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Chapter 1

 

Spring, 1966

"Maybe you have another gift awakening," Jayra said.

"Huh?" Khyber turned so fast on one heel, she nearly knocked herself off both feet as she stared at her mother. Where had those words come from? If Jayra had tapped the parent-child bond, Khyber should have felt it.

The kl'resti, Twist-Feather, chuckled and spun like a corkscrew through the air above the picnic grounds in the Logon town park. She shifted through the rainbow three times before coming to rest on the teen girl's right shoulder. Her butterfly wings folded into her back and she took on the feathery cat features that seemed to be her favorite shape.

"You've been restless since we got to the park," her mother said.

"Don't frighten her," her father, Kyle said, coming up to the picnic table with an armload of blankets to put on the ground.

"What's to be frightened of?" Khyber grinned, immediately relaxing, and shrugged to launch Twist-Feather back into the air. "Being an Istorica is boring."

"It's a headache," he corrected with a grin for his wife. He shuddered in exaggeration and turned to head back to their truck.

"Make up your mind," Jayra said, sticking her tongue out at him, earning a chuckle from their daughter. "It can't be boring and frightening."

"Keep shoving more facts and figures and historical texts into her head, it's going to explode," Kyle called over his shoulder as he headed down the slope to the parking lot. "She's only fourteen."

"She's a brilliant fourteen." Jayra sighed and settled down on the end of the picnic bench, and bent to take a handful of paper plates out of the top basket of the stack. "You don't feel any pressure, do you, Khy?"

"Not from you or Dad, or Abehla Dayree or Abehlo, or Abehla Gaylen." Khyber twitched her shoulders, feeling again that itch in her shoulders, as if something or someone tapped on them, trying to get her attention.

"From who, then?"

"Mom...I'm brilliant. The other kids, even the ones who know I'm the Ja'hanna's granddaughter, who know what it means..." She sighed and walked backwards up the gradual slope, a few shuffling steps at a time. Khyber hated complaining, as much because she knew her parents couldn't do anything about ridiculous adolescent ranking and power games as the sense that her general restlessness felt like whining.

She was the Istorica for the exiles from Rehdonna. The living repository of their histories and genealogies and teachings. Since she was old enough to talk and prove that she remembered everything she heard, everything she saw--and at age three could read and remember everything she read--she had been assigned the task of remembering everything the exiles learned and did. Someday, she would have the knowledge to put the pieces together, recognize a blooming Talent, and find the Taksearhe who could take them home to Rehdonna. She was tasked with storing their language, their customs, so that a Seeker could go into her mind, retrieve everything the exiles or their descendants would need to know to fit back into the society of Rehdonna--when the day came. It was an awesome, grave, vital duty. Istoricas, in some sense, were almost as rare as Taksearhe of the Taksearhe.

Since before she could speak, she had heard the story of her grandmother Dayree's miserable childhood, tormented for not displaying a Talent the Taksearhe clan and their nobility considered worthwhile, until her Gatherer Talent burst into life at the moment of need. Khyber's parents and grandparents never allowed her to think she had failed her family and the exile community by not being born a Taksearhe able to reach through the vortex between the dimensions and realities and find the way home to Rehdonna. Whenever she slid anywhere near feelings of guilt, they sensed it and set her thinking straight.

Still, sometimes Khyber couldn't help wishing...

"It's still hard, isn't it?" Jayra said, her voice softer.

"Considering I'll be graduating high school at fourteen? Uh, yeah." She managed a grin that was only half-forced and twitched her shoulders again.

"What makes you so restless? Do you...sense something?"

"I don't know. I had weird dreams last night."

"Too much crammed into that little skull of yours, too fast," Kyle said, joining them with two folding chairs in each hand. "The others are finally getting here. Follow your nose, chiya. We have plenty of people to help set up. Go goof off for a change." He gestured with a jerk of his chin, as if he could nudge her over the crest of the hill.

"What kind of weird dreams?" Jayra asked.

"People talking to me. Trying to talk to me." Khyber shrugged again. "Too much in my head." She looked past her father and spied the first car coming around the line of trees that shielded the sloping road up to the picnic spot. 

Their family had come early to the park to hold the tables for everyone else. On such a beautiful, unusually warm spring day, common sense said other people would have the same idea--get outside and enjoy the sunshine and warm weather and balmy breezes. Khyber had looked forward to seeing her cousins and aunts and uncles today, but suddenly their arrival felt like an invasion. She needed to get away and run, work off the restlessness that made her twitchy. A few more steps took her over the crest of the hill, then she headed down, toward the road and more picnic spots. Spouting a mixture of sounds ranging from a chuckling brook to oinks to braying, Twist-Feather swirled down out of the sky and perched on her shoulder again. This time the shape-shifting creature shrank in size so her body was little more than a handful of fluff, and wrapped her tail, five times the length of her body, around Khyber's neck.

She stayed in that resting spot for less than ten minutes. Sprouting wings a swan would have envied--albeit in swirls of lime green and lemony yellow--Twist-Feather leaped up from Khyber's shoulder and spiraled up into the sky again. The girl laughed and tipped her head back to watch her companion shift shape again in a kaleidoscope of shapes and colors.

Laughter from the little playground next to the picnic pavilion at the bottom of the slope answered her. A shiver of inexplicable recognition raced up Khyber's back as she looked down, and saw a little girl run out from the shelter, pointing up at the sky.

That little girl could see Twist-feather.

Overhead, Twist-feather turned cartwheels and somersaults, trailing rainbow-striped feathers in a mad mixture of styles; ostrich, peacock, feather boa, rooster and hawk. She shouldn't have been able to fly with such ridiculously long, flamboyant wings and tail feathers. The weight alone should have kept her on the ground.

Khyber had read every book on birds she could find in the Logon and Rosemont branches of the Wildvine County library system. She understood enough of aerodynamics to know Twist-feather shouldn't have been able to resist the tumbling of this windy day, let alone get aloft. Let alone keep herself aloft.

But she did.

The fact remained that while Twist-feather did impossible acrobatics in the turbulent air over the rolling, tree-covered park, a little girl Khyber didn't recognize could see her. She stood by the swing set now, holding the hand of a man who was probably her father, pointing up at Twist-feather with her free hand and laughing.

No stranger could see Twist-feather. Khyber had grown up with that as a solid fact. While every child among the exiles had been able to see the kl'resti, by the time they hit adolescence only those with any hint of Talent could still see the shape-shifting creature. Only three of Khyber's nine cousins could see her now, and they all had clear signs of inheriting their grandmother Gaylen's healing Talent. Only a handful of the elders, all of them members of the Council, could see Twist-feather. Khyber's parents and grandparents were the only ones who could get Twist-feather to listen to them, besides Khyber herself. Granted, listening and acknowledging their presence was very different from actually obeying.

Yet there was a stranger, staring up into the sky and laughing, and Twist-feather circled lower in the sky, watching the little girl.

"Don't," Khyber whispered, watching her friend flip over onto her back and glide through the windy sky as if doing the backstroke in a glassy pond.

Twist-feather turned over after a few seconds and swooped down. The little girl and her tall, dark-haired father laughed and ducked.

He could see Twist-feather, too.

Khyber stopped short, not even breathing as her brain spun through the implications of that realization. Was she imagining it, or was there something familiar about the dark-haired man's face? She nearly stumbled as she realized she had gone halfway down the hill. Father and daughter weren't watching Twist-feather now, but looking at her. The man waved to her, then bent and caught up the little girl, settling her astride his hip. He looked up at Twist-feather, then back to her. Then he called out in words that made no sense to Khyber. Tears touched her eyes, until she realized with a jolt that stole the air from her lungs that he wasn't speaking English.

He spoke the language of Rehdonna. He spoke formal greeting, asking the name of her clan, requesting to speak with her elders.

"Enday--enday'ti, pla!" Khyber shouted, gesturing for them to stop. She turned and stumbled a few steps up the hill, then looked back and repeated her plea: Stay--stay there, please!

The man bowed to her and adjusted his hold on the little girl. She ignored Khyber to wave at Twist-feather. The kl'resti spun in circles higher up in the air, heading back the way she and Khyber had come a few minutes ago. Back to the picnic area where their extended family should be gathering by now.

"Dad!" Khyber shrieked as she raced up the hill. Please, please, D'hune, let Abehla be here by now.

Jayra, Dayree and Jayx were already heading up the slope when Khyber reached the top and plunged down toward them. Her mother and grandparents must have heard her. Maybe they sensed the turmoil spinning through her, stealing the air from her brain. In the parking lot, Kyle was just turning away from Grandmother Gaylen's car, his arms full of the long tray of fruit pocket pastries that were her specialty. Behind him, knots of aunts and uncles and cousins were coming from their cars, carrying food and spots equipment for a day in the sunshine. Everyone seemed to stop short and watch Khyber bomb down the slope.

"Travelers," Khyber managed to say, despite her dry mouth. She spoke Rehdonnayan, and the understanding that lit the faces of everyone who could hear her was almost comical--and gratifying. She waited for her mother and grandparents to reach her. Kyle hurried to put down the tray of pastries and linked arms with Gaylen as they hurried to catch up with them. Khyber's legs felt wobbly, and not just from the strain of running up and down hills multiple times, as she led the way back up the hill, and over.

"Who can they be?" Jayra murmured.

"Two choices," Jayx said, as they linked arms and paused at the top of the hill to look down at father and daughter. "No, three. This is our Taksearhe, at last. Or Jo'am brought through more exiles for sanctuary, and never told any of us. Or these are descendants of the Tobrizz who were stranded here when Jo'am first brought Clearing Deep to safety."

"No," Khyber said. "It isn't fair for a Tobrizz to be able to see Twist-Feather."

"Talent is talent, chiya," Dayree said. "We cannot question D'hune's gifting, except to request understanding."

"Well..." Kyle exchanged glances with his father-by-law. The men stepped to the outside of their group, putting Dayree in the middle as their Ja'hanna, with Jayra on one side of her and Khyber on the other, as her heirs. Gaylen walked between Khyber and Kyle, and Jayx linked arms with Jayra.

"In the name of D'hune," Dayree said. "May our path be lighted and guarded, and may we act with honor and compassion, no matter who they may be."

"Waiting for us," Khyber added, as the father put his daughter down, caught hold of her hand, and waved to them with the other.

The two groups walked toward each other, the exiles' representatives going downhill and the others heading uphill. The father and daughter had left the playground area, designated with railroad ties that were partly covered with moss and overgrown with grass. They stopped maybe ten yards higher up the slope from it, and waited. Khyber tried not to think about those two people being from their enemy, but now that her grandfather had mentioned the Tobrizz, she couldn't keep her imagination from conjuring images of attackers stepping through slits in the air and surrounding them. She imagined that little girl would suddenly warp and melt and grow into an adult, hidden under illusions just a moment ago.

"Cousin?" the man called. He spoke in Rehdonnayan. "Do you remember your birthday, when my Abehlo gave you the puzzle box? We stayed up all night, hiding under the covers with a glowstone, but Aunt Dayree caught us anyway."

"My puzzle..." Jayra stopped short. Her face went so white, Khyber thought her mother would faint. Then a moment later her face flushed bright pink and she tipped her head back and laughed.

"It can't be," Dayree said, as Jayra tugged her arms free of her parents' grip and ran down the slope. "Kirstan?"

"Yes, Aunt Dayree. I finally found you. Twist-feather is a pretty clear sign if I do--" The rest of his words were cut off as Jayra reached him and threw her arms around him. The two laughed and spun each other about, nearly knocking themselves to the ground.

Kirstan? Khyber shuddered once, sensing that all was not just well with them, but D'hune had sent them a great gift. Then the pieces came together in her mind, and she flushed hot. A well-trained Istorica didn't let emotions like fear and imminent jealousy get in the way of clarity of thought and memory. She should have seen the family resemblance as they got closer to Kirstan and the little girl--his daughter, most likely. She should have suggested that he was Kirsten, son of Kedrin, son of Jo'am, the Alcaradan of the Taksearhe clan, who had brought the villagers of Clearing Deep to Earth and Wildvine County for safety when her own mother was a little girl. Kirstan had been visiting with Jayra and her parents, and had come to Earth in the evacuation that had first revealed Dayree's Talent as a Gatherer.

Twist-feather let out a high-pitched yowl that could only be described as triumphant, and came in for a heavy landing on Khyber's shoulders, making the girl stumble. She batted the girl's head with her wings before folding them tight and then absorbing them into her back. The kl'resti's neck elongated so she could curve her head around and look Khyber in the eyes, blinking at her with huge, lavender and green lashes fringing her sparkling green eyes.

"Am I being stupid?" she murmured to her friend.

"Not at all," Dayree said just as quietly, and patted Khyber's arm. "You are afraid that Twist-feather will leave you for Kirstan, since she was first bonded with his grandfather, aren't you?"

"Yes, Abehla." Funny, but the fear didn't sound quite so silly coming from her grandmother's lips, with warm compassion in her eyes.

"Is she yours?" the little girl called, all her attention on Twist-feather as she followed Jayra and Kirstan, walking arm-in-arm back to meet their group. She looked like she was only five years old, in faded jeans and green hi-tops and a pink sweatshirt.

Khyber couldn't say anything. Twist-feather didn't really belong to anyone, in the sense that someone could command her. The kl'resti went where she pleased, did what she wanted, and answered to no one. In fact, she was more prone to scold than to let anyone tell her what to do.

"I think, from what I remember my Abehlo telling me about kl'resti..." Kirstan winked at Khyber and bent down to address his daughter. "It's more that your cousin belongs to Twist-feather."

Cousin. Khyber grinned at the jolt she felt. Yes, they were cousins. What was wrong with her that she couldn't keep track of important details like that? Her mind latched onto one detail she knew was more important than anything.

"You have come to take us home? Back to Rehdonna?"

Funny, how her heart skipped a beat at the word "home". Here, Earth, Wildvine County, the town of Logon, was home. Not Rehdonna. Despite all her grandparents' and parents' efforts to be fair, to be even-handed with the memories, Khyber knew Rehdonna wasn't their home true. Not the way it had been, how it had been changing, how those in power treated them when they left--when they fled for their lives. When the brute squad of the Taksearhe clan came to kidnap Grandmother Dayree and her mother, Jayra, and force them to conform to the plans and values of the clan. After Jo'am, the alcaradan--the equivalent of a prince on Earth--their defender and advocate, had been murdered.

"Eventually," Kirstan said. His smile faded and he looked at the others, his gaze meeting each person's eyes in turn. "Rehdonna is in a time of turmoil. The Tobrizz have been attacking, villages have been decimated. Some clans no longer exist, so badly damaged they have merged with other clans that could protect them better, either in weapons or Talents or simply terrain that protects them better. Those in mountains and on islands or sheltered valleys are more secure than those who live on vast, rolling plains." He bowed to Dayree. "There are some who curse you for refusing to bow to the dictates of the power-hungry."

"That says much," Dayree said, her smile thin and grim. She gestured back over the hill toward their picnic tables. "The timing is good--you will join us for lunch?"

"Chiya, go fetch your mother." Kirstan pressed his hands on his daughter's shoulders, turning her around and giving her a nudge to head back down the hillside. 

"What's her name?" Khyber asked, watching the little girl run. That earned a bark of laughter from Kirstan.

"Forgive me. Well, when my tandeer joins us, then we can make more formal introductions." He gestured, and they headed uphill without waiting for the girl and her mother to appear. "We can discuss this more, later, but you should know that my tandeer is of Earth, not Rehdonna."

"But she must have gifts, some Talent, for you to be Tandeer-bonded," Gaylen murmured as they crossed over the top and headed downhill. "Your daughter is a bond child--does she carry the Taksearhe gift?"

"As he said, to be discussed later." Dayree waved to several more members of their family who had reached the picnic tables and were putting down their baskets and drinks and other supplies. "Only some curse me for abandoning my clan? What do the others say?"

"We have had too many examples of what life would be like under Tobrizz rule," Kirstan said. "Too many instances where those with Talents was taken and their minds changed, and came back to use their Talents against their own blood. Our leaders have discussed what would have happened if Tobrizz-minded in our clan had forced you to bow to their commands. If they had taken the next step and joined with the Tobrizz, you could have been used against us to kidnap children, youths, anyone vulnerable."

"Jayra and I could have been useful in evacuating villages to safety," she offered.

"True." One corner of his mouth turned up.

"What does that mean?" Jayx asked. His eyes narrowed as he leaned forward, studying Kirstan a little more closely.

"It means I have taken a page from Abehlo Jo'am's book. I found Earth more than ten years ago, in a desperation move to rescue a village under siege. No one was more surprised than me when I took a blind Step and landed in this world. Fortunately, this country, but on the West Coast. It took me nearly a week to get the whole village here. I have brought several villages, spreading them out throughout the country. The Tobrizz have learned much and grown more sensitive, as well as finding the Talents this world produces, to breed with them. Their new generation can feel the massive outpouring of power involved. As I learned with the third village, when I tried taking five at one time, and landed nearly on top of the Tobrizz hunters. Right now, it's safer and wiser to only take two at a time. Less power output, less dissonance in the material of reality when I enter this world. They can't track us."

"Meaning Gatherers are unnecessary. Perhaps even a danger." Dayree and Jayra exchanged wry glances as their group gathered around the tables. "How comforting."

Khyber was pleased to see her cousins and aunts and uncles noticed the stranger among them and moved away, letting them talk in peace. She was even more pleased that her parents didn't send her away. After all, this was very grim, adult talk. Then again, she was probably allowed to stay in her function as Istorica.

"Aunt Dayree..." Kirstan sighed. "I have been searching for Earth since my father died. He had in his possessions Abehlo's journals, where he wrote that he evacuated others from Rehdonna, possibly here to Earth, after the people of Clearing Deep returned to Rehdonna."

"Wait." She stood very straight and held out a hand, as if to reach for his. "Kedrin...?"

"Within a year of you and your people vanishing from Rehdonna."

"Oh, Kirstan, I am so sorry. I suppose Tolik and his cronies on the Council took the opportunity to consolidate their power."

"Hardly." He offered a flat-lipped smile, and there was something fierce in his gaze that made Khyber shiver. "We have all been too busy battling the Tobrizz. Tolik and his supporters have become very old-fashioned in their thinking and methods. It didn't take much to hammer in the object lesson of what our lives would be like if we followed the path of the so-called enlightened, progressive thinkers to the very end of the trail."

"The end of our world, rather," Gaylen murmured.

"Are you Alcaradan now?" Khyber asked when the thoughtful silence grew a little too thick for her comfort.

"I suppose I will be, eventually. Right now, I would much rather explore and search for the lost," Kirstan said with a smile and a nodding bow to her that made her feel much older.

"Now that you have found us, what do you intend to do?" Jayx said.

"Unfortunately, move very slowly, cautiously. Perhaps not even move for a long time. The Tobrizz's Earth-born Talents...I don't know what to call them. Hounds?" Kirstan shuddered. "Leaches? All I am sure of is that some were able to grab hold of me when I Stepped from Rehdonna. After two more encounters, more examples of what they can and cannot do, I am only able to theorize. It seems to me they cannot travel under their own power."

"Good for us," Kyle muttered.

"Indeed." The two men exchanged understanding glances, and their group settled down at one of the tables. "They cannot follow a trail, and I hope it means they cannot give the feel and taste and smell and energy resonance of another world to their own Seekers and warped Taksearhe. Otherwise, after that first too-close encounter, they should have backtracked me to Rehdonna. However, the ones who did latch onto me had the power to ride my energy and partially endure the vortex between worlds. There was a sick, hollow feeling to them in the few seconds they were connected to me."

"It sounds like this has happened more than once."

"Partially?" Jayx asked.

"They died and were lost in the vortex. Unfortunately, they have my scent, I suppose you could say. The taste of my energy and Talent. As I have theirs. I must be very cautious about using my Talent and ensure none of them are anywhere within...oh, ten Earth miles, before I can Step home to Rehdonna. I fear that they have much stronger hunters, more tenacious and experienced. One of these days, D'hune's grace will not protect me and I will take one of them home to Rehdonna, and then where will we be?"

"Could they sense some of us using our Talents?" Khyber asked.

She almost grinned at how the adults all sat up and their eyes widened. Had she actually thought of something they hadn't? Still, it was a very serious, potentially dangerous topic. It was good she had thought of it, because they would have to deal with it.

"Yes," Kirstan said slowly. "Perhaps they could. All the more reason to find the other refugees and take everyone home, or gather together for safety. Some of them have illusion Talents, the ability to partially blind hunters to their presence. With enough power sources, perhaps linked with the Gatherer Talent, they could hide an entire village from the Tobrizz."

"What if the Tobrizz develop a Talent strong enough to call through the vortex, and bring their own kind through to them?" Gaylen said after several moments of quiet contemplation of what Kirstan had proposed.

"We must pray D'hune that possibility is many years, and generations, away," Dayree said. "Our first priority is protecting our people. Hiding them. Gathering our numbers together for greater strength."

"Because the Tobrizz would feel the energy at work, and follow it, and show up in time to cause trouble," Khyber said.

"Exactly, little cousin." Kirstan nodded, and lines of weariness formed around his mouth, even as he tried to smile. "But we should focus on the good news we have had today. Do you know why my family stopped here at this particular park today?"

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"D'hune blessed us," Jayra said.

"Yes, of course, but Bree--that is my daughter--she heard voices. Very clear. The same voices she heard in her dreams last night. She insisted that we had to stop, that her filar was here. So we stopped, and we saw Twist-feather in the air and..." He shrugged, spread his hands in a gesture that offered up all the events of that afternoon for their examination, and smiled.

"She heard Twist-feather talking to her?" Khyber said.

"She heard her filar's thoughts in her head," Gaylen said.

"But isn't she kind of young, even to hear a filar?" She had the awful feeling something had slipped past her once again. "Bree is going to be very strong in Talent when she grows up, isn't she?"

"Pray D'hune that is true," Kirstan said. "You forget, that also says much about your strength and talents, cousin."

"Me--but I'm--being Istorica isn't the same as--how can you be sure I'm Bree's filar?"

"Khyber, I'm surprised at you," Dayree said.

"Khyber?" Kirstan grinned. "Ah, named for the seer who taught the first Taksearhe to travel the worlds. Placing high expectations on the next generation?"

To Khyber's delight, her mother stuck her tongue out at Kirstan, and the two laughed together. 

"It was more that her mother loved the stories of the adventures of Alcaradan Khyber and her siblings," Dayree said. "My granddaughter is our Istorica. She of all people should know the signs of a filar bond and not doubt."

"Ah, a heavy burden for one so young." Kirstan touched his right hand to his forehead, saluting her like an adult. "You are already proving your strength, holding so much knowledge in your mind, remembering for all who come after us."

"Yes, remembering. Recite the signs," Dayree said, gesturing for Khyber to get up off the bench.

She obeyed without thinking, falling into the ritual posture of remembering aloud--hands clasped behind her back, feet slightly spread, knees loose and bent, shoulders back to facilitate air flowing unimpeded into her lungs. Khyber could hold that stance for hours at a time, reciting their community's histories and bloodlines and the teachings that had to be preserved for generations to come.

"Daddy!" Bree called, drawing everyone's attention.

She stood at the crest of the hill, holding the hand of a slim woman with short, white-blond curls, dressed in pink pedal-pushers and matching cardigan. Khyber slowly released the breath she had taken in preparation for reciting.

Filar always have a blood tie, no matter how distant, no matter how many generations back their family line branches. Filar are chosen before birth, to fulfill a duty and do worthy things in D'hune's service, just as tandeer are chosen for each other before birth. Filar are more closely sister to sister tied and brother to brother tied than even identical twins. To be filar is a gift and a blessing and a responsibility.

Khyber watched Bree come down the hill, laughing and trying to get her mother to run with her, and shivered at the feeling that today had changed many things, beyond the fate of the exiles from Rehdonna. Kirstan's tandeer was a woman from Earth--more proof that Earth had Talents. The Tobrizz had already found Talents to breed with. What kind of gifts would come with the mixing of blood between worlds? Bree was of mixed blood, a bond child born of a tandeer bond, and now Khyber had been revealed as her filar--her soul-sister. If a Taksearhe such as Kirstan y'hai Kedrin said his daughter was filar with Khyber, then she knew she had to believe it. Still, Khyber couldn't help wishing for more proof.
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"They're tandeer," Laura Harper whispered. "You heard him say so. Why would a Ja'han lie? Especially Jo'am Eyas' grandson?"

"But how can anybody of this world be tandeer with one of us?" Grace Stone whispered back.

Khyber roused herself from her thoughts, preparing to recite the exiles' history when her grandmother called her upstairs to the meeting, to listen. She and the other children of the Council members were gathered in her parents' basement to amuse themselves while the adults met with Kirstan and his wife. She wondered how much of what the older girls said was their own thoughts, and how much reflected what their parents had said in the time between the phone calls with the news of Kirstan's arrival and the meeting. Would her grandparents ask her what she had heard? They often did, especially during critical decision times, just so they could know what the next generation of exiles was thinking, what they feared, and what truths they were or weren't being taught.

There was much to discuss, so much news passed on in such a short amount of time. Khyber found it interesting that Kirstan had taken an Earth name, calling himself John Kirstan. It sounded enough like Ja'han Kirstan that she suspected it was a little bit of a joke on Earth people. His wife's name was Ellen, and Bree's full name was Rabreeta. She had already complained to Khyber that so many "dumb" people insisted it was Roberta, and she didn't even know her own name when she insisted it was Rabreeta, for the forest of legend inhabited by flower-spirits who guarded magical springs of water famed for healing and granting Talents and immortality.

"She's not one of us," Grace continued, lowering her voice.

From the corner of her eye, Khyber saw the older girl looking directly at her. She muffled a snort of derision. The truth was that nothing in particular distinguished Grace from the ordinary Earth children they went to school with. She had stopped being able to see Twist-feather when she was seven, and most of the other exiles' children usually could see the kl'resti until they were ten or even twelve years old.

"Marisol dated an Earth boy once. Just once," she said, her voice getting a little older. "You should have heard my parents lecturing. They didn't mind her dating them in high school, but could she promise she wouldn't fall in love and want to marry one of them? We can't marry Earth people."

Khyber muffled a sigh. Much as she hated to admit it, Grace and her parents did have a point. The Council encouraged the exiles and their children and now grandchildren to fit in as much as possible, because they had no idea how many generations would pass before they could go home to Rehdonna. Why shouldn't they be at home here, be comfortable and happy and lead fulfilling lives? At the same time, they couldn't let their memories, their traditions, and especially their bloodlines be diluted. They couldn't risk anything being lost among the Earth-born people--such as Talents. That meant they couldn't marry someone from outside their community. It wasn't so much their fear that if the people around them learned they were from another world that the exiles would be hunted down, locked up, killed or exploited--the standard choices of treatments for visitors from other worlds, according to TV and films. It wasn't even the fear of having to leave someone behind when the day came to go home to Rehdonna, though there were rumors that some people were much happier here on Earth and had already expressed the hope the exiles were never rescued. The big concern was that their people were trying to breed a Taksearhe to take them home to Rehdonna--why thin their blood by breeding with outsiders?

Well, up until this afternoon, anyway, the responsibility of coming up with a Taksearhe to find the way home to Rehdonna had rested with them. Khyber wondered how soon some of the more flighty boys and girls in her generation would decide they didn't have a responsibility to tradition and the goal of going home to Rehdonna, and would start dating Earth boys and girls. The question was how long it would take them to realize that if they were going home to Rehdonna, they had to give up their sweethearts and even possible fiancés.

"The higher the rank," Khyber's cousin, Francis Rivers said, moving over to sit with the two older girls, "the stronger the Talent, and the possibility of finding tandeer. And the more careful they are not to ruin their chances of finding tandeer. Ja'han Kirstan wouldn't have married his Earth wife if they weren't tandeer."

"Doesn't mean he wouldn't lie about it," Grace retorted, sounding more than a little peeved.

Khyber raised her head just enough to meet her college-age cousin's eyes. Francis winked at her. Grace wasn't exactly a favorite with anyone in the Rivers family.

"There are plenty of tests to prove or disprove it," Laura said with a sigh that made Khyber feel sick. That was her "isn't it just dreamy?" sigh that she used too many times, talking about idiotic romance stories in magazines and books and especially in the movies. "Now that we can go home, maybe we'll find tandeer waiting for us. And we can go to a real temple, instead of having worship in the high school or the park, and have a real bonding ceremony with a real priest and drink porustal and..." Another sigh. "Wouldn't you love to find your tandeer?"

"It's safer to be ordinary," Grace said, a grumble building up in her tone.

"True," Francis said, cutting off Laura, who sat up straight and seemed ready to launch into an argument. "Tandeer is decreed by D'hune. Why waste all that energy and power making two people for each other since before time began, unless there was something special, something important in history, for them to do?"

"It could just be producing a child who will be important in history," Laura said. She sniffed and Khyber had to turn away, just in case she started laughing. Laura did this constantly, changing her mind about things, suddenly against something that fascinated her a moment before. "Who'd want to just be a note in the history books, anyway? The only reason anybody remembers your name is because your son or your daughter did something important."

"So you don't want to be tandeer?" Grace sounded like she did when she gloated. Any moment now, the two best friends would be sniping and slapping at each other, maybe even pulling hair.

"Tandeer is the bond of soul and mind and heart, decreed since before the beginning of time. Ancient writings declared that the partners of a tandeer bond were two halves of the same soul," Francis said, cutting them both off. "Who wouldn't want to find their other half?"

"You think it was like love at first sight?" Laura sighed. "Maybe that's how he found Earth--he felt her soul reaching out for him between the worlds." That earned a groan from Grace.

Khyber thought she would throw up. Leave it to a featherhead like Laura to take interesting subjects like tandeer bonds and Talents and how people made the jump from one world to another, and turn them into romantic mush. She glanced at Francis as her cousin got up and left the two other girls. Their gazes met and Francis rolled her eyes. Khyber had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

Twist-feather leaped from the bookshelf at the far end of the room, bounced off the thick pipe that led from the bathroom into the sewer system, and changed from her cat shape, green with lavender stripes and drooping ears, into something like a falcon with no beak. She swooped down and slapped at Laura's, Grace's, and four other girls' heads before coming around to land on the hassock Khyber used as a desk, trying to do her homework. The six girls let out yelps. Just because they couldn't see Twist-feather didn't mean they couldn't feel her.

"You creep, you made her do that!" Laura burst out.

"Nobody can make Twist-feather do anything," Bree announced. 

How long the five-year-old had been standing there in the shadowed stairwell, listening to them, Khyber couldn't imagine. She suspected Twist-feather had dive-bombed the older girls because of what they were saying, or about to say, about Bree's parents, and not because Khyber was getting irritated with them.

"How would you know?"

"Laura!" Bethany gasped. "She's--her father--" 

"Better be careful," Khyber couldn't resist saying. "If you're nasty enough, you could get left behind when we go back to Rehdonna."

"Who cares?" Laura burst out. "Why would we want to leave Logon? This is our home. Who really wants to go to Rehdonna? Why would you want to go back, after the way they treated your grandparents and your mother?"

"Because the Elders say that's where we belong," Theresa said from her usual spot in the corner, surrounded by her college textbooks and four high school senior boys. She and Francis had been tutoring the boys, preparing them for tests they wanted to take this summer to let them skip a grade. They were all brilliant, studious, serious, and had as little as possible to do with the gossipy girls. They had kept silent up until then, preferring their books over talk.

"I don't believe there really is another world called Rehdonna," Grace said. She watched Laura as she spoke, and her chin jutted out a little, like she was about to go into full pout. Khyber knew then the older girl had been trying to talk Laura and their friends into believing such heretical words. Grace was the kind of girl who used her father and grandfather's positions on the Council to give her power over the other children of the exiles. It didn't work so well among the other children of the Council members.

What Khyber couldn't figure out was why she wanted so much to make them doubt the history of the exiles and the existence of Talents. What good would it do her? Especially now that Kirstan, a Taksearhe who could jump blindly between worlds, had come to them?

Grace's words brought a round of gasps from the others gathered in the basement. Twist-feather vibrated in Khyber's lap, like a cat purring silently--but she wasn't purring or anything like it.

"How can you believe in tandeer if you don't believe in Rehdonna?" Khyber said. "They kind of go together."

"Oh--you--you think you're so important and so smart and--" Gloria ran out of words, her face turning red.

Part of that, Khyber knew, was because the other girls who liked to be daring and rebellious were all watching her with nasty smiles creeping across their smug faces. They enjoyed watching her make a fool of herself. Again.

"Rehdonna is real. My Daddy says so," Bree announced in the sudden silence. "Besides, I've been there three times. Stepping between the worlds is scary-fun. Khyber, you have to come upstairs and be the Istorica. Daddy wants to hear the history now."

"Oh." Khyber's face warmed. She very carefully turned away from Grace and her friends. They despised her because she was three years younger than them, but in the same grade and all the advanced classes in high school. "Okay, I'm coming." She gathered up her books to carry upstairs with her. Even though this was her basement and Francis and three boy cousins were down here, that didn't mean she wouldn't come back downstairs after the Council meeting and find her homework tampered with or even stolen or destroyed.

Twist-feather leaped up and caught hold of the ceiling beams, spun herself around, and slingshotted back down onto Khyber's shoulder. Her weight was negligible, like being bombed with a feather pouf. 

Silence in the basement behind her, the whole time she walked up the stairs behind Bree. Khyber knew the talk would start the moment she shut the door. Despite her cousins being there to support her. None of her Rivers cousins who had some variation of their grandmother Gaylen's healing gift--whether sensing injuries and illnesses and their causes, or being able to diagnose and develop a treatment, or being able to share energy to heal the sufferer--received the scorn, mockery, bullying and even periods of shunning and silent treatment that Khyber received. She supposed it was because she was an Istorica, verifiably smarter than her year-mates and even students older than her. A large part of it, she knew, was because she was Ja'hanna Dayree's only grandchild, and everyone expected her to be a Taksearhe.

Well, she was filar to a little girl who would probably grow up to be their Taksearhe. Wasn't that good enough?

"They're kinda stupid, aren't they?" Bree whispered when they reached the top of the stairs. 

Twist-feather hit the door with her elongated tail so it banged shut without Khyber having to reach back and close it.

"They're just jealous of us," Khyber answered after a moment of thought. She shared a grin with Bree, then choked a moment later when the little girl reached up and twined her warm little fingers through hers.

There, very clear, like a zap of lightning from her toes to the ends of her hair, yet cool and refreshing--that was the sealing of their filar bond.

Now Khyber believed.

She slid her books into the crook of her other arm and turned her hand to grip Bree's little hand. They started down the hallway to the living room where the Council waited.

Can you hear me?

Bree's wide-eyed delight brought a bubble of laughter into Khyber's throat.

Filar, remember? She tipped her head back, gesturing with her chin toward the door of the living room. "We've got some work to do. Let's get it done so we can get away from everybody and figure things out."

"Like what?" Bree reached up her free hand, offering to take some of Khyber's books.

"Well...do you like the top bunk or the bottom? You're probably staying with us, and I have bunk beds."

"We're sisters now, aren't we?"

"Better than sisters," Khyber said, two steps away from the living room door.

They paused in the doorway and the pleased smile and nod from her grandmother and from Kirstan made her feel several feet taller.

The problem with being the granddaughter of Ja'hanna Dayree, descended from Taksearhe, was that people expected so much from her. Jayra had been their hope, even though it was clear that she was a Gatherer just like Dayree. After they came to Earth, she manifested some light healing sensitivity and a muted variation of Seeking. The Elders agreed that the Talents had appeared in reaction to the unknown territory where they lived. Their small community of exiles needed all the tools they could get. Everyone was pleased when Jayra and Kyle had developed a bond. His mother, as the village healer, had the strongest Talent after Dayree's, and he had inherited her sensitivity. Their bond wasn't tandeer, but a merging of their healing talents that gave the exiles hope. Still, despite knowing there was no tandeer, some people still expected their first child to be a bond child, with strong talents. That hope had been encouraged when Twist-feather essentially attached herself to Khyber from the day she was born. The kl'resti had become an extension of her life--and sometimes her mind, reacting to Khyber's emotions and thoughts, rescuing her from trouble.

Still, Khyber was fourteen now, just months shy of fifteen, and some people treated her as if she deliberately avoided manifestation of Talent to spite the other exiles. No one cared that the Istorica gift was almost as rare as a Taksearhe of the Taksearhe. Sometimes Khyber thought they resented her for not only her infallible memory, but triple-fast healing, and agility that would have made professional acrobats jealous. When her frustration got the better of her, she indulged in fantasies of running away to join the circus or going to Hollywood to do stunts in the movies, just to escape the pressure and the disappointment lavished on her by people who had no authority over her. Not even excursions to Old Solar's Shoppe and long sessions of playing Castle Illusive and learning about a world call Unipuri from Lewis Solar could help her entirely escape or forget for long.

The saving grace among the frustration that sometimes tried to drown her was knowing that Grandmother Dayree had shown no Taksearhe talents, yet Seekers had testified that she did have strength. She had found her tandeer with Grandfather Jayx--more evidence of Talent. Most important of all, when there was need, she had proven herself a true-born Taksearhe and discovered her gift of Gathering when Jo'am Eyas had needed to evacuate Clearing Deep during a Tobrizz attack. That was why she was called Ja'hanna. Because she had proved herself worthy despite what so-called experts said about her. Someday, Khyber promised herself in those painful hours of thinking and longing, she would prove herself just as valuable to her people. And to her family.

"Twist-feather." Dayree tilted back her head and watched as the creature leaped off Khyber's shoulder and launched herself up to the antique ceiling light. "You will behave yourself during the Council meeting. Is that clear?"
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