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Swiftlet’s Honor  

 

Chapter One 

When I was a child, the sky was full of swiftlets. I would wake up before dawn 

and wait for them. In between the liminal time of dawn and early morning, they 

would arrive, a flock of tiny dark shapes darting about in their own language of 

flight. I would watch them, wishing that they would stop flying, because they 

were so fast, so swift. 

Yet when I grew older, all I wanted was to see the swiftlets fly. That was when 

the Two-Headed came and turned my home into burning fields. That was the 

time when the sky was empty. 

The Two-Headed were vile beasts who came in their shining ships, wielding 

their energy weapons. They bore the heads of Terran equines, hideous 

abominations with red eyes and sharp teeth. They plundered my home and 

forced us into hiding. I was young then, no more than eleven.  

Jadeen taught me archery. We did not have energy weapons. We had seen the 

damage wrought upon human flesh. We fought back the way our ancestors had.  

The Hiders attacked the Two-Headed in hit-and-run raids, destroying their 

camps, stealing their food, because they were consuming ours. 

I was angry and I grew more so when I turned fourteen.  

I cut my mane off on the Day of Light Winds, our New Year. It was a 

significant day. The harvest was done and the sun was warm, inviting. The 

fields would shimmer with the ripening gold saleet, the grain my home was 

known for. It was the day when the grandmothers would pound the grain into 

flour, before making the grilled buns filled with meat and chopped river chives. 

It was the traditional day of plenty. Everyone looked forward to it. I cut my 

mane, telling myself that it was my own rite of passage.. 

The surviving families had retreated into the nashot cliffs, tunneling into the 

myriad caves. Swiftlets used to live in these caves, building their delicate bowl-

shaped nests on the inner cave walls. Now they were gone, the caves bereft of 

their fluttering wings and high-pitched chirps. Where the swiftlets used to fly 
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rose tiny fire places, surrounded by huddled groups of men, women and 

children. We had all grown used to the layers of guano and the rippling sea of 

insects feeding on the dead and dying. Children had learnt how to cover their 

noses, ears and mouths when they slept.  

Looking at my family and friends fueled an anger within me. They should not 

be suffering like this! I stalked out of the cliffs, into the humid night, bow in my 

claws..  

The night wind brought the scents to my nose. The sula trees so alive with 

amber sap. The vines of glow-blooms lighting the night path. Somewhere, a 

clear stream cut through the forest: sweet sweet aqua. We were the descendents 

of Terran colonists, but our bodies had evolved.  

I smelled a rank disturbing scent, like rotting algae ponds: The Two-Headed.  

My nose wrinkled. I licked my upper canines. They had not grown sharp yet. I 

had not come of age. My rite of passage was not over. 

I crept purposefully forward, my nightwalk now a hunt. My feetpads moved 

quietly on the forest loam, feeling it warm and awake through the sensitive skin. 

There was a band of Two-Headed roving about. They were inching towards the 

nashot cliffs.  

I got down on my knees, crawling. A part of me wanted to alert Jadeen, my 

father and the uncles. Or rally the grandmothers. For a moment I was afraid. 

Their guttural snorts informed me that I was close. They were pacing in front of 

one of the least explored cliffs. The smell of guano was overwhelming. Their 

equine faces grimaced, showing their unnatural teeth. "Horses do not have sharp 

teeth," one of the old grandmothers had told me. She was the Storykeeper, 

protecting our histories. Except that the Two-Headed were not horses. 

They were beasts. 

They stepped into a cave, their talons holding black cylinders, their energy 

weapons. I bared my teeth, my skin-hair bristling. I drew an arrow and nocked 

it, preparing to fire when ready. My heart thumped against my chest, vibrating 

against my ribcage.  
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Noises echoed around me. The cave had an unusually wide chamber with a 

soaring roof. My feet sank into a thick sludge of guano and I almost growled 

aloud in annoyance. The band of Two-Headed was in front of me, unaware of 

my presence.  

There was a soft distinctive chirp. Like a whistle.  

Another chirp answered it. 

I stood stock-still, listening in disbelief. That chirp. That song. Could it be?  

Slowly, half-awed, I looked up, seeing the tell-tale signs of nests. A couple of 

fleet dark shapes flew in the dim interior. Shadows moving in shadows. 

My heart beat harder now. Swiftlets! 

The fury within me solidified into hard red-hot steel. I fired the arrow. There 

was an unearthly howl, amplified by the cave chamber, and the sizzle of energy 

weapons being activated.  

I ran. 

~*~ 

“That was a stupid thing to do, Bei,” Jadeen snarled at me, his eyes bright with 

anger and worry. “Shooting in the dark like that. You could have gotten 

yourself killed!” 

My father glared at me too. The womenfolk clustered nearby, wrapped in their 

patterned shawls, their eyes shining in the darkness.  

“I am sorry,” I said, shaking my head vigorously, the short mane rustling 

against my nape. “But I saw something. Something important. The swiftlets are 

back!” 

 

Jadeen's aged face lit up for a moment, before crumbling in on itself like brittle 

clay. “No. Impossible. They disappeared twelve circles ago.” 

“It is true, Jadeen. I heard them.” 
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Whispers. The women talked among themselves, some of them pulling their 

shawls tighter, as if chilled.  

“They disappeared. I saw the last nests burned,” Jadeen repeated, his tone strict. 

I stifled down a desire to yell at him to listen, to listen to me.  

“I heard them, Jadeen. They are in the unexplored part of the nashot caves.” My 

claws balled into fists.  

Jadeen looked at me levelly. He sighed deeply, slapping his hands on his thighs. 

He suddenly appeared older, more weary.  

“Take us there, Bei.” 

We headed towards the cliffs when we knew that the Two-Headed were not 

active. They were often inactive during the day. The sun seemed to hurt them. 

Jadeen was the first to enter the cave, followed by my father and the rest of the 

men folk. I gripped my bow in my hand, smelling the guano and listening for 

the telltale chirp.  

Second Uncle lifted the gas-light up and it illuminated the entire chamber. The 

light flared, soaring up the cliff walls like a live flame. We followed the light, 

seeing the palm-sized nests woven from the spittle of swiftlets, clinging to the 

walls in the shape of crescent moons. I could see the wonder in everyone, the 

sparkle in their eyes. Silence. Amazement.  

Jadeen picked an abandoned nest from the cave floor, examining it in his hand. 

“Tien!” He used the word for amazement. “Tien!” 

“Now do you believe me?” I said, catching glimpses of tiny darting shapes 

above our heads.  

Before Jadeen could answer, the sky collapsed. 

~*~ 
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Chapter Two 

The Two-Headed attack was unexpected. They used roaring bombs, crumbling 

the cliff walls.  

The menfolk yelled their battle cries, launching themselves into combat. I 

shuddered, my bow before me, the arrow nocked. My hands shook. I wanted so 

much to fight. Protecting the swiftlets had become my passion, my own 

personal fight, but I was afraid. 

Two-Headed soldiers fired their energy weapons. My loved ones were falling 

around me. I saw Jadeen mouthing something as he fell, a gaping wound on his 

left side. My uncles were trampled under cruel talons. They were bleeding from 

their mouths, choking in their own fluids. Yet they fought back, stabbing with 

their knives. Father battled a black-furred Two-Headed, slashing red gouges 

into its barrel chest with his nif dagger.  Even in the heat of the battle, I found 

myself shocked that the Two-Headed bled red, just like us. 

I must have shouted something. All I knew was my rage, bubbling up like the 

hot springs in the valley, incandescent and burning. Images passed before my 

eyes: my mother and the grandmothers making the grilled buns for the Day of 

Light Winds, their nimble fingers knitting the buns together; Jadeen teaching 

me how to hold the bow correctly; the saleet fields lush with life and hope; and 

the swiftlets dancing in the sky. 

My nif dagger was in my hand. A red haze covered my vision. I tasted blood. 

Hot, metallic, edged with an odd sourness.  

I stared into two pairs of crimson eyes and two large open maws with jagged 

teeth. My claws were smeared with fresh blood, tightly clenched around the hilt 

of my dagger. The blade was buried deep in aTwo-Headed's chest.  

With a guttural curse, I grounded the dagger deeper. The Two-Headed buckled, 

trying to throw me off. I could hear its labored breathing. I bared my fangs.  

The Two-Headed's mouths bled. Dark red blood, now coating my arms. I kicked 

my feet into its gut. I wanted it to die. 

A violent spasm threw me backwards and I found myself flung away. The Two-

Headed staggered towards me, my hilt jutting out from its chest. It was dying 

now, but its eyes still burned with hate. 
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I sobbed. My ribs felt as if they were broken into pieces. The last thing I saw 

was the Two-Headed reaching towards me. 

~*~ 

“Shh,” said a feminine voice – Ma?- and I felt a gentle caress on my cheeks. I 

opened my eyes to see my aunt leaning over. “Drink this.” The edge of a bowl 

touched my lips and I sipped greedily, tasting the familiar bitterness of herbs.  

I winced. My sides were terribly sore now, neatly bandaged up and held into 

place with a binding band.  

“Where... Ma?” I spoke like a little girl and I hated it, even though I was weak 

and wobbly like a kid. I was fourteen, about to turn fifteen. I was growing up. 

“She is with your father and Jadeen,” my aunt smiled sadly. “They are hurt 

badly, but they will live. We are strong people, Bei.” She squeezed my hand. 

“Strong people.” 

She gathered her shawl and the half-finished bowl of herbal brew, moving away 

to tend to other injured. I saw my uncles, similarly bandaged, delirious with 

pain.  

The women sang in the night, their voices reedy but sincere. Their song was of 

the swiftlets, silent and brave in the morning light. I listened, sobbing into my 

blankets.  

Despite of my mother's and aunt's stern reprimands, I managed to shuffle my 

way to the nashot cave. The week-old smell of the Two-Headed lingered in the 

air like rotten eggs. I let my senses guide my way. The cave beetles and insects 

had removed any traces of the skirmish, yet an echo of anger remained. I could 

feel it on my skin.  

Sunlight was streaming down from cracks in the natural ceiling, bathing the 

chamber in gold. I raised my arms up, feeling the warmth. Yes, the nests were 

there. A few of them, not the hundreds of old, but they were there. I could hear 

them now. Their chirps. Their songs.  

Something startled the swiftlets and they began to dart about in a mass of black 

wings and black bodies.  
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For a moment, the chamber was nothing but a swirling cloud of swiftlets. I 

drank in the sight, remembering it so that I could tell my children if I lived that 

long.  

“Bei.” 

I turned around to see my teacher. “Jadeen.” 

His eyes were fixed on the swiftlets, full of wonder. “This is amazing.” 

“Yes.” 

We watched the swiftlets in silence. The alarm over, they slowly settled and 

returned to their crescent-shaped nests. 

“Bei, we have decided,” Jadeen said, hesitation in his voice. “We are moving.” 

A splash of cold shock hit me, followed by indescribable fury. “No!” 

“We have to. The Two-Headed know where we are.” 

“No! What about the swiftlets? Do they not need protection too?” 

“Bei, the village needs our protection. Think about the women, the children.” 

“No! What about our memories of the swiftlets? Do you want our children and 

their children to forget about the swiftlets?” 

I must have crossed a line. In my state I dared to cross many. A claw swiped 

across my cheek. Jadeen glared at me. “We have no choice, Bei.”  

“We have a choice. We can choose to fight back!” 

“No.” 

I lifted a trembling hand and touched my stinging cheek, both ashamed and 

angry. I watched Jadeen walk away, limping from his injuries, and I watched 

my childhood leave with him. 

~*~ 

So I did what I could. 
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I cut my mane off on the Day of Light Winds. While the women made the 

grilled buns and the village prepared to celebrate, I threw my mane into the 

wind and made my way alone into the wilderness.  

I had grown up, I told myself, the wind cold against my exposed scalp. I sucked 

in a lungful of air, trying to feel brave. 

The swiftlets would fly in the sky again. 

I ran up the small mound, nif dagger in my hand. I could hear them. I could 

smell them. Two-Headed warriors. I hefted the dagger, testing its weight, 

feeling reassured, comforted. It was a gift from Father, blessed by Jadeen my 

mentor. It had tasted blood. It would taste blood again.  

Revulsion, red-hot, foul like vomit, clenched my stomach. Two-Headed 

confounded me. Heads of horses and not one, but two on a body – how could 

they even think? But they did, after some obscure fashion.  

~*~ 
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Chapter Three 

I was now sixteen. My mane had been shorn and remained shorn as my personal 

promise. I had come of age, my upper canines sharpened. If I had stayed at the 

village, I would have a new name to mark my adulthood. I would also have a 

feast held in my honor. I was a Hider, but I would not hide anymore. I was Bei. 

I had been Bei. 

I was now Nashot.  

Swiftlet Caves. Swiftlets.  

Now it was my new self, my new name, my new identity. I fought for them.  

I fought for myself. 

 

Day of plenty – 

Listen to ahma making the buns 

Listen to her sing. 

Watch the saleet gold in the sunrise. 

I am home, ahma. 

I am home, ahda. 

I am home. 

 

With a growl rattling from my throat glands, I stalked my prey. May I be as 

swift as the ones who dwelled in the caves. 

~*~ 

 

 

 

 

 



10 

 

 

Chapter Four 

The Two-Headed attacked. I screamed, a rush of hate and shock bursting in my 

body, and hurled myself at them. I wanted to draw blood. I hated them so much.  

“Eat mud!” I shrieked the worst insult at them. Mud was not food. Mud was 

only given to animals. The Two-Headed warriors had red eyes. One reached out 

a shining hand to stop my nif-dagger. The hand thudded into my throat and 

squeezed. I choked, sobbed and kicked at the horse face frantically. I was fast 

losing air and my vision was turning dark, very dark. With a last effort, I 

stabbed the dagger into the Two-Headed’s eye. It squinted red blood, so red and 

so dark. Some splashed onto my body. 

It dropped me and I tumbled, rolled away, scrambling to my feet in a combat 

stance. The Two-Headed snarled, its eye streaming blood. Now its friend stood 

beside it, raising a shining stick that I knew would bark out light and fire.  

“Come and get me,” I challenged. “Are you scared?” 

The one with the bleeding blind eye shouted something at me. A honking 

squawk. This time, the shining stick spoke and the earth I was standing on 

exploded. I flew, I really flew. But when I fell, my bones cracked and I hurt. I 

tried to get up, but – oh ahma! – my strength seemed to have fled. I had no 

energy left! 

I saw the shining stick come closer, closer. The Two-Headed loomed above me. 

It wore shining armor and it stank of blood and death. Like the stench of rotting 

animals. Vomit rose in my throat. My limbs were on fire.  

With a scream that tore from my stomach, I pushed myself up and ran, blind, 

hoping, into the Two-Headed. The Two-Headed honked, lost its balance and its 

shining stick. Heart pounding, I grabbed the stick and pointed it into the ugly 

horse face. I squeezed the trigger and the face exploded, blood and bone and 

muscle everywhere. I pointed it then at the one with the bleeding eye, squeezed 

and a red hole appeared in its stomach area. The warrior toppled over. Blood 

covered the earth.  
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I shook all over, disbelieving, believing. I killed Two-Headed. I took some time, 

breathing and trying to stand. When I did, my hurts seared, but my heart, my 

heart burst with pride.  

~*~ 

I began to stalk and hunt the Two-Headed bases. As much as I hated their 

weapons, the shining stick was effective. I shot at their heads, their necks, 

between their eyes and their stomachs. Like living things, they usually crumpled 

and fell. Dead, they were just like anyone.  

I was turning into a hateful raging being and at that time, I loved it. I took 

pleasure in it. The Two-Headed were my enemies. I was a Hider, because of 

them. I would Hide no more.  

When the shining stick ran out of energy, I stole from them. I fought with 

dagger and shining stick. Jadeen would approve. I fought with my people in my 

heart, with their honor. At nights, I sang the songs of the grandmothers, of the 

Storykeepers, staring at the stars that told me I was still home. Somewhere, my 

people, my parents, Jadeen, were still living, still fighting and still Hiding in the 

caves. Only if they could be bolder and fiercer. The land was ours.  

I curled up into a ball, under the shishan tree, and dreamed of a gentle hand and 

soft singing.  

~*~ 

I woke up suddenly. My back prickled. Something, someone was lingering 

around. I opened my eyes and there the black figure was, staring back at me. It 

had a misshapen lump on its back and the smell wasn’t familiar. Softer, similar, 

but different. A female then, like me, but not my people. In the dim light, I saw 

the eyes, bright, intelligent.  

We stared at each other, curious, frightened. There was a stranger in my 

territory. I sat up and the sound startled the figure. With a burst of energy, the 

figure took off. She disappeared into the forest of older shishan trees. 

I couldn’t sleep. The memory of this stranger hung heavy like a handful of river 

rocks in my mind. Who was she? 

What was she doing here? 
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Chapter Five 

I saw her again, during a hunt to a Two-Headed camp near the Jilass River. This 

camp was larger than the others, with more Two-Headed warriors and their loud 

ugly sky-ships. Their fires roared louder, more urgent. They spoke in their 

honking voices. I saw bared fangs in their mouths. Their bodies stank.  

On my belly, I waited for the moment where I could point the shining stick at 

them. Intent on my prey, I didn’t notice her, until a blur in the edge of my vision 

told me something was not right. Then I saw her, crouched behind the reeds. I 

could see her now, no longer a dark figure, but smooth of skin, like a river-

polished stone, and white. Her fur was only on her head, tied back. She was 

clothed from head to toe in brown hide or something. In her right hand was a 

long shiny blade.  

I turned again and she had disappeared. 

My hunt that day was successful. The Two-Headed took off in their sky-ships. I 

took their shining sticks. Their food… I left alone. The meat smelled like rotting 

corpses. I left the slabs to the scavengers like the black-furred mikka who would 

tear into the meat with their sharp claws. 

Of the strange female, nothing. But I knew she was following me. 

~*~ 

One week later, I caught her. I followed her footsteps. She was so easy to 

follow. By now, I had gotten used to her scent: like mine, but softer, foreign, 

different.  She was hunting Two-Headed too. So, she wasn’t from the Two-

Headed. Who was she?  

There she was, hiding like me, behind rock formations. Jadeen calls them ‘The 

Criers’ as the formations look like standing figures. She was holding that long 

blade. This time I had her. She yelled something when I rushed her. We went 

tumbling, cursing, biting, spitting. Her fist hit my cheek and I slapped her off. 

She pulled away, panting, her eyes fixed on me. She was not afraid. Up close, 

she was more stranger than me: hairless, her skin bare, her teeth blunt, her 

hands claw-less.  

“Stop,” she said one word. I started, realizing I knew the word. But how did I 

understand her? She was a stranger. She was not from my world.  
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I pointed my nif-dagger at her. “You stop first,” I spat. 

This time she started. We both somehow understood each other. Did we speak 

the same language? How could it be? 

“Who are you?” I demanded. She looked young, like me. She was my age. 

“What are you?” 

The female stranger raised her blade. “I should be asking you.” 

I decided I should trust her. It was a gut feel. “I am a Hider. Hider. I am 

Nashot.” Not Bei. Not yet.  Not giving my most private and precious name. 

She lowered her blade. “Torin. I am Torin.”  

I inclined my head.  

“And I am not from your world,” the female stranger named Torin said.  

“How did you get here?” I questioned. So many questions. So many.  

She laughed, a cheerful delightful sound. “From a starship.” 

“Star…ship?” I said the word slowly. Was it two words together?  

“From the stars. I am not from your world. I hunt the… Two-Headed.” 

“How did you ---?” 

“There are many questions, Nashot.” 

~*~ 

We shared a meal, a roasted avian Torin caught in her traps. She was a good 

trapper.  I watched her bite into the white flesh with her blunt teeth. She 

intrigued me. I guess I intrigued her too. I chewed the avian leg carefully, 

sucking at the bloody marrow. Torin wrinkled her nose.  

“What are you,” I asked again, when I spat out the bits of bone.  

“Human,” Torin said, the word clear like starlight. “Ren. Are you human too?” 

“No, I am a Hider,” I hid my confusion. I understood her. That shouldn’t be 

happening. But it had. What is a human?  
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Torin let my comments pass. She tore another piece from the roasted avian. We 

ate in silence, two strangers sharing food. We kept the bones for later use, but 

kicked the ashes. My world was no longer safe. Hunters hunted us with their 

shiny sticks and roaring ships. 

Then, something broke. Torin reached over impulsively, her claw-less hands 

touching my face. My fur stood on end, but I tolerated it, gritted my teeth as she 

caressed the fur and looked me over. When she was done, I did the same. Her 

face was so smooth, no fur. She was human.  

“You look like a cat,” Torin remarked. “But you sound human. You have 

human limbs.” 

I looked at her. This time her words sounded strange. Human limbs? Cat? Was 

human the same as Terran? I looked so different from her. I had evolved. Had 

Torin evolved too? It was all so confusing. 

“What is a cat?” I blinked once, twice. 

Torin’s eyes were wide. “You don’t know what a cat is?” 

“I am not from your world,” I said plainly.  

~*~ 

We began to hunt Two-Headed together, a strange partnership that worked at 

times and did not work at other times. Torin’s ways were unfamiliar to me. She 

did not fight like me. She used her blade – her sword – to slice open the Two-

Headed. Their limbs were cut, their necks spurting with blood. Her hatred for 

them was as strong as mine. She fought with a ferocity and passion that made 

me wonder if she had lost loved ones to them.  

I guess she had. Once, I watched her stab a dead Two-Headed warrior  

continuously. Stab. Sob. Stab. Sob. She was crying and calling out a few names. 

Nico! Nico! She was sobbing as if her heart was being torn out. The blade cut, 

cut and cut, until I had to pull her away.  There was blood everywhere. Her 

sword was drenched red. It was painful to watch. My heart clenched and even I 

had to turn away. At nights, she cried in her sleep. I wanted to hold her. But we 

were still strangers. My ways were strange to her too. She was trying to 

understand me as much as I was about her. 



15 

 

Chapter Six 

“Who is Nico?” I asked Torin once, after we raided a base – “depot”, Torin had 

taught me this new word – and destroyed the machines that powered the base. I 

had grown angrier  at the disgusting intrusion on my world. They were building 

more and more bases. This made me want to fight even more. Torin’s world had 

been taken over by the Two-Headed.  

Torin’s head whipped around, her black hair hissing. I recoiled at the look of 

extreme anger. “Do not speak of his name!” I thought I saw hurt too in her eyes. 

I knew I had stepped into something too sorrowful. An open wound that refused 

to heal, bleeding invisibly. 

I let the moment go and we went on hunting and stalking the enemy. Mud-

eaters, hateful hateful blood-thirsty creatures. Torin did not talk about Nico. She 

fought as she fought: focused, rage-filled, determined. Her hate was as sharp as 

her blade.  

When we were not hunting Two-Headed, we foraged for food. I taught her the 

various plants and animals, how to harvest the reeds and how to kill the animals. 

I also showed her the swiftlet caves. We stood in the middle of the cave, bathed 

in the smells of the earth and swiftlet guano, listening to the twittering and soft 

sounds of the birds in their small crescent-shaped nests. This cave had been 

occupied by a different group of Hiders once. Different family scents. I 

suddenly missed my family. Where were they now? How were they? Were they 

chased by the Two-Headed? 

We stayed in the cave for a night, settling down on feathery reeds I had 

collected from the nearby stream. Torin boiled water with a stolen pot. I taught 

her how to cook river snails I had picked from the muddy bank of the stream. 

Torin laughed, the first happy sound I had ever heard from her, as she picked 

the soft cooked parts of the snail. I also stripped off the layers from the reeds 

and exposed the white inner stalks. Eaten raw, they were sweet and crisp.  

“So,” I said tentatively, gently, as Torin curled up on the reed mat, full and 

contented. “Who is Nico?” 

~*~ 
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Perhaps it was the combination of a fire and satisfied stomach that Torin’s 

tongue loosened and she began to talk about her past. 

“Nico was …is…my friend,” Torin’s voice was so soft it was a whisper straight 

from an aching heart. “He died when the Two-Headed attacked our farm. I 

fought them off. Then I fled. I vowed to destroy them.” 

I hated myself for asking the question. Instead, I passed her a cup of hot broth 

which she sipped gratefully. The cave was silent again, only filled with the 

occasional twittering of swiftlets.  

“So, what made you fight?” Torin asked, putting away the metal cup.  

“They are on my world, on my land. They deserve to die! My people Hide, 

because of them. We will not Hide anymore,” I said fiercely, the rage hot in my 

chest. “I will fight them. I will fight them all!” The fire burned brighter.  

Torin leaned over and took me into her arms. My fur stood again. But I heard 

her crying. Gently, wonderingly, I held her in my arms, feeling her body shift, 

listening to her heart thudding away. Tears burned in my eyes too. We both had 

lost so much. We slept curled up against each other, warmth against warmth. 

~*~ 

Our heart-to-heart words seemed to seal our friendship and make it stronger. 

We fought harder, we laughed harder and at nights, we talked. Just two young 

girls talking about their lives.  

I picked dried reeds and wove them into a bracelet. I gave it to Torin. “Wear it,” 

I said. “Wear it as a symbol of my friendship to you.” 

Torin produced a necklace and eight empty river snail shells jingled. When I 

held the necklace in my hand, it smelled of the earth, of river water, and of 

Torin’s gentle scent. With a smile, I wore the necklace around my neck. 

I dreamed of saleet fields and Torin’s bracelet that night. 
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Chapter Seven 

The Two-Headed ambush was as sudden as it was bloody.  

The morning started as usual with our breaking of camp and the brushing away 

evidence of our fire. We worked hard to remove our traces. The Two-Headed 

had noses like predators. They often latched onto our scents and followed us. 

They hunted us now.  

Then, out of the sudden, explosions ripped through the forest. Torin’s mouth 

opened, closed, before hot air lifted her up into the sky. I screamed her name. 

She crumbled into the broken trees and remained unmoving.  

I unleashed my nif-dagger and the shining stick. I yelled my name, Torin’s 

name, my family’s names, as I rushed the first Two-Headed warrior coming my 

way. It raised its shining stick at me, its fangs bared in defiance and anger. I 

fired my stick first and a burning hole appeared in the middle of one of its 

heads. The other head shrieked and the entire body came crashing down, 

kicking and flailing.  

“Eat mud!” I growled and slashed both necks. Blood spurted.  

Another Two-Headed came running, both heads with blazing red eyes. Demons. 

Beasts. How did they find us? I fired the shining stick, but it didn’t work. I 

gripped my dagger tightly and leaped, plunging the dagger into the Two-

Headed’s chest and dug it as the warrior screamed and tried to bat me away 

with its claws. I ducked its swinging fist and dug harder. My hands were buried 

in its flesh, drenched in hot blood. Something thumped frantically, a glimpse of 

a shiny red organ. Its heart! Without thinking, I ripped the heart out. For Torin! 

For my family! The body beneath me jerked and jerked, the mouths gurgling as 

if the beast choked.  

I held the throbbing heart aloof, blood splashing everywhere. “Come and get 

me, you mud-eaters!” I flung it onto the earth and jumped away from the 

warrior who simply collapsed on its face. They started firing this time. I didn’t 

care. I dashed towards Torin’s body. I wanted to save her.  

A sharp pain struck me in the back. My energy was suddenly gone. I felt as 

weak as a newborn baby, like the ones I saw when I followed Mother on her 
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midwifery rounds. Mother was a trained midwife and often helped with the 

births.  

My face touched sand. I felt so tired. I wanted simply to sleep. Torin! Wait, I 

am coming! I tried to shout, tried to crawl my way to her. Another sharp pain, 

this time, racing up my back and there was a bright light that burst inside my 

head.  

Silence. 

~*~ 

I heard whisperings, hisses. Nissii. Nissii. I felt hands on my body. And this 

bone-deep hum. Then darkness and silence took over again and I slept, dreamed 

of Torin and my family, and slept even more.  In moments of awareness, I felt 

myself being forced to walk. Nissii. Nissii.  

When I finally opened my eyes and consciousness came back, my head 

throbbing with pain, I saw the tall figure.  

It had a single horse-head. 

“Sleep,” it said.  

A sharp pain made me gasp. There was the loss of strength. I fell back into 

darkness. 

~*~ 

In moments of consciousness, I knew I was not on my world anymore. I was in 

one of the Two-Headed’s ugly roaring ship.  I felt as if I had failed Torin and let 

my family down.  

Food was a grey mud in a shiny container. I didn’t try it at first, but hollow 

hunger finally made me succumb. It tasted like sand.  

Then two Two-Headed warriors in silver came and dragged me out of the room. 

I struggled to walk on my own feet, growling, snarling. They let go and I 

walked in between my enemies. I heard “Nisii” being whispered along the path. 

I was being led somewhere. 

Something opened, like the opening of wounds, and the Two-Headed warriors 

pushed me in.  
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The tall figure was standing inside. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

The horse-head turned to regard me and it took all my courage not to flee in 

terror. After all, I was in its ugly roaring ship. I couldn’t run away. The horse-

head was all cold and the color of a winter’s sky – white/silver/white. I made 

myself stare bravely into its water-green eyes and the white-snow mane woven 

into braids. It wore a robe, blue and silver too. Somehow, I knew the robe 

denoted its rank and status, like how we viewed the grandmothers and the elders 

in the village. Stop it, Nashot, stop it. Stop it seeing them as family, as people. 

They are the enemy! Your enemy! 

“You must be the nissii they have been talking about,” the horse-head opened 

its mouth and its voice was controlled, cultured, feminine, like Mother singing 

the day-songs while she worked at the saleet fields. 

Nissii. I had heard it whispered in their evil tongue when I walked through the 

ship’s caverns. Nissii. A hiss of disdain, as if I were some irritating bug. Nissii 

was what they called my people.  

“I am,” I said and I realized it was speaking my language, or that somehow I 

could understand it.  

The horse-head blinked its water-green eyes. “I see, little thing. You have sharp 

teeth and claws. Brave.” 

I bristled at its arrogant tone. “So do you.” 

“Fascinating creature,” the horse-head’s lips stretched, curled into a smile. My 

blood ran cold. It commanded the Two-Heads. It was their leader. It was a rank 

higher. It had one head. One head. That thought scared me more than the Two-

Head warriors rampaging through a village. The One-Head belonged to the 

leader class and it was arrogant, because of its blood. It believed it was powerful 

and good.  

“I am not a creature,” I snapped and my hand was on my nif dagger. Reminding 

myself of home, of real people, of my village. Of Torin. “I am Nashot. I believe 

you have a name.” 
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One-Head glanced at me, surprised. Then it laughed and how ugly it was, a 

honking and a coughing from its throat. The sound rang in the chamber and my 

ears hurt. Suddenly I felt cold. My fur fluffed up and something crawled up my 

back. I was painfully aware I was unclothed.  

I drew myself to my full height, none too tall though in the eyes of the One-

Head.  

“Oh little thing,” the One-Head said and it sounded amused. “I am Xliss N’ 

Shar, commander of Msshard.” 

It meant the silver ship. I continued staring at it.  

“You may address me as Xliss, as xliss is my rank and who I am.” 

I tilted my head and the reflection opposite me copied my actions: my short 

mane, my striped body and armor belt with nif dagger. The shell necklace.  

Torin’s gift. My reflection looked braver than I felt. 

“Are you male or female?” I challenged.  

Xliss laughed the ugly honking laugh. “Why are you so concerned about my 

sex? I am Xliss.” 

Then it dawned on me that Xliss was crafted. Just as it commanded over 

warriors who were crafted, made, not born. It never knew the kindness of 

mothers or the discipline of mentors. From what I had heard, the Two-Heads 

were manufactured, not born, their very beings already planned and designed. I 

had an image of ahma making the buns for spring and stifled an instant grin at 

how incongruous the image was. But this was what the One-Head and its kind 

had been doing: making their own warriors, making all of them look the same, 

smell the same. Xliss smelled… the same, but different. Like blood, rich 

coppery blood. 

Xliss’s mood changed. It wheeled about, the water-green eyes now a white-

green. “Guards, take the little thing away!” Xliss’s tone was filled with disdain; 

it marked me as some sort of insect. A pest.  

And I knew the audience with the One-Head was over, for now. 

~*~ 
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Chapter Nine 

I woke up with a horrible sensation in my head and my stomach felt even worse. 

As if I had eaten a poisonous fruit, only that the sensation was far worse than 

just a stomach ache. Vomiting didn’t help. My head was an oversized and 

tender gourd. I touched my face and started. It was smooth, like a polished 

pebble.  

What?! 

Staggering off the hard bed, I saw myself in the smooth silver wall. The stranger 

stared back at me, eyes brown and huge, fingers arched into attacking claws. 

She… she had a smooth hairless face with a nose that was not mine, with pink 

lips. She bared her teeth and they were the color of the wall… and blunt. I 

shrieked.  

~*~ 

“While you were asleep,” Xliss declared proudly, “I changed the genetic make-

up in your body. You were a descendant of homo sapiens who had adapted to 

their new home planet. I was not surprised that your people had been genetically 

modified too.” 

Genetic make-up. Genetically modified. All these words were new to me. My 

grey clothes were dry, horrible and clingy. The rest of my body remained the 

same. I wasn’t sure to cry or to laugh at this. But my face wasn’t mine anymore.  

“This is how you would look if you are a normal human,” Xliss said, cupping 

my chin with xliss hand. “Embrace it. It is a gift.” 

I turned away sharply, pulling away from Xliss, hating the white horse-face so 

smug and so proud. I hated Xliss for this invasion of my self. I had been 

changed from the inside. I was crafted, like Xliss.I felt unclean. I felt… 

“I want my own face back. My real face!” I snarled. 

Xliss looked surprised. “Oh no, the change is permanent. I would change the 

rest of your body if you wish.” 

“No!” I shook my head. Hot tears were running down my cheeks. “No!” 

“Oh, why did you reject my offer?” 
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“I am no longer… human. My people have changed. We don’t look like this… 

this!” I gestured helplessly at my face, my horrible face. I wanted to tear it off 

with my bare hands. 

Xliss laughed that honking laugh and simply walked out of the room. I trembled 

all over. A sob tore its way out of my throat and I sank down, crying and crying 

and crying.  

~*~ 

Xliss let me read. I was given an interactive panel, the size of my palms placed 

side by side, filled with bright white and yellow colors. I could shift things 

called words with my finger if I slid it on the panel. It looked and felt like a 

mirror. 

Now pictures of homo sapiens, humans, moved. Tall ones, thin ones, different 

colored ones, men, women, children. All without fur and claws. They had 

clothing. They smiled with blunt teeth. Their hands were blunt.  

They were ugly. 

They were beautiful.  

Did my ancestors really look like that? The old women, the Storykeepers, spoke 

about the ancestors who came in silver stars and made the world as it was. My 

world was one out of many worlds. We knew we were descendants from these 

ancestors. We had evolved from them. Nobody knew how they looked like. It 

was so long ago, like a dream, like a story at the fire place and enjoyed with 

drink and food. We had words like humans, horses and other objects in our 

language. Yet nobody had actually seen pictures of the Terran colonists that 

were my ancestors. I had seen drawings of horses. That was why we described 

the Two-Headed as having Terran horse heads.  

I tried to remember what the Storykeepers had told us. The ancestors made the 

world. They made the world. Nothing was real. Nothing was real anymore.fv 

I only craved the hot-from-the-fire buns filled with chopped river chives and the 

smell of sula. I wanted to see the swiftlets again.  
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“They were introduced,” Xliss had declared to me with the tone of a patient 

teacher. We were in Xliss’s main chamber, a place with spinning figures and 

flashing words. Yet it was silent, like an abandoned nashot cave.  

“Introduced?” I blurted, feeling stupid and hating it.  

“Your ancestors released many mated pairs. They took to the planet easily.” 

“They are… were… not natural to my world?” 

“Native, you mean. No, they were an introduced species.” 

I sighed. “Speak plainly.” 

Xliss glanced at me and then explained, slowly, as if I were a child, that 

introduction of a species was supposed to be beneficial, to help the eco-system 

grow, thrive. I had to look the meaning of these words up on my interactive 

panel.  

Was I, in the end, living a lie? A carefully constructed lie. An illusion? 

No. My loved ones – Jadeen, Mother and Father – were real. My world was 

real. The swiftlets were real. Their palm-sized nests were real. I was the product 

of this world.   

I am real, I thought. I placed the interactive panel back onto the table and closed 

my eyes. Let’s remember who I am. 

~*~ 

“The old women tell us stories of heroes on white horses,” I said, gauging 

Xliss’s reaction. The white horse head, coiffed and elaborately braided, didn’t 

hide its smug disdain. Xliss had its eyebrows brushed in green and blue.  

“Oh, how quaint,” Xliss said in its soft sibilant voice. “I will not rise to your 

immature baiting.” 

I laughed and Xliss glared at me, eyes ablaze with white fire, bristling. Xliss 

looked like a rearing horse. I laughed, this time, softer.  

“Horses were beasts of burden,” I continued, risking it, daring Xliss. “But now, 

you are master of a frightened galaxy.” 
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“We are not horrssses,” Xliss’s sibilance came out stronger when it was 

stressed. “We are the Assscended.” 

“Who created you, Xliss?” I challenged. “Who? Who created the Ascended and 

is more powerful than the Ascended?” 

~*~ 
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Chapter Ten 

There was a boom and a crash. The flying ship shook. I lost my footing. Xliss 

shouted orders.  

A face I thought was dead appeared at the door.  

“Run if you want to live,” she said and disappeared.  

Without caring about Xliss, cursing the horse-headed to death, I ran for my life. 

~*~ 

I found Torin at the intersection, her sword in her hands.  The sword gleamed, 

edged with red. She wore my bracelet on her right wrist. I had so many 

questions. How did she live? How did she escape? How did she know? 

“Are you sure we are going to escape from this?” I hissed. Her smooth beautiful 

face had a smile. I drew strength from her calmness.  She looked at me 

wonderingly. I looked like her now. All bare face, no more sharp teeth and fur. 

“Of course,” Torin said and kicked the door open. Wind blasted in. I pulled off 

my cumbersome robe. It fluttered away like a lonely shadow. I flexed my arms. 

I was free. My shell necklace rattled in the fierce wind. 

Torin peered out, shielding her eyes with a free hand. She spied something in 

the distance. 

“Do you trust me?” She shouted, the wind tearing her words away.  

I stared at her. My friend. My most beloved friends. We were both humans. The 

only difference was that I used to have fur and sharp claws. Her eyes, though, 

were like mine: brown, bright, serious.  

“Yes.” 

She grabbed my hand. Her finger nails dug into my palm. Sharp pain.  Waking 

me up. Bringing back to the present. “Then jump.” 

Hand in hand, we jumped into the emptiness. 

~*~ 
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The ship soared. It wasn’t one of the One-Headed ships, all cold and silver and 

emotionless. It was warm, alive and thrumming with its engines. Its sails 

opened wide to catch the sun’s power. It glowed. The ship’s name was 

Mariposa. Flower. It was captained by a man called Captain Dellos. 

Torin was at the steering wheel of this ship. Her eyes were lit with an inner fire.  

Her friend, Captain Dellos, stood beside her. For a brief moment, I envied their 

intimacy, their closeness. I wish I had someone I could love. 

Then, what is love? 

For now, I was free. I savoured the wind on my face. It was time for a new 

beginning. I am Nashot. I am Swiftlet.  

I am free. 


