I’m out, press this. You can wear these.” He plugged in headphones. “When you’re done, call me here.” He indicated a button on the wall. 

	She nodded. “Thank you.” Her pulse hammered in her throat as she pressed the key he’d shown her and waited. The screen in front of her showed a spiraling pattern and beeped lightly. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	When Landa closed him out of her mind, he’d promised himself to stop looking in. 

	Now, like testing a sore tooth, he had to see if he could hear any of her thoughts, feel any of her sensations. Would she remember to shut him out?

	And then he was there, in her mind as she saw her half-Elven boy’s face come on the screen and let out a cry, her eyes filled with tears that she swatted away. “Baby Button,” she called him.

	“Meh-meh,” he heard Zami crow, heard it through her mind. “Elspie!” he said. It must have been the name of the baby rodent he held in his chubby hand. 

	He saw a woman with a halo of red hair like a dandelion. Andle, Landa’s mind filled in. “Doing okay?” the woman asked. 

	“Good. You?” Landa responded. Mnenu felt her emotion, her tight throat. 

	“Champion.” Andle kissed Zami’s cheek. “Aren’t we?” 

	“Zami help Andoo.” 

	“He sure does,” Andle agreed, ruffling his curls. “We have to move soon. I’ll give you coordinates the instant I know.” 

	“Oh, fudge.” Landa was clearly upset by this. “You have to? I was hoping to be done and back before that happened.” She seemed to think through some possible arguments, then gave up. “As soon as I find out where my daughter is, I’ll be back to you and Zami.” 

	“They’re going to help you?” Andle said. 

	“I think so.” There was doubt in Landa’s mind. 

	“What’s it like? You’re living in the ocean?” the woman asked. 

	“Most of the city is in an undersea mountain, yeah. It’s amazingly nice.” 

	“Are you always wet? I mean, how do you breathe?”

	“Parts are sealed off with membrane walls.” 

	Zami sat on Andle’s lap and giggled as the baby animal crawled up his arm. She was wishing it was her lap he sat on, and pressed her wrist-device to record. “Kiss, kiss, baby. I love you soooo sooo much.” 

	“I love you soooo sooo much.” He held up his arms to show lots. 

	“I’ll be home soon. You take care of Andle, okay?” Landa’s voice broke. 

	“I will, Meh-meh. We go sutati tonight.” He beamed.

	From Landa’s mind, Mnenu gathered that sutati was a gathering the fugitive rebels held before breaking camp, to keep up their spirits as they left yet another place they’d called home. 

	Landa’s heart squeezed at not being able to be there to keep him safe. But she smiled. “That’ll be fun. Only eat one sweet waffle, you.” 

	Zami wrinkled his nose at her. 

	Andle leaned forward. “We’ll go underground. We’ll be fine. Sandor is going to stay close, help me make sure this little guy’s safe and happy.” 

	“He’s always happy with you and your critters.” Landa smiled through the heartache of knowing she’d soon have to end the connection. “It’s good Sandor’s helping. But doesn’t he have to get back to Skarth?” 

	Mnenu caught fleeting thoughts, that this was the city where she’d been a surgeon, where her apartment was now a base for a counter-movement. Was she part of the movement? He couldn’t tell. He caught glimpses, that enemies bugged her walls. He saw the tall building in her mind, aerial trains shooting by, crowded streets far below. A bittersweet cloud seemed to hover over the city for Landa. 

	“He’s taken a leave of absence.” Andle turned away and Landa heard commotion in the background. “I’ll get back to you—” 

	The line went dead. 

	Landa felt dread. She stood, ready to track down Merne and Tlalit and get on their ship, back to Alland, back to her son. 

	Mnenu wanted to shout into her mind, “No, we’ll help you. I’ll come with you, solve all your problems.” 

	Andle flickered back into view. “Take care of the business. Get help finding Seiti. You know we always come out okay.” The screen went dark again and stayed that way. 

	Mnenu sat back in his chair. What was wrong with him? Listening in. wanting to save this woman he hardly knew.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Her stomach roiled, options clashing within her like shards of glass. 

	A wave smashed against the walls. The room darkened. Tide must be rising. Small windows at the tops of the curving walls showed foam, then solid water. Rushing to the door where Kalden had exited, she tapped lightly, waited, then tested the handle. Then she remembered he’d said to use the call button. She did so. 

	The door slid open. Through it, she saw a blackened room with tall banks of flickering lights. Kalden flipped switches, lifted off strange headwear, and turned. Seeing Landa, he swiftly crossed the room, closing the door quietly behind. 

	“Finished?” he asked, in a low voice. 

	“Got cut off,” she said, a sob unexpectedly rising into her throat. 

	“I’m sorry.” He gently took her elbow. “The council will see you now.” 

	Landa gasped, fingers pressed to her lips. She hadn’t expected it so soon. Was there some preparation she should have? Would it be like the Neyna Circle? It was powerful and she had needed some initiatory instruction. In fact, she’d felt something change in her once she entered that Circle. This was not a small thing to take on. Yet … if the Neyla could help get her daughter back… 

	Why had she thought they might be able to? she wondered as she followed Kalden back to the lower level. Reviewing her recent conversation with Andle, she hardly noticed their journey to the hall outside Mnenu’s office. 

	Kalden knocked. 

	Mnenu yanked the door open. His smile was brief, a quick lift of mouth corners.

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	“Come.” He gestured and started down the hall, not checking to see if Landa followed. But he knew she did. He felt her mind behind him.  

	They turned and descended a steep corridor that wound deep into the mountain. 

	Mnenu waited for her to catch up and walk beside him. He was excited about the coming mind-meld in the Circle. He was also wary. They were open to each other in the circle. Would they detect that he’d already formed a groove from his mind to hers? 

	“I feel it,” she said when they slowed. “Throbbing. Under my feet. It’s Ash-don, isn’t it?” 

	 

	Landa

	 

	The impact intensified until Landa drew to a stop, hand on one wall. As on her first approach to Shalt, she dropped to her knees, nausea gripping her. 

	Mnenu knelt by her, hand pressed to her face. 

	She stared down, trying to master the bile that threatened to rise. 

	He touched under her chin so she looked at him. She winced at first as he drew her into a close mind connection. 

	“Let me help,” he said, into her thoughts. 

	For a moment, she fought such intense sharing with this man. But he brought Ash-don’s resonances into balance, helping her attune to the powerful vibrations. Slowly, her stomach settled. Her body thrummed, but the reverberations resounding through her felt exhilarating. Both Mnenu’s hands now cupped her face.

	With a grunt, she pushed off the wall and climbed to standing. 

	He let her face go, one hand slipping to her elbow. “Do you feel steady?” 

	She nodded. “Yeah. Much better.” His touch on her arm sent volts of electricity through her. Not in a bad way this time. She bounced on the balls of her feet as they walked to the end of the dimly lit hallway. 

	Through immense double doors, they entered a round antechamber, with thick carpet and heavily carved walls. Light came from glowing strips on the walls.

	There were twelve hooks but only two robes. Mnenu held out one to her. “It’s a formality that you wear this.” He put on the other.

	She dropped her arms into wide sleeves and pulled the sumptuous fabric shut at her throat. He helped her fasten brocaded ties, letting silken tassels fall to the front, and straightened the high collar to stand up behind her head. She wished she could see herself. 

	Mnenu grinned. “Let me be your mirror.” He gave her a picture of herself as he saw her. 

	She felt shy as a glow shone in his eyes, conveying admiration. Well, she felt the same about him, seeing him in his dramatic apparel. 

	 “Shall we?” His expression grew sober as, pulling her along, he crossed to a tall door set into a narrow alcove. He pushed and they stepped out onto dark stone. A strong wind whipped around them and she heard the sound of surf pounding below the stone. 

	Landa shivered, glad of the heavy robe. The cave was massive. She made out tall forms, black against gray. 

	
CHAPTER
9

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu led Landa to one of the tall seats he’d been acquainted since his transition to adulthood, when he’d first sat in the Circle. 

	He gave her a hand to climb the steps since they could be ocean-sprayed and slippery. 

	She sat in the seat formed from stone, facing the eleven others that stood at intervals around an immense dark hole.  

	He felt proud to be bringing her to the circle, was already in mind-meld with the other ten and sensed their curiosity about her. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She recognized the setting. Like the Neyna circle in the crystal pyramid, called Vashal, they drew power from the stone itself, which held the energies of the Circle and Ash-don from centuries. Wiggling into the indention, she felt the stone warm to her. 

	The vast cavern, black as night, stretched around them. As Mnenu left for his own seat, she closed her eyes, head against hard back. The presence of others did not immediately fill her mind, perhaps because she did not know the Neyla well. Their vibrations felt different from what she’d come to expect with the Forest Elves. Being sea shifters, they thought, in ways, like sea creatures. 

	Slowly she felt the minds of the Elves that circled the huge dark maw. Mnenu was among them, in a seat slightly higher than the rest, across the circle from her. Thirty feet or more from her. Wind and spray lashed her lightly. Then the Great Stone, Ash-don, spoke. It may have spoken long before that, but the ideas had to come into her heart and her cells before her brain. 

	“You have need of me,” was how she understood the Stone’s first message.

	“I am humbled to be in your presence.” It felt right to Landa to begin with that. 

	Approval rippled through the minds in the Circle. 

	“I don’t deserve your attention,” she went on. 

	A series of hiccups nearly threw her from her seat. With soul-knowing, she sensed what this was. Ash-Don laughing! Then a flood of picture-ideas paraded through her consciousness. She knew, in the way the Fugitives had formed a hive-mind, that all the Circle saw these with her. 

	She saw herself, as they also saw her, drawn from her home planet, leaving her six-year-old daughter behind, her captivity with the Ten Fems, then working with Shalt to draw back the Elf Stone of the Neyna’s pieces from across the universe. Finally, she heard her immense cry that carried across the universe, when she learned her daughter may have been kidnapped by Blaz traffickers. 

	Landa heaved a sob as she saw and felt all this. How had the Stone of the Neyla seen her entire life? 

	If that was the case, did Ash-don also know her parentage? Did the stone know about her infancy and her abandonment on Alland?

	She felt bruised and worn out. 

	“You are not insignificant, Surgeon, Through-Seer, Xentu daughter.” When the Stone spoke, it was as though she were a mountain vein, and dark mineral poured into her, pure, untainted. She felt herself part of soil and metals, rivers and sea foam, and stone. 

	“Can you help me find Seiti?” Landa asked, feeling her heart-based request channel through the Circle and gain resonance, expanding in its force. 

	“You must give me her essence. Can you do that?” Ash-don asked. 

	“I’m not sure. I can try.” Convey her daughter to the Stone so that it could sense her anywhere in the universe? Was she capable of such a thing? 

	She need not have worried. The Stone showed her the way. Seiti was suddenly fully present in her mind, as if she dreamed. She felt her daughter’s essence, her voice, her breath. When the sensation receded, Landa let out an agonized cry. It was as though she’d just discovered her loss for the first time. She reached out, longing to have her daughter’s presence back. 

	Her connection with the Circle ended abruptly. She heard footsteps. Mnenu climbed the high stone chair to her. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	It had been hard to sit so far from her for this process. When Mnenu felt her anguish—as they all had—he broke the meld and ran to her. 

	“I’m sorry,” she sobbed into his shoulder. “I did it wrong. Did I hurt the Circle? I shouldn’t have broken off like that.” 

	“No, no. Emotion is part of us. Necessary, even.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face. “When I feel this way, I need to swim. Deep and long. Would you come with me?” 

	She stared at him. “I can’t swim underwater like you.” 

	“Would you like to be able to?” he asked, as if it were simple. 

	Others walked past them, in low-voiced conversations. A few reached up and patted her arm, giving her mind-messages of comfort, which she read easily now. All were congratulatory. 

	“Why do they congratulate me?” she asked Mnenu. 

	He let out a guffaw. “Come.” He scrambled down, and reached back for her. 

	She held his hand to descend the slick, black stone steps, though the Neyla boots gripped the surfaces as though they had salamander feet. 

	When she stepped onto the granite sea shelf, he tousled her hair like an older brother. “Do you think just anyone can step directly into this Circle and communicate with Ash-don? Most could not even mind-meld with the Circle, much less with the Stone. You have powers, woman.” 

	He read both elation and caution. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She knew well that too much hubris can get you into trouble, or at least crash you later. 

	They started across the dark surface that thundered with the sea below, following the rest, hand in hand. It was dark but even so, she felt conscious of what it might look like to the others. Could that bring problems? 

	He let go before they stepped into the vestibule. 

	The others of the circle chatted excitedly as they hung their robes and left. She slipped hers off and Mnenu hung it in its place. They were the only ones left. 

	“What did you mean, would I like to be able to swim underwater like you?” she asked, cautiously as they exited down a different corridor. She thought she could easily get lost down there. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	The sea elf felt some hope hearing Landa’s question. “You might learn to shift.” 

	“Malu said something like that when I first arrived,” she said. “That I should learn lanten. Or to lanten. I don’t know if it’s a verb or an action.” 

	Mnenu laughed. “Malu can be very outspoken. Though she and I are alike in that. We’re closest to the tesu. We crave the sea, more than some.”  

	“Vatu can shift,” Landa said. “But I never have. What makes you think I’d be able to?” 

	“Some of the Xentu have the ability,” he answered, studying her. 

	“Why does everyone think I’m Xentu?” She shoved back her hair irritably. “Besides, wouldn’t it have shown up by now?” 

	“Not necessarily. It could be latent. I may be able to help you trigger it.” He told himself to slow down, but it was not his personality to do so. 

	They turned into a corridor that led closer to the sea. 

	“Do you like hot pools?” he asked. Gods, he kicked himself. Stop it. Send her back to Vatu! 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She longed for a hot soak. But she liked to be naked and wasn’t sure that’s what she wanted with him. “I do,” she said cautiously, and saw that he’d been leading her to a cave with several steamy pools tucked among rock barriers. Numerous Elves and visiting sentients were enjoying them. 

	Seeing that there were lots of others and no real intimacy indicated, she felt better. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	“There’s one in particular that has very rich waters. We use it for healing.” 

	Landa gave him a sidelong glance. 

	“Very soothing after your experience,” he coaxed, and led the way along a ledge.

	She hesitated, then followed up rough steps to a back cavern. They squeezed through a crevice into a small dark chamber formed of natural stone. A central pool reflected colors from glowing iridescent walls, primarily midnight blue but with brighter crimson and gold shades. 

	“This is gorgeous,” Landa said on an awed out-breath. 

	Mnenu smiled and stripped. “Come on.”

	 

	Landa

	 

	Whoa. He just got naked, Landa thought as Mnenu turned and jumped into the deep center of the pool. 

	She felt suddenly self-conscious. The room was dark, their bodies barely discernable. 

	Okay, it would be soothing. She slipped off the outfit her friends had loaned her, carefully rolled up and stashed everything on a dry stone shelf at head level, and tested the edge of the pool, arms across her chest. Sitting, she felt a natural seat near the surface. Slowly she let herself down into the hot water. “Feels good.”

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu eased over and gave her his hand and tugged her toward the middle. 

	Landa’s hair was starting to slip from the clasps. “Wait.” She turned and carefully removed them, setting them in a pile at the edge of the pool. 

	He joined her, feeling around for any errant clips and finding one she’d missed. He handed it to her. He’d longed to touch her hair, see what it felt like, if it snapped with electricity as it seemed to. 

	Now her red-brown hair spread out on the surface of the water. 

	“Can you tell how regenerative it is?” he asked as he pushed off to the center.

	“Mm, I think so.” Watching him, she asked, “How deep is it?” 

	“No one knows. You won’t find the bottom.” 

	“Oh, wow. That’s …” Never having been in ocean until this trip, she hugged closer to the side. 

	“There’s a wider shelf at the back. Come. You can lie clear in the water and still be held in a kind of bowl.” With two strokes, he arrived where the pool curved into greater darkness. 

	She followed, keeping a hand to the edge. When she reached the curve, he pulled her onto a natural shelf. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She felt herself relaxing. Maybe it was a healing quality of the water. Or perhaps it was just the warmth of it. 

	Still feeling connected after their recent mind-meld, it wasn’t that hard to slip into the pool next to him, in the dark, with no one around. She lay, head cradled on the lip of the pool.  

	He’d been so gentle with her when she was sick. 

	He leaned over her and kissed her, his lips warm and wet. 

	She started to sink into it, then pushed against his chest, laughing. “Is this where you bring people to seduce them?” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	“Actually, sex would make it easier.” He kept his tone neutral as his heart hammered. 

	No, no, no. Why are you doing this? It can wait, it’s too soon, he battled with himself. 

	The water was a perfect temperature, hot and relaxing. The rock-bowl fit their bodies. He slipped his arm behind her head. 

	She closed her eyes and breathed in languidly, then chuckled, turning to study him. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Water dripped appealingly from stray hairs on Mnenu’s forehead, and caught like pearls on his eyelashes. 

	She pushed away and floated just above the reassuring stone bottom. 

	“I’m serious,” he said. He slid his arm over her stomach, pulling her close, and his mouth moved onto hers. 

	It felt good, slippery water, slippery skin together. 

	He sat up cross legged, back curved into the wall of the pool, and pulled her into his lap. They kissed, a long lingering kiss that smoldered from belly to groin, speeding up her heart.

	Speaking against her lips, he said, “One way to trigger a latent power is orgasm.” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He braced for her to get up and leave. 

	She pushed back and stared at him, first with disbelief, then chuckled. “That’s the best line I’ve ever heard.” When he said nothing, she said, “No way. That’s…ridiculous.” 

	He gently moved her legs around him so his hardness was between them. Their eyes met and he slipped into her mind. She let him, first only so far. It was an intimate touching of minds, heart and body sensations enmeshed. Then he gave her the feeling of swimming in the sea, breathing underwater, gliding with the tesu, legs undulating like a powerful tailfin, propelling them to leap out of the water. They shot into the air together, as one mind. At that moment, he moved her onto him and pressed inside her.

	
CHAPTER
10

	Landa

	 

	Landa’s mind was half out in the sea, half in the act of making love, arousal rising and cresting. And then was in the sea, swimming in deep, dark waters, nothing but ocean above and below her.

	She panicked, heart racing, skin prickling with dread. 

	No longer connected sexually with Mnenu, still he kept his arm around her as they paddled up from the depth. She grabbed his hand, shook her head, feeling herself running out of air. 

	He put his mouth on hers, holding her tight. He thought, in mind-speak, “I’m breathing into you. Let your lungs expand. I’m going to slowly let you take over. Let your gills work. Do you feel them?” 

	After a moment, she felt his warm mouth leave hers. Steeling herself, she searched for a sense of oxygen coming in. And for the first time in her life, did not live by drawing breath. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu felt like he’d given birth. He stared at her, admiring, fond, proud all at once. 

	“Why am I not cold?” she asked in mind-speak.

	“Because you’re a thing of the sea now.” He laughed.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa felt/heard his laughter in her mind. She saw his eyes sparkling, protected by nictating membranes that closed and opened from the sides. 

	“Let’s go back.” She felt exhilarated, but already exhausted. 

	“Just one jump,” he begged.

	She felt their bodies moving in harmony as they surged toward the surface. She realized her legs worked like one large muscle, nearly boneless. She helped propel them, exhilarated at the new strength. They broke the surface and shot into the air. 

	Before they plunged back, she cast a glance upward and saw stars blanketing the sky. 

	Still entwined, they dropped into the sea, and then were back in the cavern, in the warm water of the pool. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He wondered what would be her reaction, bracing himself for anger. Had he waited for her to acquiesce before they left? Had he gotten her agreement about anything? 

	He watched her study her legs, bend them up so that the knees jutted out of the water. “Was that just a spirit journey?” she asked. 

	He couldn’t tell if she was disappointed. “Not at all.” He touched her side where the gills had been. 

	Her eyes opened wide. “I feel sensitivity there. I had gills.” She took a deep breath.

	“You did. You definitely breathed under water on your own,” he assured her, turning on his side, head resting on a fist. “How did it feel?” 

	“It felt…amazing. Thank you for helping me do that.” 

	“And you wanted to? I didn’t force you, right?” 

	She put a hand on his chest. “It was all good.” 

	 

	Landa

	 

	So much had happened that day. She’d talked to her son, taken part in the powerful circle with the Neyla, communed with the Great Stone, Ash-don, who’d reviewed her past two years, helped her feel her daughter, and transformed into a sea creature. It was hard to take it all in, yet she needed to. “Do you think Ash-don got enough to search for my daughter?” she asked. 

	“I think so, yes.” He pulled her into a hug, lying in the shallow bowl formed by the pool so that they were mostly submerged in the heat. 

	They lay that way a while, then climbed out. 

	Landa wished she had a towel, and in that instant, felt her new ability to dry her skin, even her long thick hair, even though it was stiff with salt water. “That’s handy,” she said, pulling on her one-piece outfit.

	Mnenu winked at her as he tugged on his pants. 

	Soon they skirted between pools in the outer cave. 

	“Do you know the way to Vatu’s rooms?” she asked. 

	“Of course.” 

	Landa was acutely aware of Mnenu moving beside her along dark hallways. A new awareness lit her cells. She’d retained some of her undersea sense of her surroundings but it was new to her. She still felt an echo of the sea depths, a new knowing of that environment that seemed to cling to her. 

	She needed no float-globe to illuminate their path; she had always seen through things like walls, but now her sight lit up the darkest corners. She wondered if her eyes would have a different appearance now. 

	Their hands brushed. Part of her longed to discuss the changes in her, yet, more profoundly, she wanted to ponder and feel for herself: What would it mean to her life that she could transform into a sea creature? What else might she be able to shift into? He had brought this about. How had he known? 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He caught some questions but didn’t think they were really meant to be answered, not at this moment. He took her hand and held it until they arrived in the intricately decorated vestibule of Vatu’s quarters, lit by twinkle globes exposing the seashell-encrusted ribs of the room. 

	“We’re here.” Landa took in a breath, turning to Mnenu. 

	For a moment, as their eyes met, he let his mind wander deep into hers. Her chest rose and fell in swift breaths and he felt his heart beating against her as he pulled her to him. Their lips met, first softly, then crushing. Desire began to grip him. 

	He heard voices inside Vatu’s room. Landa’s hands came up between them though she did not push away. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She wanted to sink into this man-elf and never let go. 

	His lips slid away from hers, along her cheek to her ear. “I want much more of this. Much more of you.”

	Shivers ran down her spine. 

	He pulled back to look at her and his face was serious, hungry, intense. 

	Vatu’s voice teased in her mind. “Are you coming in or what?” 

	Mnenu’s thumb brushed her jaw line as he straightened, pulling away. “Are you and Vatu lovers?” he asked.

	That question made her pause. “Sisters of the soul,” she answered. 

	Mnenu chewed his lip, pensive, and he looked into the distance, as if reading something far off. He brought his gaze back to her, smiling. “Get some sleep.” 

	“Do you think there will be answers tomorrow?” 

	“Tomorrow will be a very big day. But what all it will bring, I can’t know.” 

	She turned reluctantly toward the door, then looked back. He stood still, facing her, and gave one nod. She waved as she entered Vatu’s chambers, and watched him until the door closed. 

	“Tell all.” Vatu, curled in bed in comfy nightclothes, put her chin on a fists, waiting. 

	Alyena sat against the wall, quilt over her legs, eyes eager. 

	“All?” Landa grinned and sat by Vatu. 

	“Oo, sounds more interesting all the time,” Alyena said, brows rising. 

	“I need to shower, actually.” 

	When they snickered, she said, as if shocked, “I swam in the ocean. I’m salty.” She went to the upper room for her nightgown and toiletries. 

	As she was closing the door to the bathroom, she heard their gales of laughter. 

	“If you want to know,” she said, popping her head out, “I transformed tonight. I can now breathe underwater.”  

	Vatu sat straight up in her bed, staring at Landa. “Mnenu helped you?” She jumped from the bed and ran to Landa, nearly knocking her off her feet with a hug. Her head-nubs stood up with excitement. They laughed, cried a little. Then Vatu grew somber. “I should have been able to do that for you.” 

	Landa didn’t bring up the orgasm part of the process. She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I have it now.” 

	Vatu turned to Alyena. “We can all swim together, explore the caves on the other side of the mountain.”  

	Alyena grinned and yawned. “Yay. I’m beat. I’ll see you both in the morning.” She left. 

	Vatu laughed. “We’ve all had a long day.” She sat cross-legged. “What’s going on with Mnenu and you?” She narrowed her eyes, inquisition-style. 

	“Don’t go nosing around in my head, you.” 

	 

	Once she’d showered and changed into her borrowed nightgown, seeing that Vatu still waited, wide awake, Landa again settled next to her. She spoke of her day, especially about the Circle and Ash-don. Then gave a great yawn.

	Vatu ruffled Landa’s crazy cloud of hair and kissed her cheek. “You probably need sleep after all you’ve done today.” 

	In silence and dark, Landa became aware of the waves splashing against the wall and the high windows. One of the moons—the bluest, Shalit—filtered in. What had Mnenu meant, that it would be a big day tomorrow? Might she see her daughter? It’d been over two years. Seiti was two years older than when Landa’d been abducted. She’d missed that part of her little girl’s life. 

	She willed her mind to think positive. Maybe she was taking the right steps to get her back. At least she wasn’t just sitting in the rebel camp on Alland. 

	Let my darling girl be safe. 

	Landa thought of her son. She’d now, for the first time, missed a few weeks of his life. Part of her felt safer, knowing she hadn’t brought him close to his father. Part felt that was wrong. Zamani had a beautiful soul, would surely be a good influence. 

	Tenali came into her mind. He’d left to search for her daughter and here she was, taking another lover.

	Not that anything had ever been promised between her and Tenali, or even articulated, about the future, about anything lasting. But he was the one who’d alerted Merne and Tlalit of the possible sighting of Seiti, and the presence of Blaz traders nearby. He had a lot of connections, from his years as starship captain. Now he was off trying to find the little girl and rescue her. 

	Why hadn’t he tried to contact her? Probably hadn’t dared, for fear of giving her location away. They’d been so close, shared so much about their early lives. 

	But when she thought he’d abandoned her, she’d tried to cut him out of her heart. Now she could no longer be angry with him. Maybe she could contact him, with Ash-don’s help. 

	With Shouma, she’d developed her ability to amplify her seeing, to search. She’d found Beri that way, across the city in Dondar. And helping Shalt, she’d found all the Stone’s fragments, across the universe, and brought them back. 

	Now, she sent out feelers, trying to search for Tenali’s mind.

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Lying in bed, he’d tried not to listen in on Landa’s life. He’d gone online, sent messages, then read for a while. But he felt Landa’s mind traveling out. Probably searching for her daughter. And then Ash-don spoke to her—very gently, considering the Stone’s massive power: “You should be sleeping. We can do this searching together in the morning.” 

	He felt her start and pull back into the sphere of her mind, localizing to her bed, felt her wondering how she should respond to the Great Stone? She asked, “Did I disturb you?” 

	“I don’t sleep.” There was that emanation that he knew was Ash-don’s chuckle, and laughed. 

	“I thought I was being undetectable,” she conveyed, ruefully. 

	Mnenu pressed his fingers to his mouth. She was so strong, only a few would catch her thought. 

	“For most, yes.” Ash-don conveyed the same idea. “I can teach you to hide even from me.” 

	Mnenu blinked. He should be saying that as well. But did he want to? 

	He was not a Stone. He was an Elf. 

	Landa sought her best cocoon state. “How’s this?” 

	Amusement, again. “That’s fine, human child. Now rest.” 

	Mnenu felt affection for this woman that he’d never really experienced before. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She was no longer aware of the Stone. As she tried to empty her mind for sleep, her thoughts drifted to Mnenu in the hot pool. They’d had the same sensations. All her love-making with Elven men had been like that, one mid, spirit and soul. But the physical dimensions of what she and Mnenu had shared—when they’d leapt, body and spirit, out of the sea, bodies entwined, sleek as seals, building power together, soaring between water and sky, part of the elements—was on another level. Now that she had no fear of him. The thought of him brought wonder.

	Carried by those thoughts, she slept. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu put out his lights and scrunched his pillow under his head, smiling to himself. He’d caught her last thoughts before Landa slept, wanted to insert himself into them, let her know it was the same for him. Well, there’d be time. 

	
CHAPTER
11

	Landa

	 

	Morning dawned, loud with storm winds, crashing waves, and thunder. Landa dressed quickly, amazed to have woken before her Mingal friends. She remembered the swapan given to her by Kalden the day before. Hurrying down the hall, she held her thumb to the second-skin disc that adhered to her inner arm, and thought Kalden’s code. 

	“Coming to breakfast?” he asked.

	“Yes.” That was an afterthought. “I wondered if I might speak to my son again this morning.” 

	There was a pause. “Come and eat. Special breakfast.” He took a bite, then added, “It might be hard today.”

	Landa’s heart sank. “Okay, I’ll see you soon.” 

	She remembered her way—she’d memorized the turns—she arrived and proudly pushed open the double doors, to find Merne, Tlalit, and Zamani sitting at the table facing her.

	Her stomach churned. She’d been trying to avoid this encounter and had not expected it here. The Neyna and Neyla did not visit each other. 

	Zamani stood, pushing back his chair to give her a slight bow. He wore elegant clothing she’d seen only on special occasions: a green velvet cape, almost black, trimmed in twining strands of ice blue and moss green, over slender dark pants and a sky-blue shirt. He made a handsome figure, tall, well-built, ageless. Merne and Tlalit nodded but did not stand. 

	Feeling cornered, she came around to their side of the table to press foreheads. 

	 

	Mnenu 

	 

	Mnenu sensed Landa before he even saw her, standing near the kaffe urn, speaking with a visitor. He turned around to see her standing just inside the doors staring. He could not see the three Neyna but knew that had to be what had her nonplussed. 

	He could guess what their visit meant, though it surprised him as well. What had started as a passive ending of ties had become a deliberate feud, even laid down in their laws. 

	He watched as she pressed her forehead with each, then sat next to Zamani. 

	Should he intercede? Many eyes in the hall followed her progress to the small group, and the reunion. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa started to get up for food and kaffa, but Zamani offered in his rich low voice, “I’ll bring you something to eat, unless you want to choose your own.” 

	“Oh, anything is fine,” she said. 

	Zamani returned with a full plate. 

	She dipped tentatively into a dark mound, bracing for Zamani to demand why Zami wasn’t with her. 

	He picked up his fork, but held it mid-air over his plate. “You came to the Neyla for help,” he said, calmly, as if commenting on the weather. Under his words ran currents of tension and censure. 

	Landa chose her words, having prepared for such a moment in her mind, though not expecting it to happen in Zotoul. “Yes. Merne and Tlalit reported to me that my daughter may have been sighted on Shagal. I thought...” She stopped. All the reasons she’d carefully constructed about Ash-don’s Circle escaped her as she looked into his swirling Elven eyes. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Deciding it might make matters worse if he sat with Landa and the Neyna, he instead took a seat with no one near, and listened. He would go to her rescue if she got into difficulty. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“Shalt told me nothing of my daughter’s disappearance,” she said to Zamani. “I arrived home after nearly two years away and she was gone. Had left home, searching for me.” Landa poured out the story, along with tears she hadn’t known were coming until they fell on her toast coated with sea-fruit jelly. She swiped her face with a cloth napkin. Zamani had this effect, making her want to tell all. She knew he likely had a very full report from his daughter, Merne, anyway. 

	“And Zami is where, exactly?” Zamani picked up a slice of seaweed pastry and tore it in half, then in quarters, then in eighths. 

	“Safe.” 

	“With rebels, hiding in Outer Alland,” he supplied, his brows angled upward. “Safe, you say.” 

	She’d never been questioned by him like this. But Elves seldom had children; therefore, young ones were considered a sacred part of the Neyna people. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mnenu step to the far side of their table. 

	“We should join the Circle,” Mnenu said to her. 

	Relief poured into her, along with a large dose of guilt as she felt Zamani’s compelling stare. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He enjoyed Landa’s grateful smile—a mere press of the lips but he could also feel the sweep of relief through her mind. With consummate grace, the three Neyna stood, pushing their plates deliberately to the center of the table. Landa followed suit. No one spoke as they made their way along the halls to the round entry that opened onto the rock shelf above Ash-Don. All donned the thick robes to join the Circle. 

	He read Landa’s surprise and dread seeing that the Neyna would be joining them in the Circle. It couldn’t be helped. He wanted to mend the rift between their clans. Now he had a more compelling reason. 

	Five seats were left empty for them. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Today held a more ceremonial and weighty atmosphere. Had Mnenu known they were coming when he said it would be a big day?

	She followed Mnenu to a different seat than the day before. He briefly touched her hand. Electricity shot through her. 

	He left her for his own seat which, this time, was next to hers, only fifteen feet away. 

	The sea crashed thunderously below them in the storm. 

	Maybe it would be just as well, she thought, to get everything out in the open in a mind-meld where she was not alone but had the full Neyla Circle with her. Nevertheless, tension pinged through her insides.  

	Ash-don’s powerful thoughts took a moment, again, to establish coherence in her mind. She gripped the chair arms, momentarily terrified by the force of a dozen minds coming together. It had a different tone this time. Maybe that was just her nerves over the unexpected visit. 

	She felt as if she might lose herself. A word came to her mind from some archane studies she’d done while getting her medical degree: solutio—alchemical dissolving. 

	Then Ash-don’s thoughts took form. “It has been long since a Neyna delegation has joined us in Tsatari.” 

	Landa knew, somehow—probably by being in this hive-mind—that Tsatari was the sacred name of the mountain, as well as the knowing that came only in this place. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	The Neyla sea elf, voice of Ash-don, listened at the Great Stone addressed them. 

	“We were honored to have the Xentu daughter in our Circle once before,” Ash-don intoned into their minds, “and now, three Neyna of the most ancient bloodline.” 

	Mnenu sensed there was some challenge embedded in the seemingly celebratory comments. Why had the Stone chosen to say Xentu daughter? 

	Ash-don got to the point. “What brings you to us after so much time?” 

	“I felt her cry for help,” Zamani said. “From her planet, Alland.” 

	“As did many of us,” Ash-don replied.

	“Then I learned she was here, back on Terlond.” There was emotion in Zamani’s statement. 

	“And you thought you’d come here to help her?” What was Ash-don’s meaning? 

	Mnenu felt the Stone rumbling below them. Not laughter. Not this time. 

	After a moment, Zamani said, “I’m sorry we’ve been silent so long.” 

	This was probably a historic moment, this apology from the Neyna leader.

	“As I recall, it was Landa who asked us to join with you the last time, to defeat Kridenit and his forces.” Ash-don seemed to miss nothing and remember everything. 

	“That is true,” Zamani said. He didn’t hide his memory of a dinner when Tenali begged the Neyna to consider joining forces with Ash-don’s Circle to fight Krid.  

	 

	Landa

	 

	If they’d listened to Tenali sooner, Landa thought, I might not have been pulled away from my daughter. She would not be lost to me now. But then, I would not have my son. I would never have known Zami. 

	A tremor ran through the Circle. With dismay, Landa realized that her lapse into her own thoughts had threatened the integrity of the mind-meld. Horrified, she focused with all her might on the mind-share. And felt Ash-don’s attention on her, as she had the day before. Now the focal point again, she felt suddenly alone and naked, facing the enormity of a Moon’s mind. 

	“I’m sorry,” she said. “My mind wandered.” 

	“You are young and new to this Circle. And you have many worries on your mind.” 

	That was nice of the Stone. Was another shoe about to fall? “Thank you.” 

	“Your daughter is gone from you. Why?” 

	Was this a trick question? Like a lesson? “I was drawn away from her. At the time, I had no idea how to work with mind powers. Not that I know so much now.” She felt the need to be candid.  “I heard only Shalt, could think of nothing else, until I was on the Lark, captured, my means of communicating with my family taken from me.”

	“And for over a year, you had no contact with your daughter. When you went to look for her, she’d left the planet of Alland.” 

	“That’s right. Krid threatened that if I tried to reach out, he’d hurt my family.” 

	“And now you know nothing of her whereabouts.” 

	“That’s right. Are you able to detect her location?” By this time, Landa floated in a sort of chaos. Was she down on the rocks in the cavern below the seats, with Ash-don? Or did she still sit on the stone seat? She had no idea. Ocean spray mingled with tears on her face. She was neither warm nor cold, pure meld-mind, and wretched. 

	“I do not know where Seiti is.” 

	The Stone knew her daughter’s name. Or had her own mind filled in the gaps? What was this Stone’s sentience, anyway? A devilish doubt filled her as hope felt dashed against the rocks. 

	“But I think you do,” Ash-don’s thought rolled through her like a tank. 

	Mnenu

	He watched Landa open her eyes and flinch, holding her head. 

	“How do you feel?” he asked her.

	“Can’t you read that in my mind?” She felt testy, suspicious of mind-powers, wrung out by the encounters with Zamani and Ash-don. 

	“Not unless invited to,” he said, sounding wounded. Is that your ego hurt? he asked himself.  He knew she’d been derailed by disappointment. He took her hand. “Ash-don did not say he cannot find Seiti. The Stone does not know where she is.” 

	“But he … it … said I know. How does that help me? What does it mean? That I’ve known all along but am holding back? Blocked?” She pulled into a tight, miserable ball on her side. “My girl is in danger because I’m blocked?”

	Mnenu was silent a moment, then said, “It might mean your daughter’s not showing up in any known place. Maybe it’s a place only you can know.” 

	She brought her head up, pushing tangled hair from her eyes, then scooted upright on the lounge. “Is that possible?” 

	“It might be. What do you know of your people?” 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“What does that have to do with it?” she snapped, so tired of the Xentu business. They all seemed to worship the very word. Every time she heard it, she felt more orphaned, a waif without a home, no real parentage, no sense of herself. She’d come to her powers by stumbling on them, had been rejected by her foster mother for them, had had no training until she’d been prisoner, pregnant, and far from anyone she knew. 

	Here was Mnenu who’d grown up of Elven nobility, knowing utterly who he was, that he could transform. 

	Mnenu took her hand and ran a fingertip along the back. 

	She shivered. That wasn’t fair. Did he know what it did to her? But he looked down, his expression conveying no intention of seduction. When he lifted his eyes to hers, there was profound sorrow. 

	Had she been wrong about his history? 

	His mouth lifted at the corners but his eyes bore into hers. “Don’t you want to know?” 

	Do I want to know who my parents were? After a lifetime of wondering? When I’m lightyears away from my little boy, and who knows how far from my daughter—a little girl who may be in the hands of torturers, slavers? She took her hand away and balled both fists into her stomach. “It’s not the first thing on my mind.” 

	“But it might be important for finding Seiti. It might hold answers. Where would your daughter go, and could anyone else be involved?” He moved off the chair and knelt next to her, arm over her lap, peering straight into her face. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He wanted to help. He’d never wanted so much to help anyone. He could tell she was tired of the topic of her Xentu heritage, but his gut told him it was important. 

	“What do you mean?” she asked. “Anyone else involved?” 

	He heaved a sigh. “Xentu energy is not common. And the Xentu, from what I know, do not let their own go lightly.”

	“You mean my parents might have come for her?” She stared at him. “How do you even know that? About the Xentu?” She seemed to feel cornered. 

	That was the last thing he wanted to make her feel. 

	“Anyway, what makes you all think I’m Xentu?” 

	His gaze moved around the small room, searching for the right words. “Landawi. That would be your Xentu name.” He sighed. “This is not the only place I’ve ever been. I don’t just know the seas. The Xentu are a small and powerful race. The members are legendary. Your name is part of the legend. Not just that. Your mental register. Your imprint.” He sat beside her on the couch and took her hand. “I have traveled and studied, you know.” He felt both proud and defensive.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Why was he saying this, as if contradicting something she’d said? Was it a thought he’d caught in her mind? She had assumed he’d only ever been in his Elven world of Zotoul. In fact, it was hard to picture him anywhere else. “Where have you been?” she asked. 

	He laughed. “You can’t picture me at a university, can you?” He shoved dark stray hairs back from his eyes. “Why? Don’t I look suited for scholarship?” He glanced down at himself. 

	“It’s not that.” She shrugged. “I just didn’t know. What does any of that tell you about my suspected Xentu heritage?” 

	He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and drew her close. “I’ll tell you all. If you want to know.” 

	“All?” She teased, buying time. Her guests, Zamani, Merne, and Tlalit, weighed on her mind. They’d be waiting. She dreaded further conversation with Zamani, more anger and reprimand, but it could not be avoided forever. 

	“They’re gone,” Mnenu said.

	She pulled away, studying his face. “Back to Rotoul?” 

	“Mm-hm.” His thumb caressed her cheek. 

	It couldn’t be that easy. She frowned. “They were hardly here. What happened?” 

	“I don’t know. But we’ll see them again soon enough.” 

	She quirked a quizzical brow. 

	“Withum,” he replied as if she’d forgotten the most obvious of all things. 

	“Is that soon?” She remembered the yearly festival when all Elven minds melded in one-love. “By the way, I can picture you anywhere. I just hadn’t.” 

	
CHAPTER
12

	Mnenu

	 

	“Oh. That makes me feel better. Would you like to see my apartment?” 

	Landa laughed. “That’s quite a non-sequitur.” 

	“You could call your son from there,” he added. 

	Landa perked up immediately.

	He gave a wounded laugh.

	Her hand went to her mouth. She turned to him, moving her legs over his lap. “You’re going to show me your apartment, eh?”  

	He pulled her into a deep, warm kiss, then pulled away. “I thought you might…be curious.” 

	“Oh, I am.” Her expression teased. More serious, she said, “I did wonder if it’s similar to Vatu’s.” 

	“Is that the only personal quarters you’ve been to?” Slipping off her shoe, he rubbed her foot. She seemed to feel better but he may as well make sure. 

	“Well, there was the guest chamber.” 

	“Oh, the Bloob, we call it.” He chuckled. 

	“Why?” She burst into giggles.

	“Well, it’s like a tube for those who…aren’t used to undersea life.” 

	“I see. It’s for bloobers like me.” 

	They shared hilarity until Mnenu pulled her to standing. “Ready?”

	 

	Landa

	 

	She couldn’t have anticipated the splendor of Mnenu’s wing. Every part highlighted views of the sea, either under it or looking out over. Tall narrow windows angled toward light, ascending to peaks above. Deep, rich tones imitated sea caverns yet with refinement and artistry accentuating nature. Carvings and wall sconces resembled sea ferns and palms, sea horses and corals. 

	“Oh,” she gasped, turning around to take it in, exploring the several rooms—his kitchen, living room, library. 

	“Come.” A beautiful panel, camouflaged into the wall, slid open at the press of his hand. 

	She followed him into a cylindrical chamber. When the door hissed shut, they rose. Dark walls turned light as they shot up out of the water into a tower above the surf. 

	“Tricky,” she said, gazing out at sea stretching to the horizon. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He enjoyed watching her appreciate his home. 

	“That’s the least of it,” he said, stepping out into the tower room. He typed code and a panel lit up. A floor covering slid open and then descended into a dark room below. 

	Instrumentation softly glowed on the walls. At a touch on a wall panel, soft seats dropped out. 

	“Sit.” Mnenu perched next to her. “You have a code for your friend’s channel?” His hand hovered over the panel. 

	“Kalden drew it from my head. I guess he knew where to look.” She seemed embarrassed. “Not a very reliable system if I had to do it myself.” 

	“Let’s see about that.” Mnenu slid his knees around hers and pressed his hands to her temples. After a silent moment, he took his hands away, pensive. “You were taught to hide thoughts, right?” 

	“By Shouma, yes.” 

	“I’ve heard of her. Impressive woman.” 

	“Yes.” 

	He caught her thought, that she missed her mentor and friend, that Shouma had been more like a mother to her than the woman who’d raised her. 

	“But never taught to save information safely, to draw on later? Like numbers, complex names or wordings?” he asked. 

	“No. We have implants on my world. I never chose to embed, and Krid probably would have torn them out. But plenty of arm patches and devices to hold information.” 

	“You don’t need that. I can teach you more later, but for now, let me show you the part of your mind where the code is.” Mnenu again had his hands to her head, locking minds with her. 

	A beautiful chest of drawers unfolded from nothing, and a row of numbers shifted to the front. She typed on the keypad he swiveled between them, then let the numbers slip into a drawer labeled “Code.”

	“You can decorate as you see fit,” he said, chuckling. “I gave it a motif I like.” 

	“Okay.” Landa heard Andle’s voice and turned to the screen on the wall. 

	“I’ll let you be private.” Mnenu crossed the room and, putting on headphones, opened a terminal of his own. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	With bubbling love filling her stomach, Landa saw her son’s little face appear next to Andle. She pulled on headphones that hung by the screen, then decided to put a silent sphere around herself, longing to mind-speak. That was their best form of communication, her and her son. 

	Zami grinned at her, stroking a fluffy, baby bunny in his toddler arms. “Yes, I’m being good.” His lips hadn’t moved. 

	He’d received her thought! Across all this distance. And he’d sent his own. Maybe she could connect with him without any device.

	“How do you help her?” she asked, again in mind-speak. 

	“Feed the chickens, and clean. And make food. I made my bed this morning.” 

	Barely three, he was so capable. Her throat ached. She glanced at Mnenu, who seemed oblivious. What did he think of the silence? Yet it felt private, perfect. Could she and Zami reach each other without the tech connection, now that they’d formed this channel? She’d try to find out, later. 

	“You have ocean there,” he thought to her. “You swam in it, deep, deep.” 

	“I did. I’ll bring you here to swim, too.” She thought about him learning to transform, and swimming with the tesus. Longing to touch his soft skin, to breathe in his scent, she reached toward the screen. 

	“When you come home?” he asked, finally showing a tremulous lip. 

	“Very soon, darling. I’m trying to get your sister back.” 

	“I know.” 

	Andle’s face appeared next to his. “We probably shouldn’t keep this connection too long.” 

	“Why did you have to move camp? What happened?” 

	The connection dropped and the screen went blank. 

	Landa stared at it, willing them to be safe. She glanced at Mnenu who, turning, pushed his headphones back. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Taking in the black screen, he came to her.

	“They had to go,” she lied. 

	He knew she was lying. Why? Because their disappearance accented the danger she might have left her tiny boy in. It was guilt. 

	He held out a hand to her. “We are called back to the council.”

	“So soon?” Landa asked.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Her mind still agitated over the dropped connection to her son. But could this mean Ash-don had found her daughter? Or would the Stone dash her hopes?

	Both eager and filled with dread, she stood. 

	In the lift, Mnenu ran a finger down a strip on the wall and they descended back into sea-rock, light disappearing.  

	Peripherally, she wondered what everything was made of. They used no metal, mined for nothing. How did they build, other than carving rock? 

	Back in the vestibule, they put on the robes and joined ten others on the rock seats, the high-domed cavern filled with the sound of crashing waves, the smell of salt sea air. The storm had receded but the ocean still churned. She tried to catch a glimpse of Ash-don but dared not step close to the edge of the shelf that circled the massive hole.

	This time, as the seat warmed to her body, the mind-melding came easily. She felt the others welcome her, some familiar, a few new. 

	And then the fiercely intense presence of the Stone made itself known. 

	She didn’t always feel sure she understood the Stone’s intent. It was not as clear to her as Shalt, yet, but then she’d lain on Shalt’s moon-sized surface and felt her cells attune to the Stone’s resonances. 

	Then she did understand. With immense clarity, she took in the request: “Come and lie against me. I would feel your essence.” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Had the Stone asked Landa to lie on its surface? As far as he knew, he was the only one to have made physical contact with the Stone. 

	The Circle waited with him as her fearful thoughts tumbled out: go down to the stormy waters below? How would she even get to the stone, to lay exposed, with crashing waves buffeting her? She did not yet know this stone’s energies. She hadn’t exactly felt comfortable with Shalt. Yet, there had been an imperative other than her own, so she overcame the obstacles within her, to help the entire Elven clan, the planet. In fact, she’d thought she’d be helping rid the universe of Krid. 

	Mnenu touched her mind, separate from the rest. “It’s not dangerous. I can come with you.” 

	“You’ve done this before?” she asked him. 

	“I have.” 

	She shivered, imagining the cold and wetness. 

	He chuckled in her mind. “Ash-don will warm you.” 

	“If it might help the Stone locate my daughter. But…now?” 

	“Yes, I think Ash-don means now.” 

	A narrow stairway spiraled down beneath the shelf of the stone seats. Mnenu descended in front of Landa. As they approached the lower shelf, sea water splashed over the rungs. Stepping onto the other level, they slipped from their clothes and stored them in a wall compartment. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa turned. At first she saw only roiling surf. Then she took in what must be Ash-don: a glowing surface pressed up out of the water, perfectly spherical but so wide only a small area was visible. She could tell the immensity of the stone by the way it curved. 

	Mnenu stepped to her. “Remember last night, when you morphed into sea creature, and felt warm in the sea. Can you bring back some of that?” 

	“Should I do that when I’m about to be against Ash-don?” Her teeth were chattering. 

	“All the better.”

	They still held the circle of minds above them. Could she transform at the mere suggestion? Hopefully it didn’t always require orgasm. She almost giggled at the thought, sent it right behind the wall of protection Shouma had taught her to build, hopefully in time to keep it from the Circle. 

	“We can break connection from the Circle while we do this,” Mnenu suggested. 

	She felt the connection with the others slip away. 

	He stroked her back and immediately she felt a change happening in her body. Heat built within her and cold slipped away. So, mere arousal could do it now? 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu looked over the turbulent water between them and where Ash-don’s surface emerged. Landa responded to his touch, and maybe the ocean itself for she was making the change to lanten. The transformation itself clearly took away her fear for she leapt in before him, eyes eager, and swam. He grinned and chased after, passing her. 

	As they approached the moon-sized stone, Mnenu crawled onto the Stone first, feet gripping like a newt. She followed, able to hold to the surface without trouble. Instincts for this new creature she could become were kicking in. Touching Ash-don’s surface sent tremors along his arms. 

	She called, “I feel the energy.” 

	At the rounded top, Mnenu stretched out, cheek pressed to Ash-don’s face. She lay beside him. 

	
CHAPTER
13

	Landa

	 

	Powerful sensations surged into her, engulfing her thoughts.

	She’d had special sight all of life, to look through walls and into flesh, deep into the body, down to microscopic veins. Now, with Ash-don and Mnenu, she penetrated the universe. She thought of Alland and saw the whole planet, from a distance and knowing all its parts. She felt she’d know answers to any question. 

	I won’t squander this. “Show me where Seiti is. Please.” She was asking the Stone, and herself since Ash-don had said she knew. 

	Mnenu reached out and rested a hand on her bare shoulder; he was just one part of everything but together, with the Stone, their minds soared, scanned, sensed, felt, sifted through minds, plants, animals, mountains, forests. Like a telescope one moment, and a vast siphon the next, they drew in and pulled away, close, then overarching. 

	Finally, all slowed. And Landa felt the Stone, truly felt it. She could be absorbed into it. Where she ended and the Stone began was not clear. She felt Mnenu’s presence. Were they touching? What did touching mean? 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	With their minds as one, Mnenu experienced whatever was happening with Landa. Ash-don asked her a question. 

	It was hard to pinpoint a single thought. The thought was a being. That being was the daughter, Seiti. He felt Landa’s mind telescope toward the reality of her missing daughter, but Ash-don pulled her back and, instead of thinking, live her, live their life together. He watched as they played, laughed, cried, at tower cakes at the spring fair. Fascinated, he watched Seiti’s early life—childhood on Alland—parade by. 

	“This being is not in known space,” Ash-don said.

	“What does it mean?” Landa asked.

	“It means we must search for unknown space.” 

	“How?” 

	“Access the Xentu in you.” 

	Landa opened her eyes, brow creased. “How do I do that?” 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Again, she was asked to use her Xentu blood. Disappointed, and coming down from the high of so much expansive vision, she opened her eyes and found Mnenu watching her, head resting on the glowing stone, more rosy now, arms outstretched like hers. Their fingers touched. 

	“I don’t know anything about a Xentu part of me,” she said. It felt strange to speak after so much had occurred in their minds. 

	“Are you tired? Should we stop for now?” he asked. 

	“I think so.” She rolled to her stomach and pressed her forehead to the Stone, trying to look into the layers, to see the mind that pulsed energy from its depths. 

	“That would be a different kind of sight, Landawi,” the Stone said to her. “We will continue next light.” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He and Landa scrambled down the rounded side and dove into the sea, swimming to the ladder and climbing. 

	She seemed to be acclimating to nakedness. He understood; in the lanten state it was natural, unencumbered, external to any concerns of the conscious mind. 

	At the lockers, he saw her dry herself and dress. He rejoiced in this matter-of-fact ability and lack of concern. He enjoyed seeing her now in her Allandian clothes: a textured shirt, vest and canvas pants with pockets. Someone must have cleaned them after her drop into the ocean.

	“Will you be attending the festivities tonight?” he asked, glad to have banal conversation after their profound journeying that required every bit of his faculties. 

	“Yes. And I won’t wear this,” she laughed, probably thinking that was his point.

	“I like these clothes,” he hurried to assure her.

	“Well, thanks.” She grinned at him. “Vatu and Alyena will accouter me for the dinner, I’m sure.” 

	The pre-Withum event. And Alyena’s last day. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“You won’t go back to Mingal, too,” she’d asked Vatu, who, as far as she knew, had not returned to her home planet since their captivity two years before. 

	“No. Not yet,” Vatu had said. 

	What was keeping her from returning home? Landa was becoming suspicious. She’d have to pin her down. 

	“Walk you to your rooms?” Mnenu asked.

	“You don’t have to always escort me. I’m sure you have more important things awaiting your attention,” Landa said, though she liked his presence. 

	After a silence, Mnenu asked, “You know your way now?” 

	She wondered if she’d hurt his feeling. “I have more sense of it.” She did want to gain independence.

	They climbed the spiral stairs to join the rest of the Circle. The others were stepping off their seats, a general rumble of voices carrying through the vast chamber. When Mnenu and Landa reached the small room to hang up their robes, there were looks of awe. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Kell, his green-black hair plaited in an intricate pattern up into a manbun, clapped Mnenu on the back. “Quite an honor to be allowed on Ash-don.” He glanced at Landa. “None of us have ever been. What’s that about?” 

	There was a general hush, an uncomfortable silence. 

	Mnenu shrugged without turning. “You heard Ash-don request it, just as we did.” 

	“And this one comes along, from another planet. Not even Neyla. Why is she even in the Circle, much less on the Great Stone’s surface?” He glowered. 

	Mnenu turned to Kell, who was slightly shorter. He tried to keep his voice placating. “Landa healed Shalt. She was the one who called across the universe. I guess she has a resonance the Stones like.” 

	The others clustered around them, listening, staring from face to face.

	A stockier Neyla gripped Kell’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get the party started.” 

	Kell stood his ground another beat, slicing glares between Mnenu and Landa, then turned to leave with the others, darting one last eye-dagger over his shoulder. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	“Is he always like that, or did I cause a rift?” Landa asked as they left the room, letting distance fall between them and the rest. 

	“He’s just an ass,” Mnenu said. 

	“You know all the Neyla, right?” Landa asked, thoughtfully. 

	“Yeah, I guess. We’re a pretty small community.” 

	“That would be strange, knowing people all your life. I stand out here, as a newcomer, don’t I? How are strangers accepted, generally?” She hadn’t even thought about it, she’d been so caught up in her own worries. “You seem to get a lot of visitors: mostly scientists and scholars.”

	“Generally? We have an extensive library and appreciate xeno-contributions. But…I guess there are parts of our world they don’t normally enter.” 

	“I see Vatu and her fellow researchers as well accepted. I guess it hadn’t occurred to me that I might be resented.” 

	They climbed the halls and tunnels, heading to Vatu’s quarters at the north side of the city. 

	It was not a typical city, with vendors along streets, Landa thought. Suddenly, she wondered about commerce. Did it occur? 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu patted her shoulder to reassure her, sensing her concern that she’d brought disharmony. “Not all guests are included in the Circle of Ash-don, for sure, but it’s not your fault. You’ve been a welcome addition.” 

	“Even with the request to search for a daughter, not just anyone would be allowed, I suppose.” 

	“No. But the Stone wanted very much to feel your essence,” Mnenu said.

	“So even if I hadn’t asked…” 

	“Ash-don was going to request your acquaintance.” 

	She seemed to mull that over. “Wow.” 

	“You remember Ash-don said he felt your shout from Alland.” Mnenu held the door to the final hallway open. 

	“Yes. I see. You said nothing though, when I came to you, supplicant.” She grinned at him. “You just liked to see me beg?” She walked through the doorway. 

	Mnenu had to think of an answer. He’d been most engrossed in wanting to patch up their relationship.

	 

	Landa

	 

	His expression was unreadable, as though he had numerous thoughts he could express at that moment. 

	“Are you coming?” Vatu called into her mind. 

	“Yes. Almost to your door, as you probably already knew.” She walked on ahead of Mnenu, leaving her comment unanswered. She hadn’t really needed a response. 

	Vatu opened. She wore an amazing bodysuit shimmering with iridescent rainbow colors. “We have to get you ready for the ball. We’re going to the Neyna shore tomorrow for Withum. So much happening.” When Vatu was excited, her head nubs stood on end. 

	With all the ocean swimming and pure air, the nubs that had been pale, almost ice-blue in toxic Dondar, stayed brilliant shades of jade and turquoise now, with a touch of gold. Landa hugged herself, noticing this sign of renewed health. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu bent down as Vatu reached for a cheek-kiss, saying, “Hello, Mnenu.” 

	Landa stood back as they greeted, Alyena joining. 

	He stepped into Vatu’s rooms. “You’ve hung some of your Mingal art here. I like it.” 

	“Look around,” Vatu invited. 

	“I musn’t stay. Mom is having family in to start the festivities. I must make my appearance.” 

	He felt Landa’s reaction and realized his family had never come up. What was that feeling he sensed in her? Almost like panic. He glanced at her and she smiled but it was a wan shadow of her usual grin. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	That sick fear clawed its way into her brain: outsider. She squeezed his arm. He looked apologetic. He had nothing to apologize for. This was her strange, abandoned orphan mentality. 

	When he’d left, with a kind touch to her hand, she turned to Alyena. “I heard this is your last day.” 

	“I leave tomorrow, actually. I’ll attend the Withum ceremony; Vatu won’t let me miss it. Then go to the spaceport from there.” 

	“There’s a transport going all the way to Mingal?” 

	“I think the Sarsefi.” 

	What? That would take months. She thought the ship would be there to take her home. Why did nothing go according to her plans? She laughed at herself. Because you’re not the center of the universe. That brought her mind back to her time with Ash-don. She might be heading into the Unknown Universe after this. What transport could take her there?

	 

	Mnenu 

	 

	Mnenu sent his mind into the edges of Landa’s, just to feel her. 

	Alyena was saying, “If my family only knew what the name means!” 

	He felt Landa’s turmoil, like a swirling cloud in the background, but did not delve. He noticed her relief that she was hiding her thoughts from the other Mingal. He wasn’t sure Alyena had deep psi. 

	“Come.” Mnenu watched Vatu grab Landa’s hand, saying, “We have the perfect outfit for you.” 

	Again, he read Landa’s most salient thoughts: she longed to sink into a dark place, alone, and contemplate all that had happened, with Ash-don, and him. He wanted to be in that dark place with her. He kept his mind quiet in hers. 

	He felt her thrill that their minds had encompassed all the known universe, maybe more. There was something she’d felt that he couldn’t quite follow: She had felt herself part of Ash-don, together with Mnenu. Though that had drawn their connection closer, he couldn’t quite follow the sense that she could become the stone. It scared him. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	In the past day or so, sometimes she almost felt that Mnenu was in her thoughts. Was it a residue left by the close journeying of their minds? She laughed and shook away the phantasm as Vatu tugged her to the closet. She pulled out a garment of cascading colors, from forest green to palest moss, fitted from shoulder to ankle, but with flowing elements. 

	Landa touched the fabric, sure somehow it was the type that transformed with the wearer.

	A day ago, she would not have imagined herself in it—she went more for cargo pants and comfortable shirts. But she knew instinctively it would form to her and flow in the waters of the sea as well. 

	“Some of us are swimming to the Neyna shore tomorrow.” Vatu pushed the fantastic suit toward Landa. “Put it on. For the dinner. You could wear this over it.” A jacket of shimmering pale green complemented the rest. “And these.” She held out matching sinewy boots. 

	“You have quite the ensembles.” Landa pulled off her clothes and worked on the outfit, then the footwear that was delicate yet strong. Last she swept the drape over her shoulders with extra drama for Vatu and Alyena, who clapped with approval. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu went through the formalities with his extended family—uncles, aunts, cousins—enduring the banality of mouthing the correct phrases. Not long ago, he’d enjoyed the cultural niceties, the rituals, but his brother was not there. In past years—decades, in fact—they would have been side-by-side, jibing, sending mocking mind-thoughts that their closeness kept private. But Edon was gone. Missing? Dead? 

	At last, all the family moved from his parents’ lavish quarters at the northeast tip of Zotoul, to the banquet hall decorated for the occasion with sea-flowers that imitated Withum’s spring blooms. No other plant could truly imitate it: not the scent and not the power of its pollen. 

	He glanced at the door frequently until, at last, the three he waited for made a splendid entrance into the large hall in captivating, colorful raiment. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She stared around at the garlanded walls and ceilings. Myriad float-globes lit all the spaces, some swirling in patterns. As she took in the scene, she thought most of the Neyla population must be gathered in the hall, along with the visiting scholars. Quite a crowd. She moved forward with the Mingals, and greeted strangers until her smile muscles hurt. 

	Musicians struck notes, and all the Neyla began a song, standing if they’d been seated. If the Neyna’s singing was ethereal, the sounds of the Neyla had a rich sea-tone, pounding, exhilarating. Vatu put her voice into it and finally Landa could not resist doing the same. Every cell in her zinged as her voice joined the rest. She seemed to know the song from the minds around her. 

	After that, they pulled up to a sumptuous and strange meal, with many seaweeds and other sea-plants. Mnenu remained with his family but when the dancing began, he found her. 

	
CHAPTER
14

	Mnenu

	 

	Hours later, but not many, Mnenu awoke and slipped immediately into Landa’s mind. She was being shake awake by Vatu. Dawn light touched his quarters with a rosy glow. 

	He heard Landa mumble, “No, no, you go without me,” felt her turn away toward the wall, saying, “I’ll go on a boat.” 

	He chuckled as Vatu, not taking no for an answer, put hands to Landa’s sides. 

	Landa immediately transformed and was eager for a swim. 

	He knew that feeling. He had to laugh as Landa called Vatu a “little sea-devil.” But she threw off her covers, clearly Vatu’s objective, and jumped out of bed. 

	“Wear this again.” Vatu plucked up the green outfit which Landa had left lying across the end of her bed. 

	Through Landa’s eyes, he saw Vatu already outfitted in a suit of coruscating blue hues. Alyena joined them in an outfit of brilliant sunset shades. These Mingals made unusual dyes. He realized she’d already transformed; for the Mingals, the shift was not extreme. 

	He quickly readied to be at the place where most launched to swim to the mainland, grabbing a few yeast-risen breakfast rolls from the dining hall as he passed by. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	As they hurried down one tunnel after another, she briefly flashed on the fact that she had not called her son, or checked to see if Ash-don had located her daughter. After Withum, she thought. Then that will be my whole focus again. In a kitchenette along one corridor, they grabbed a quick, cold breakfast of crunchy cereal and sea-fruits. 

	A connecting tube led to a shelf overlooking a breathtaking inlet. Like an atoll, palms and flowering plants surrounded jewel-like waters lit up by the rising sun. 

	Many others gathered and dove, hungry for the sea. Landa now shared this passion. A phalanx of Neyla and other shifters moved through the ocean together, graceful, powerful swimmers. They left the inlet, and entered the open seas. 

	Landa thought, this is pure, this is animal, needing no luggage to travel.

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu caught up with her, flashing her a smile before he dove, then propelled out of the water, soaring fifteen feet into the air. He plummeted back in with hardly a splash. When he returned to her side, he slipped under her, gliding along with her until they dove and leapt together. She laughed with the sheer glory of it. 

	When they surfaced again, Vatu shot past, dancing on the water. 

	Mnenu caught Landa’s thought, of their captivity, when they’d barely stepped out of a single long room with rows of beds for the imprisoned fems. He felt her admiration and fondness. Look what she’s capable of. Landa thought how she must have longed to be on the sea, having lived her life on a planet made of water, much like this. He thought that would be him as well. In fact, knew it. 

	They stopped cavorting and took in the long miles with sweeping, driving thrusts of their powerful sea-bodies. It was a thrill to swim like this with so many others. Every year, he looked forward to it.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa marveled at herself, in deep sea water when she’d never swam in more than a pool in the past; instinct had taken over and her muscles transformed to fit the knowing. 

	A number of tesu joined them, leaping past, diving under. She thought it might be the seven who had come to greet her, and helped her, when she first arrived. 

	Mnenu caught a dorsal fin of one. Others did the same, covering great swaths of sea in only moments. TeWeet bumped Landa’s side, and she grabbed. Somewhere out in the middle, with no shore in sight, Landa felt a volt of energy. She paused, letting go of Te-Weet mid-swim, and let the others pass. Alone, circling, treading water, she searched for the source, sending her sight downward; she knew now where the two Great Stones touched, deep under the sea. This was an important place; she would return to it. 

	With a powerful thrust of her tail, she darted forward to catch up with the rest. 

	Midday, they arrived at the shore of this world’s only continent. Tall trees draped over the sandy cove where she’d been the year before, forests stretching onto hillsides. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Together, he and Landa stepped onto shore, tail fins manifesting back into separate appendages. He watched Landa stare down at her feet. They were becoming like his. He hoped she wouldn’t mind.  She walked with supple confidence. He could tell the new awareness, marveled to be witness to these changes. 

	Stepping from the shallows onto land, they dried themselves. Her bodysuit fluffed out and draped lightly in the breeze. His suit similarly fit and hung naturally when dry, whereas when swimming it had clung to him, unencumbered. The Neyla had devised these fibers centuries before. 

	He followed her to join the other Neyla. The Forest Neyna already circled the inlet. Garlands of flowers swung between trees in the noonday sun. The sweet scent of Withum gently touched the air. 

	He spotted Zamani, Merne, Tlalit and other Neynas who knew Landa from her time in the Elven forest. Their eyes widened at the sight of coming out of the water, transforming before their eyes. He shared in the thrill that ran through Landa. 

	Then they were in the mind-meld, with a thousand others, that sweet knowing, and immense love, that came with the mind-share as the Withum flowers sent their pollen into the air each year. Mnenu took Landa’s hand. Vatu held her other and she grinned. 

	He glanced back and saw Zamani watching her with intensity, even as their minds were all one. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She held the one mind, but in a separate compartment, her memory returned to the previous year, when she’d gone to Merne’s house close by and watched the dawn. Tenali had been there. Where was he now? Why had she not searched for him when she was seeing all the universe with Ash-don?

	She found herself lying on the sand, energy pouring in from around her. She was spooned against Mnenu, Vatu doing the same at her back. Her Neyla-Mingal Withum experience, she thought, even as Zamani’s and others’ presence was part of it.

	Those were her last conscious thoughts before her mind soared away, a more powerful entity calling to her. First, in spirit, she returned to that place out at sea where she’d felt the meeting of the two Great Stones. She sank down, down, down, until her feet touched the crevice between the Stones, and slipped into them, half in Shalt, half in Ash-don. With the Stones, her awareness left the planet again. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	With Landa, Mnenu gazed at Terlond and knew the two stones had been small moons. Instead of colliding, they’d been drawn to each other in the swirl of formation, and spun, remaining precisely in their perfect orbs as a new planet formed around them. He and Landa watched this occurrence, time-lapsed over millennia. Maybe the others in the mind-meld learned it, too. He didn’t know.

	They looked outward, toward the universe, sight soaring away, covering lightyears until they saw Tenali—his mind, his essence—at the edge of the known universe, not far from Mingal. 

	Nowhere in the known universe, Ash-don had said. 

	Someone called. It was Seiti, drawing them. The Shalt-Ash-don merging fell away, could go no further. 

	“Seiti,” Landa beckoned. And maybe all the Neyla-Neyna mind-meld heard it because she cried out with every part of her existence. Yes, they heard her, for their voices, and those of the Stones, mingled with hers until it was a blast of sound and energy. 

	Tenali’s face turned to them and intoned with them, joining their shared essence. 

	How long they remained, he could not know.

	She departed from the Stones’ shared awareness, floated away, returned to her body as did he. 

	All jointly processed what had happened—Neyna and Neyla coalescing for the first time as a unity with the two Stones that had given their Elven communities love and energy, generation upon generation. They’d cried together at the edge of the known universe into the unknown. 

	Slowly their awareness drifted back into individual minds. Rows of gently spooned Elves, Mingal visitors and a few other beings, moved apart, sat up on the sand, took in the surrounding sea and forest. Some lay back down, others stood, a few jumped into the water. But they knew what they knew, and they were changed. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa sat cross-legged, bowed her head, and wept. Mnenu scooted to her and wrapped his arms around her. Vatu rolled so that her head rested on Landa’s lap. She caught Landa’s tears on her face and did nothing about them. Landa rested a hand on Vatu’s nubs, stroking, and laid her head back on Mnenu’s shoulder. 

	Zamani, Merne and Tlalit came and sat near them, knees touching. Landa looked back and locked eyes with Zamani. They shared the vision of Tenali—Zamani’s grandson, Merne’s son—out at the edge of the known universe, considering leaving it to go into the Unknown. 

	The six again shared minds, in a small impromptu Circle. They felt others join to help send assuring thoughts to Tenali. 

	“Wait, son,” Merne said to him. 

	Tenali looked up again. “Landa?” He breathed the name, with mind and voice. 

	She loved hearing him. 

	He seemed to become aware of Mnenu pressed close to her, and thought better of whatever he was going to say next. “I’ve followed sightings of your daughter as far as I could.”

	“I didn’t know that’s why you left Alland,” she said, feeling self-conscious that so many others were listening. 

	“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.” 

	Okay, this needed to get less personal. “I think I could go into the Stones again and maybe reach farther. Are you in a place where you can wait a bit?” 

	“Yeah. I’ll wait. I have a few paid deliveries to make along the Edge. I’ll hang around here.”

	She didn’t know if his actual physical presence there in the liminal space helped as a conduit to reach into the Unknown, but it was worth finding out.

	“Thank you. For trying and…for waiting,” she said, wanting to say so much more.

	Elves emerged from the trees with platters of food; they said farewell for now and broke the connection. 

	Landa felt drained, but also enlivened with hope. Didn’t this at least prove her daughter was not a prisoner on Blaz? If it was really she who called, and really she that he’d followed. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	A large tray set before them contained heaps of fruits, mushroom-cheeses, sweet spiced patas, and flat breads for dipping. Summer wine sparkled in decanters. 

	They pulled their minds from the spectacular meld that had taken them to the farthest boundaries of their universe, and ate, shifting into a party mood. After a time, he got up to speak with Talla and Malu. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Zamani move closer to Landa. 

	Half-listening never turned out well in social circumstances, so he let Landa’s mind go.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa groaned inwardly, as the handsome elder, Zamani, scooted to her side, filling in the space Mnenu left. 

	Sure enough, the first thing he did was offer to have Zami brought here to her.

	“It’s alright. I’ll return home to him soon,” Landa answered quickly, scooping pata paste with flat bread. After her cross-sea swim, she felt suddenly ravenous.  

	“Home?” He picked up the word like a coal with tongs. “Landa,” he lowered his voice to almost a whisper, “you and Zami have a home here, always. Now that you know where your daughter is, you have no need to return to the Outback of Alland. Is that not correct?” 

	“Who says I don’t intend to return to my surgery practice in Skarth? The career you pulled me from?” She couldn’t help getting her back up. She grabbed summer wine and gulped. The gods knew it felt wrong to speak this way with the reserved, generous Elven leader, yet that made her even angrier. This was her life, and her son they were talking about. 

	“Once you’ve found your daughter, I’m sure that could happen. Or you could help build a surgery here in Dondar. Would that be so bad?” 

	He made her feel unreasonable. No, it was not a bad idea, to help rebuild the city that had been poisoned with radiation by colonists, and was endeavoring to clean up and get back to normal. A practice where she did not need to hide her abilities, could use them openly and keep learning more? What would be so wrong with bringing Zami back here, with his Elven folk? She’d always planned to return with him for visits. But to build all her hopes and plans around Dondar where she’d been captive for more than a year? 

	“I understand your hesitation,” he said, gently. 

	That was when she hated mind reading. And he could do it so easily, without her knowing he was there. Not with evil intent, not in a pushy way. Only to better care for those he loved. But where do caring and controlling overlap and become one? 

	She resented it. She’d learned to protect herself from attack, but what about from love?

	Vatu, who’d been conversing with Talmik, turned and put a delicate hand on Landa’s leg. Quietly, eyes shining, she said, “We were just on the Edge, near my home.”

	Landa hugged her. “I know. How did it feel? Did it make you want to be there?” 

	“I have something else to do first,” was all Vatu said, and Landa wished in their mind-meld, she’d turned her focus toward learning what Vatu was going through.

	“Arspat tinas kahay,” Zamani said gently, and to Landa, “Can we walk?” 

	Landa shook her head, knowing where that would lead, and turned back to Vatu. “Can you tell me?” 

	“You need to go there, don’t you?” Vatu said, and something new lit her strange beautiful eyes. 

	Landa stared at her. They’d always talked about Landa going to Vatu’s far away home someday. “Unless Tenali finds her and brings her back.” 

	“You told him to wait, didn’t you? Can he go into the Unknown Universe without you?” 

	Would this Xentu blood they all talked about really serve her now?

	As she continued to ignore him, Zamani stood and stalked away. 

	
CHAPTER
15

	Mnenu

	 

	When Mnenu saw Zamani walk away, he came over to Landa. Together they watched Zamani’s stately figure climb toward the woods, stiffness indicating failure to achieve what he’d  wanted. 

	Landa squeezed his hand as she said to Vatu, “I’d accompany you home. I could bring Zami.” 

	Vatu’s nubs stood on end, a brilliant cerulean blue and she clasped her teal tensile hands together. “You must,” she said with shining eyes. 

	Landa smiled and turned to Mnenu. “Could you teach my son to transform to sea elf?”

	“Most likely. He’s part Xentu, too.”

	“And half Neyna. What helps more?” 

	“Hard to say.” He reached for a blown-glass goblet, his hand touching Landa’s on the way. 

	They shared inner acknowledgment, a mind-greeting, and Landa’s thoughts were willingly open to him. She reviewed what Zamani had suggested, that she live on Terlond and become a surgeon in Dondar. She wanted to continue to help the rebels on her home planet. But it wasn’t the only place in the universe that needed help. What about those enslaved on Blaz? What about Krid’s activities? Who was making sure he didn’t enslave anyone else? 

	He felt Zamani, then, standing at the edge of the forest. Through their shared thoughts, he knew Zamani asked Landa to spend the night there in Rotoul. And her reaction to the idea of more pressure. She deliberately shut Zamani out and asked Mnenu, “Will the Neyla return to Zotoul this evening?” 

	“Yes, soon,” he responded in mind-speak, to her only.

	“I’ll return with the Neyla,” she answered Zamani firmly. “But I’ll bring Zami to visit soon.” 

	He spun abruptly and walked away into the forest. 

	“I think you ticked off the leader of the Neyna,” Mnenu said. “That’s brave.” 

	“Why brave?” she asked, her expression troubled but not regretful. 

	“Most wouldn’t is all.” 

	She pondered that. “Do most have a child with him?” 

	He chuckled. “No. You look stunning, by the way. I can see why he doesn’t want you to leave.” 

	She flicked sand onto his lap with a grin. “He just wants Zami.” 

	“He wants you and Zami. Who wouldn’t?” He watched her with serious eyes though a smile played around his lips. 

	“I’m kind of a lot of trouble, you know.” 

	“I’ll say.” He flicked sand at her in his turn. 

	“Let’s swim,” Vatu said, never tiring of being back in the sea, her natural habitat. 

	Alyena came and said her good-byes, before she headed for the spaceport. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	On the swim back, with help from more dolphin-like tesu they made rapid progress, their minds still partly shared. Landa surmised the tesu had shared in the mind-meld as well. All across the sea, she saw leaping forms catch the light of the setting sun. With the cleaning of the air, the world no longer glared glowering dark orange as it had months before, especially around Dondar. 

	The sea rumbled as they passed the place where the Great Stones touched. She was sure, now, that they all felt it and enjoyed the new shared knowledge. 

	She and other spun in the water over the crevice, dove and shot upward, arcing over the place to mark it as sacred. 

	As they approached Zotoul, Landa saw only a few rock spires indicating the mountain that contained the Neyla city, lit by orange-red. She imagined the rose light cascading down through towers, into halls below the water. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu took Landa’s hand and pulled her away from the rest. They dove past a stone barrier, under a wall, into an underwater passage, and came out in the healing pool. Mnenu shot out of the water, landing on the ledge and held out his hand to her. 

	She could have vaulted like him, but her energy was flagging. She climbing the rough stone steps that curved around the pool instead. 

	“This is near my quarters,” he said. “Will you come with me?” 

	“I want a soak first. While we’re here.” 

	“Gladly,” he said, stripping off his suit and jumping in. She’d said first. That meant agreement, didn’t it?

	As they settled in the bowl, her thoughts drifted to her recent touch with Tenali’s mind. 

	Slightly hurt, he realized she’d need to process it. He pulled her into him and just held her. There would be time for intimacy. She’d said she’d come to his rooms. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Tenali is waiting, alone, beyond any known planetary systems, she thought. He’d already risked his life to find her daughter. Their closeness still lingered but could she find him without the Withum mind-meld? 

	Mnenu thought into her mind: “I think you still can.” She knew then that he’d been listening, and didn’t mind. 

	They got out, dressed, and walked hand in hand, drying as they went. After several stairways and hallways, they arrived at Mnenu’s rooms. The panel slid open at his touch, and closed after them. He put his arms around her and pulled her in for long kiss. 

	For the first time, they made love on a bed. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	He had been relieved that Landa’s thoughts didn’t return to Tenali. The loving had been sweet, unhurried, made amazing by the recent mind-sharing that seemed to have expanded all his senses. 

	After, he brought her hot chocolate, and a small hand-held device. She ran her fingers over it, taking in the quality of the fine, slender molding. “From Dorn?” she asked. 

	He nodded. “You can call your son on it.” He touched the side, and a miniscule screen lit up. “I’m going to do work in my office. You remember how to retrieve Andle’s code?” 

	She searched in her mind, found the chest of drawers, one marked “code”, and nodded, looking pleased with herself. She turned shining eyes on him. He never got tired of their deep amber glow. 

	He left the room, closing the door behind him. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	She put in the numbers on the device in the program Mnenu selected, showing her its symbol. Zami’s face appeared on the screen. 

	Did he look older? She gripped the device, examining him. In turn, he pressed against the screen, putting his little lips on the surface. She kissed him back, then sang him a song that helped him sleep; it seemed to be night there. He put his tiny chin on his hand and listened. 

	“Tell me what you’ve been doing,” she said.

	He rattled off all their activities, including a few worrying moves. “When are you coming, Mama?” 

	“Soon. I’ll be there before you know it.”

	“How can you do that?” he asked.

	“You’ll see,” she said, stomach jerking with a laugh at his literal mind, believing anything possible, capable of much. “Kiss the animals for me and take good care of them, and Andle.” 

	“I will. We might have to move again. Will you find us?” 

	“Always, Button. Can you put Andle on?”

	When her Allandian friend appeared, she asked for a rundown and Andle gave it. 

	“I won’t ask for a location. I’ll connect minds with you when we near Alland.” 

	“Does this mean you found your daughter?” Andle asked.

	“No. Sort of. I know more than I did. I think.”

	Andle didn’t ask for any more detail. She put Zami on. Landa reclined against the pillows. This time they had leisure for some of their favorite jokes and word games. Landa could tell this little device had max encryption. Too soon, though, they had to part. “I’m coming,” she assured her son. 

	After, she lay thinking, aching to hold her son in her arms. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu returned to his room, to find Landa on her side, cradling the little Dorn device like a baby bird in her two hands. 

	“I have to go back into the Stones,” she said, sitting up. “I think I should go to where the two stones meet?” 

	Mnenu sat on the bed. “We can bring the boat.” 

	The second time making love in his room was even better. Spending all night together was best of all. Well, right up there. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	At breakfast next morning, Landa arrived for breakfast with Mnenu, wearing her outfit from the day before. Vatu sat with other Mingalians and an eclectic array of other beings. She waved to Landa. 

	Mnenu kissed her cheek when no one was looking, made a small plate of food and headed to his office. 

	Landa joined surrounding Vatu, studying group as she ate; one had barnacles, others were smooth, a few undulating like seaweed, eyes set to the sides of long narrow heads, mere extensions of their necks. They all used mind-speak since the sounds made were impossible to translate comprehensibly by the others. 

	Vatu drank down the last of her kaffa as Landa tried out a few new caviars and chutneys and morning flat breads dusted with sweet spices. 

	“I want to take you to caverns and tidepools on the east side. Are you ready?” Vatu asked.

	“Am I!” Landa said, with her new avid taste for all things sea. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu caught an image in Landa’s mind, of her and Vatu transformed and swimming in crystal caves that cascaded with coruscating light. Landa wore another of Vatu’s bodysuits, this one lavender. Vatu wore a medley of hues that reflected the cavern’s colors. Maybe she did.

	Can I join you? he asked in Landa’s mind. 

	Of course, she answered. 

	He knew exactly where they were and hurried there. By now they were slipping through dark waters in a channel that ran through the center of the mountain. He raced in lanten form to catch up, wearing a chocolate and yellow suit he kept in his office. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	With her new intricate sea-sight, Landa spotted Mnenu approaching and admired the figure he cut. Even under water, she made out details, not just visual but sensory adding information. 

	She knew depths and distances with heightened expertise. Smell, which was really taste, told her about tides, weather, and nearby creatures. 

	As the channel deepened and widened, they dove, gliding as one. Landa felt Vatu’s and Mnenu’s hearts palpitating in unison with hers at the sheer pleasure of sharing this. 

	They emerged on the far side of the mountain from the city, in a playland cove. Cliffs offered holes to climb in, and chutes to slide out of, scattering phosphorescence when they landed splashing in the water.

	As the tide lowered, they climbed to a flat, sunny rock and lay talking, enjoying the warmth.

	Suddenly Landa felt the immense throb of Ash-don calling. It vibrated through her bones. “I think I have to go.” 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu felt the Stone’s command as well. Being the Stone’s Voice, he considered it a command, where Landa thought of it as a call. 

	They hugged Vatu and left through a different channel to arrive Tsatari, Ash-don’s cave with the Circle’s stone seats. 

	Without checking if anyone sat in the Circle, or even if he followed, Landa immediately descended the ladder to the lower shelf and dropped into the water. 

	He followed. He would let her go alone if she wished, but he would be there. She clearly felt drawn and crossed to the Stone with long, sure strokes. 

	To his horror, rather than climb on top, she disappeared inside the Stone. 

	He stared, watching where she’d gone in, waiting on the ledge, unsure if he should follow. Would he dare be absorbed? Would the Stone even take him in? 

	Most worrying, he could not touch her mind. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	Was she spirit-being or still her physical self? She could not tell, but she was inside, and now instantly at the juncture of the two Stones. 

	Floating in a timeless state, she again saw outward. This time, though, she not only saw the universe: the planets and stars. She felt herself there, part of it, and knew when she was beyond the Known Universe. She felt an Otherness in the dark matter there.

	And she saw her daughter. Older than when she’d last seen her, of course, but older than she would be now. Am I seeing the future or the present? Or dreaming? Landa couldn’t tell. Seiti—beautiful Seiti with her long, wild, dark hair, red streaks like her mother’s, set off over black tones underneath. They’d always been that way. She looked like a teen, but poised, powerful beyond any age. A breeze carried bits of fluff in the air. Was it flower pods? They caught refracted rainbows that came from nowhere and everywhere. What was this place? Seiti slowly turned, arms out, increasing speed, whirling. It seemed ecstatic, yet her daughter did not laugh, did not smile. She seemed to concentrate. 

	Then the vision was gone. Had there been mountains in the distance? Landa struggled to recreate the scene so she could show others. But she was being pushed out. As inexorably as she’d been drawn into Ash-don, she felt herself expelled. 

	
CHAPTER
16

	Mnenu

	 

	With shuddering relief, Mnenu saw Landa climb out of the Stone’s side and swim back to him across the channel. For a moment, she clung to the side, her breaths coming fast. 

	He sat by her where she paddled in the water, touching her arm to make sure she was solid. “Can you tell me what happened?” he asked. He wanted to know her mind was still there. 

	She climbed out, sat leaning against him, and told him she’d seen her daughter. But after a while, the Stones threw her out.

	“Maybe it would be dangerous to stay too long,” he suggested. It would be more his sanity, he thought. 

	She stared back at Ash-don’s immense curve. Captured Moon. 

	That name suddenly inserted itself into their minds. 

	“Do you feel captured?” she asked Ash-don. 

	Receiving no answer, she stood and offered Mnenu a hand. 

	He chuckled. Not wanted to burden her with his weight, he took her hand but leapt up. 

	They climbed the spiral stairs to the stone seats level. 

	“Are we to join the Circle?” she asked him. 

	“Too much Ash-don is not good for you, Landawi,” came Ash-don’s voice at last. 

	“But…did you get any more idea where Seiti is?” 

	“Not known means not known, Landawi.” The Moon seemed to almost laugh. “But I may know…something. We had a sister moon.” 

	Mnenu and Landa looked at each other, brows raised.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Landa suddenly realized she really did understand Ash-don better from the stone seat. She climbed the closest of them and immediately sat back, eyes closed. She floated, disembodied, again within Ash-don but in spirit this time. 

	Again, she felt part of the larger mind, at the edge of everything, and then pushed out farther. Her spirit floated through dark space for a while, surrounded by seas of stars—clouds and belts of them. She felt something tugging. Tiny sparks constellated through her as she felt herself plummet across space, farther from all known places. She was no longer a simple human mind. Fear was now as abstract as confidence, or even knowledge itself. 

	She had a sense of her dream—the one where her daughter danced in a field of floating dandelion spores. The instant she re-manifested that vision, she stood in the field, barely taking in the strange landscape, gray-blue, with hill formations like she’d never seen, odd torpedo clouds, or were they ships? 

	Having only eyes for her daughter, she dropped to her knees, arms outstretched. Seiti ran to her. Was she holding her? Seiti felt solid. Landa pushed her back a little, enough to study her face, her eyes. Sobs rose in both of them. Hiccupped laughs and tears mingled as their cheeks pressed together. But Seiti’d changed. Landa stared into her daughter’s eyes and slipped into fathomless depths. But someone had taught her daughter to hide thoughts and memories. Maybe she’d discovered the ability herself. 

	“I don’t know how long I have,” Landa said, or thought she said it. “We must share our stories. Will you tell me some of yours?” 

	“Not now,” came the answering thought from her daughter. 

	Landa realized Seiti hadn’t yet spoken a word. “Who’s taking care of you?” Landa asked, looking around for any sign of habitat and seeing none. “Where are you staying?” 

	Seiti’s thought: “Can you take me with you?” 

	“I’m here only in spirit, darling. I have to figure out where you are, and come get you.” Panic surged in Landa, all too human. She held onto her daughter. But she’d spoken the words, “only spirit”, and like a spell breaking, the feeling of solidity faded away. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Loathe to lose connection again, Mnenu raced to the next seat and climbed. He threw himself into the stone contour and closed his eyes, but Landa was out of reach. Only as she was being pushed from the Stone was he allowed into the meld with them. 

	Somehow he was in the water and Landa, in her fabulous lanten shape—shoulders slightly brawnier, tail-fin covered in smooth iridescent scales—was crawling down Ash-don’s side to him. As she slipped into the sea, her sea-tail undulated, holding her in place. 

	Vatu cruised toward them. Coming up beside Landa, she studied her face. “Are you alright?” she asked in mind-speak. 

	“What made you come here?” Landa asked, darting a worried glance toward Ash-don. 

	“Your mind disappeared,” Vatu said, placing her hand against the stone. 

	Landa and Mnenu stared. 

	Ash-don rumbled, “Stop worrying. I like the Mingal.” 

	Landa’s hand crossed her mouth as mirth bubbled into her eyes. 

	Mnenu felt his own laughter percolating through his belly as they pushed off. 

	“Want to go? Or stay?” Vatu asked. 

	“I think Ash-don has had enough of me,” she said, her voice shaking with residual laughter.

	“Never,” came the Stone’s objection. 

	Mnenu climbed the ladder first. This had been a day of firsts. A week of firsts. He shook his head, offering a hand up to the other two. 

	 

	Landa

	 

	As they climbed, she glanced at Vatu ahead of her on the ladder, glad that Ash-don knew her, too. 

	Vatu glanced back at her and she caught the Mingal’s thought. Friend, soul mate. I’m glad, too. Landa felt how Vatu saw her: saving her life over and over again, clearing the suffocating congestion from her lungs in Dondar. 

	As the three walked from the vestibule—no robes to hang up this time—Vatu told them she’d been to Unknown Space before, but only in spirit travel. In her planet’s trainings, she’d often spirit-traveled among the stars. She knew the Otherness of the Dark Matter outside Known Space. Vatu said she’d feared Landa’s spirit might never return. If she’d been an average being, it might not have. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	As Landa said good-bye to Ash-don, they heard the Stone say, “That place. New place. But familiar. Maybe.” 

	Mnenu felt the sliver of hope that entered her being. They were dismissed. The Stone had a way of closing connection. This time, however, there was a difference. Ash-don had reached for her, needed her. Mnenu pondered as they walked side by side. 

	He turned down the hall that passed his office. “I should do a few things. Want to get lunch in a bit?” 

	She agreed.

	As he entered his office, he shot, in mind-message of where he’d be: a secondary dining hall.

	 

	Landa

	 

	Vatu said she knew the one he meant, “The Sea Horse”. They grabbed devices from her rooms, not far away, and went ahead to the restaurant. Their suits had fluffed into presentable attire. Landa was no longer minding a slight sea-salt coating. Or maybe her skin absorbed it now? She felt her arms, trying to detect as they navigated their way toward the dining area.  

	Situated on a promontory, this hall allowed a view of splashing waves from the balcony and spangled windows. Back walls glistened blue-black stone, like obsidian. Admiring the contract with the light from tall windows, Landa realized Mnenu sat on a balcony against the dark wall, signaling to them. How had had he beat them? She laughed, climbing. 

	 

	Mnenu

	 

	Mnenu had found he couldn’t concentrate. Everything with Landa felt new, exciting, unexpected. And he suspected she might soon disappear from his life. He watched her and Vatu climb toward him. 

	“Does anything here remind you of Mingal?” Landa asked, as they reached the top of the stairs that curved with the wall. 

	“In ways. I think I need to tell my planet about some of these design ideas!” Vatu’s eyes glowed as she took in the room from above. “When I was in here before it was a gray day so you didn’t get the full impact of light and dark.” 

	Landa scooted onto the bench beside Mnenu, while Vatu took a seat facing. She picked up a seaweed-and-salt shaker, sprinkled some delicately into her palm and licked, eyes crinkling semi-apology. “Yum.” 

	“I took the liberty of choosing some items already,” Mnenu said, as a vandamar approached with a large tray. 

	Landa’s eyes widened when the waiter handed her a plate with a steaming hot pocket bread. 

	Mnenu reached and pressed a pad the waiter held out. Figures lit up on the surface. “Thank you, Crick,” Mnenu said. 

	The sea-horse-like fellow bowed slightly and Landa thought she may have detected a sort of smile from the wide mouth. He dropped to all fours and trotted away, tail curling and uncurling behind him. She’d tried to read if there was any mind signal. There had been a vague chitter but no discernable ideas that she could catch. 

	Plates made of shells offered bright dips. 

	Landa broke open her pasty. “Yum.” Sauce made of sea vegetables, mushrooms; something unfamiliar gave off a rich aroma. “What’s in this?” she asked. “Something I can’t identify.” 

	Mnenu gave her a mind-picture of a sea flower. “Dolu.” 

	“Ah.” She nibbled, then dipped a wafer-thin cracker into one of the sauces. 

	They tried everything he’d ordered. 

	Hunger satisfied, Landa sat back and grew silent. 

	Mnenu glanced at Vatu. He thought to her, “Did you see all of what Landa experienced with Ash-don? I only caught a little.” 

	Vatu scrunched her face. “Only a bit. I know she was—”

	“Stop mind-gossiping, you two. I might be a tad morose but I can still talk.” Landa curled a leg so her knee nudged Mnenu’s side, and let her head fall against the upper edge of the bench.

	Mnenu stroked her hand. “I’m sorry. I was trying to be…delicate.” 

	 “I held my daughter. Or it seemed like her, but not eight. Older. So maybe it was in the future. I don’t know where she is, or how to get to her. But Ash-don...” 

	“Yeah, maybe in the process, Ash-don will find his sister moon,” Mnenu said, taking a bite of Landa’s mushroom pastry.

	“Yeah.” She played with crackers, lining them around her plate. Thoughtfully, she said, “Why would Seiti end up on their sister moon, though? What are the chances of that?” 

	“Well, we’re sure as hell gonna find out.” Tlalit walked toward them, holding Zami, and dropped into the seat next to Landa. 

	


EPILOGUE

	Mnenu

	 

	To tell the truth, I didn’t think she’d let me come. We’re packing. Vatu’s already taken loads to the Sarsefi, which is floating out on the water. Vatu has books and souvenirs from her time with us, as well as her own things. 

	I don’t know what to bring. Landa says she has nothing. Tlalit told her they’ll have everything they need on board. And that we can stop in worlds along the way. 

	Tenali’s out there, waiting. For her? Who knows. The guy’s not steady. Who can trust him? Landa shouldn’t. He abducted her for Krid, for shell’s sake. 

	Zami’s a great kid. Man, those eyes. Part Landa, part Neyna. He already has a lot of powers. And loving. He’s a loving little guy.

	I never thought I’d see Mingal, much less leave Known Space. If we even figure out where we’re going. I don’t care. I just want to be part of it. 

	
Glossary

	Alland: planet where Landa grew up; no trees, no oceans.

	Alyena: Mingal scholar, Vatu’s friend, visiting the Neyla

	Andle: rebel, mid-age; affinity for animals. 

	Arc: man of strong mind powers; centuries-old; keeper of Pedore.

	Arspat tinas kahay: give us a moment, or excuse me, in Neyla.

	Ash-don: Powerful Stone of the Neyla, sea elves.

	Aspar (as-SPAR): bright crimson fruit on Terlond.

	Balyou (BAL-you): Yanda’s home town on Alland

	Batan (ba-TON): place of healing waters on Alland.

	Blaz (blahz): corrupt planet with trafficking, slaving, forced labor.

	Blenin: city on Shagal, where Seiti may have been spotted.

	Bloob: guest chamber in Zotoul, for newcomers who can’t breathe underwater.

	Bonden (BON-den): magical crafter, inventor; can move people through objects; from

	Qontaq. 

	Citadel: Krid’s mansion in Dondar; prison for fems with powers.

	Crick: part sea-horse waiter.

	Dele (DAY-lay): one of the Ten captive fems; Fugitive; musician; can move objects with her mind; from Qontaq.

	Dondar (don-DAHR): only city on Terlond.

	Dorn: planet known for fine craftmanship. 

	Edon (ed-DAWN): Mnenu’s brother. 

	ENAC 370: vert high end flat computer.

	Erlot: planet with large university. 

	Eshet (eh-SHEHT): blue moon, one of three of Terlond. 

	fajan (fah-JAHN – soft j like in “Asian”): Elven word for “lover.” 

	Gisli (GIZZ-lee): wiry young man, skin a purplish brown; of Tellot.

	hajar: fruit like prickly pear. 

	Ilan: big red-haired man; mind-powers; from Qontaq. Part of the Alland underground.

	Jelat: one of the Keepers of Pedore; travels to Skarth; tech whiz.

	Jaref: Mnenu’s father, Neyla leader

	Kala: tesu who jumps to pull rope ladder. 

	Kalden:  male Neyla, techie

	Kalit: Neyla data device.

	Kelef: fellow rebel – male.

	Kell: Neyla male, pinched features black hair, jealous over/of Mnenu.

	kran: grain drink on Terlond.

	krenla: Neyla coffee made from a toasted caffeinated seaweed. 

	Kridenit (“Krid”): evil mage who obducted Landa, held her captive with other fems with powers. 

	Lalut: Mingalian a prism-shaped computer.

	Langry: planet visitors newly come to Terlond, to visit the sea elves. 

	lanten: Neyla word for transforming to part-sea creature. 

	Lark: Tenali’s ship

	Malu: Neyla sea elf; gets Landa from sea.

	Merne: Zami’s half sister; Elf woman; hair brown and green, twining in tendrils; can transform. 

	Mingal (meeng-GAHL): Vatu’s isolated planet near the edge of the known universe. 

	Mingalian (meeng-GAHL-ee-uhn): of Mingal.

	Mnenu: male sea elf.

	nagal: handsome, splendid, in Mingalian.

	Neyla: sea elves on planet Terlond

	NikNik: marsupial, saved by Andle.

	Outer Alland: where rebels are hidden.

	pata (PAH-tah): between a potato and an eggplant.

	plaz: synthetic material made from recyclables or plant fibers; can be thin as paper or molded into shapes.

	rari eggs: like caviar.

	Rotoul (roh-TOOL): Neyna Elves’ forest home.

	sala: seabirds of Terlond.

	Sandor: rebel friend, male.

	Sarsefi: lovemaking, also Tlalit’s ship name.

	Seiti: Landa’s young daughter; missing.

	Sentori Sector: star system of Talmik.

	Seron: the more radical underground.

	Setoin: one of Landa’s rebel friends on Alland, male.

	Shagal: moon where Seiti might have been caught on surveillance camera.

	Sheffed (SHEF-ed): slum of Dondar; closest to the spaceport. 

	shook: like pool tables. 

	Shouma (SHOO-mah): elder captive, strongest mind powers; can move from place to place instantly, make herself and others invisible.

	Skarth: main city on Alland

	Sutati: rebel gathering before breaking camp.

	swapan (swah-PAHN): small thin device adhering to flesh for communication.

	Talmik: visiting the Neyla. Dome-headed, with pointy teeth. Robed with a high collar, stately; eyes close set but bulbous, nose holes like a pair of sea caves. 

	Tenali: half-elf grandson son of Neyna leader, Zamani

	Terlond: planet of Landa’s captivity; home of forest and sea elves. 

	tesu (TEH-soo): sea creatures of Terlond; dolphin-like.

	Te-Weet (teh-WEET): tesu who helps Landa.

	tika: a flavorful seed, imported. 

	Tlalit: Merne’s partner Elf, now starship captain.

	Tsatari: the ancient sacred name of the mountain, as well as the knowing that came only in this place. 

	Vatu: Landa’s friend, fellow fugitive from Krid; home planet Mingal, all water.

	Landa: main character; from Alland where she was surgeon; Landawi (her Xentu name).

	Shalit: blue moon of Terlond.

	vandamar: waiter.

	weejon (wee-JOHN): egg paste, like tapenade. 

	Werhi: Neyla male in the tech tower.

	Withum (WITH-um): sweet-smelling white flower, name of festival, promotes mind-share.

	Wondu (wohn-DOO): elder female Elf who sits in the Circle.

	Zamani (zah-MAH-nee): leader of the Neyna Elves; Zami’s father. 

	Zami: Landa’s half-Elf son

	Zotoul: Neyla (sea elf) realm, including reefs and waters surrounding the underwater mountain city.
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