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<<We are of one mind,>> intoned Qwaltamis, the oldest among the Khutani Makers. Within the deep cavern that was their underwater Council Chamber, their sinewy bodies mingled in a tightening knot. Phosphorescent trails of light spun out in a halo around the writhing snaky mass.  

<<We are of one mind and one purpose,>> the other Makers chorused, repeating the ancient invocation.  

<<And, for those of us who can remember the beauty of Timorna before the Great Destruction, what is that purpose?>> Qwaltamis asked.

<<To re-make the world from the patterns of life we saved.>>

<<That was the task given us by Mother Timorna, and The Star Guardians. What is the charge?>>  the Ancient continued. 

<<To protect the land and the species we saved and remade to combat Umwira treachery.>>

<<So it has been and so must it always be,>> the Makers concluded the ritual formulation.

Dievris, the Maker making its home under Lake Ticca, began the proceedings. <<I bring to this Council dire news. Over the Sorins, Umwira changelings from the Ghostlands attacked and almost killed our first kashallan. And though their minions were defeated within Ticca Keep, another band of the foul vermin from the West have dared to capture one of this kashallan’s mates.>>

The knot of grey sinewy bodies writhed with anger, vomiting out the fiery taste of outrage and the bitter after-taste of fear. <<The Hated Enemy grows far too insolent. Foul creatures, how dare they!>>

Before the communication could sour completely, Dievris spat a placating spice into the whirlpool it had stirred up. <<There is more, my Amsi (age mates). When one of my hunting packs was sent to retrieve the woman, the hunters’ efforts to kill the Enemy were blocked by one of our number.>>

The Makers froze, unable to savor such a thing. A Khutani Maker a traitor, forsaking their Holy Charge and allied with the enemy, how was this possible? 

<<I wouldn’t go so far as to name that one traitor,>> Dievris hedged, dripping a soothing spice into the maelstrom. <<But certainly I would say misguided.>>

<<You are speaking of me and my involvement in the recovery of the woman. Who, I might add should be safely back at Ticca with your hunters by now,>> Tinguss announced before Dievris could do more than hint at accusations. <<While they were in pursuit of their quarry the Ticca hunting pack came into the lands over which I hold sway. I had every right to become involved in this matter.>>

<<But not to stop my hunt leader from carrying out his duty,>> Dievris accused.

<<I did not stop him from doing his duty, as you put it. Have you talked to your own symbiont child, who was also there? Your hunt leader himself was reluctant to kill those people if another way could be found to resolve things. I merely offered them another way.>>

<<Before you accuse me of anything savor the whole truth of the meal. My kashallan, at the urging of the Demon your people invoked, I might add, told him to come with her to intercept them and stop the slaughter. It seems the Spirit has taken an interest in that particular clan of the Western Umwira.>>

Once again the swirling mass froze, savoring the meaning of this new information. <<Yes, the Demon has taken an interest. Did you know, Amsi? Did you leave that tidbit out to add a tart spice to the flavor of your sending?>>

<<It doesn’t matter,>> Dievris snarled. <<They are all Hated Enemy and should die.>>

<<They were starving women and children, not a hunting warband out for slaves and plunder,>> Tinguss countered. <<Even your own hunt leader had no wish to kill them when he saw what he had ensnared.>>

<<This is most disturbing news, Amsi.>> another of the pod said. <<What is happening to our world that one of our own created species should defy a Maker!>>

Gladdris rumbled a laugh. <<I believe I heard he is one of the new host people, and as we all can savor the Speir’dina have minds of their own and don’t take direction easily.>>

The sweet taste of amusement dripped into their sending after that comment. Recalling Dunnagh’s resistance to their attempts to prepare him for the Transformation, they all could agree on the truth of that mouthful.

<<But you did more than prevent the killing of women and children,>> Dievris spat out bitterly. <<You want an alliance between us and the Western Clans of the Enemy.>>

<<I offered sanctuary only to that one clan in the lands over which I have some power; that is true. If, and only if, they agreed to stop warring against us,>> Tinguss said calmly.

<<I say they are all vermin and can’t be trusted.>> growled Sherigus, a scarred maker from pools deep in the Yeyen Banai Valley. 

Several of the others regurgitated up their agreement to that sentiment. The pod writhed whipping the water to a foaming phosphorescence in their agitation. <<Can’t trust the Hated Enemy! They will destroy the world as they almost did before!>>

Refusing to be swept away by the torrent of fear and anger flooding its pallet, Tinguss vomited the sour taste of its disgust into the collective soup. <<Stop this! Did the Long Sleep rob us of our reason? Are we only animals now, allowing our emotions to rule us?

<<Think! We will need them and the other western clans beside us in our fight against the Ghostlanders. The wizards, like Barak and his cabal, I fear have grown far more powerful in our absence than we dreamed.>>

<<Nonsense,>> Dievris scoffed.

<<Is it? I was told by your own hunt leader that an Umwira changeling had been the Ima Matri’s trusted advisor at Ticca for many years before a kashallan discovered her. How was that possible, Maker?>> Tinguss challenged.

<<Perhaps we have grown too complacent—too careless,>> Gladdris mused, adding a soothing agent to the growing heat.

<<Stayed too long within our dreams in the Long Sleep,>> another agreed.

<<Yes, we did, and that is why I offered this band of the Umwira an alliance with us. Think, Amsi, why were they hiding and starving in the caves near the lake in the first place? Because they, too have suffered at the hands of the Ghostlanders, that’s why. 

<<The reason they were in Khutani lands at all was because they were attacked during the Sorins by the very people they thought were their trusted allies, the Ghostland wizards.>>

<<But those tribes have been aligned with the Northerners for as long as we can remember. Why would the Ghostlanders do that?>> an incredulous Ancient asked drooling the spice of its disbelief. <<They must have done something vile to evoke such a punishment.>>

<<No. We did.>> Tinguss said.

<<Always you create dissention among us, Cousin. You are babbling nonsense,>> Dievris snarled. 

<<Am I, Cousin? The Ghostland Wizards sent their warbands to attack them because they thought the Western Clans had betrayed their age-old covenant first. And that misconception, in a way, was our fault.>>

<<Our Fault? What are you talking about, stupid slimeworm?>> Sherigus grumbled.

<<Our fault,>> Tinguss repeated. <<They were attacked because the Ghostlanders thought that one of the Western Wizards had created a race of mutants that could host our symbiont children.>>

Startled, the pod drank in the spicy flavor of surprise.

<<They never considered we would call a new people from the stars to become our Chosen,>> Tinguss continued. <<The Ghostland Wizards thought what every Timornan thinks, that the Speir’dina are mutant Umwira. And since they didn’t breed them, some wizard in the West must have, in order to make a new alliance with us against them.

<<Through the eyes of my Chosen I saw the remnants of this starving band. I heard some of their story and tasted their flavor with my symbiont child. The Western Clans were hit hard; many of their war leaders and wizards tortured and then killed as the Ghostlanders looked for a traitor.>>

<<Hmm. As some of you may already know, our Dream-Chosen, our first kashallan-bonded was captured and tortured by some of the Umwira changelings in Riath,>> Gladdris mused. <<They asked the same questions of him.>>

<<True, he was near death when the hunting packs loyal to us captured Riath and the Umwira fled,>> Qwaltamis added.

<<How do the host and our child fare now?>> someone asked.

<<Host and symbiont are on the mend,>> Gladdris said. <<But it will take time for their healing to be complete, mentally and physically.>>

The Makers writhed, thinking of such a terrible fate and how they had almost lost such a precious gift as a host willing to bond.

<<This is just another reason why we need my proposed alliance with the West,>> Tinguss urged with a peppery bite to its sending. <<There isn’t a traitor wizard among them, of course, but we can use their anger and need for vengeance to our advantage by making alliance with them.

<<Together we can war against our common Enemy—and this time maybe we will win, once and for all. That’s what I hope to achieve by an alliance with the West,>> Tinguss concluded.

<<Your arguments have given us much to savor, Amsi,>> Qwaltamis said into the pause after Tinguss finished. <<For now, however, you will not go any farther with this crazy plan of yours. Not until the Council takes time to absorb and digest this proposal.>>

<<But we have no time,>> Tinguss pleaded, dripping the tart flavor of its frustration into the communication. <<The Umwira in the North are poised to attack our lands. Divided, and fighting among ourselves the Ghostlanders could achieve their goal and destroy all we have worked so hard to salvage from the Ancient Destruction.>>

<<Nonetheless, we will take the time to savor the broth made of everyone’s words regurgitated here today,>> Qwaltamis intoned.

<<To prevent you from causing more mischief, Amsi Tinguss,>> Dievris said. <<I propose that you remain here confined, until we decide what to do about you and your absurd notions.>>

A chorus of burbled agreement answered Dievris’s suggestion.

<<And what of my people, my descendants, and my land?>>

<<The Begta and your descendants can get along without you for a time. They can care for your precious Swamp,>> Sherigus growled

<<Did you not hear me? The Demon that was made to swear to protect our kashallans, sheltered this band over the Sorins from Barak’s malice. It, too, wants an alliance with the West,>> Tinguss snapped. <<Would you ignore its obvious favor, just to spite me, Amsi Dievris?>>

<<This isn’t about a personal challenge. Don’t make it one,>> Qwaltamis chided. <<We will savor the Demon’s involvement when we digest the matter, be assured.>>

Ah, but it was personal, Tinguss thought privately.
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TINGUSS BRUSHED ITS sensitive mouth tentacles across the glowing Psy net that now enclosed its form and cut off all communications with its descendants in the world beyond its watery prison. In spite of what its age-mates claimed, it knew there was a sour taste of personal attack to its confinement no matter how Dievris and some of the others might try to sugar-coat its flavor.

Retreating to the center of its prison, it twisted its long snaky body round and round and then rested its head atop the massive coil. Conjuring an image in its mind of Dievris, it rumbled a laugh. <<Too late, old Mud Crawler. If my descendants have done what I assigned them, the shifting of alliances on our world already has begun.>>
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KASHALLAN PHILLIP-YOEY stood in the orange Thuulla grass overlooking the rocky beach. Below him members of the Blue Stone Clan’s warband were hauling their long reed and rawhide boats from their concealment within a deep hollow in the cliff face. Savoring the salty tang to the sea air, he took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Across the water to the west the far horizon lay vailed in purple mist.

<<It’s beautiful,>> he said to the symbiont Yoey coiled in his middle.

<<Yes it is, Kasha. I have encoded memories of the sea before the wars, but now it is much different, yet still beautiful as you say. I wonder how long it will take us to get to the other side?>>

<<I don’t know, Shalla, we shall have to ask our new allies the answer to that question.>>

Had that been a taste of anxiety he detected in the symbiont’s mental voice? Well, he couldn’t blame his bondmate for being nervous. Until recently when their parent, the Maker Tinguss, had formed an alliance with this Western Clan of the Umwira, these men had been part of the peoples known as, “The Hated Enemy,” the ones that had raided Khutani held lands for slaves and booty for as long as anyone could remember. 

Now of course these two former enemies shared a common foe, the Ghostlanders. So, here they were heading back across the Shallow Sea with the Blue Stone’s warband, who had sought refuge in the caves near Ticca Keep, with their women and children in tow, in a desperate attempt to hide from Wizard Barak’s wrath. 

As a show of good faith Maker Tinguss had shared the language patterns for the Western Umwira Dialect, and then sent the bond-mates and a few Speir’dina, with their galactic weaponry, to gather the Western warbands in the alliance the Ghostlander’s feared. If successful this united force, along with hunting packs going north from the Yeyen Banai Valley would make war upon the Ghostlanders and crush their power for good—they hoped.

“Kashallan?”

Phillip turned away from the view and smiled at the Avairei priest dressed in a travel-stained kilt coming up the trail through the grass. “Ata Doyan, how can I serve you?” 

The good Ata looked nervous. He could detect the sour odor of the man’s dusty brown fur. The priest was the companion of the Sweh’an Demon’s mortal host Tessa. Oath-bound to the Khutani, the demon had seen something that meant Tess-weh and her household was also coming along on this little venture.

“Tess-weh and the War Leader say we will be ready to go soon. They want you to come down now.”

“Of course, Ata, it has been so long since one of us has seen the Shallow Sea with our eyes,” the Khutani symbiont Yoey explained. “I asked my Kasha to come up here so we could see.” The Kashallan glanced once more at the view. “Unfortunately we can’t see much through the morning fog,” it complained. 

Doyan bowed and started down the trail. Before he could get too far ahead, Phillip placed a hand on his shoulder. “I taste your fear, Ata, and to a certain extent share it. 

“You were very brave not to abandon your charge and go back to Ticca with the Hunt Leader escorting Sairsa and the Blue Stone women and children. Like me, you aren’t warrior-trained. I know it won’t be easy for any of us, but we will just have to trust that Tess-weh has seen something in our future that makes all this necessary.”

Doyan’s lips twitched not quite able to offer a smile in return for Kashallan-Phillip’s weak offer of assurance. “I’m sure you are right, Holy One.”

Phillip chuckled and led the way down the hill. “I hope I am, too.” 

Back on the beach he could see that the Blue Stone boats they were taking were lined up in the shallows. Grim-faced warriors were busily loading them with weapons and their meager supplies. Finishing a hasty meal by the dying fire, the Blue Stone war leader, Ogwy, Tess-weh and her Warlinga guard Cadrach watched the preparations. Kashallan-Phillip, Doyan at his heels walked over and joined them.

Crouching by the smoky fire, Phillip poured himself the last of the tea from the sooty pot.  His Begta apprentice Masonja handed him a piece of dry-meat from her pack. The tension between those at the fire was thick enough to be cut with a knife. What was the problem this time—did he really want to know? “I see we are about ready, War Leader,” Phillip said as he ate.

The Umwira had been raiding the southern-held Khutani lands for so many years their genetic patterns were a mixture of Timorna’s original inhabitants and those of the Khutani’s introduced peoples bred to replace them after the great wars killed off so much of the planet’s life.

Like many of the Blue Stone People, Ogwy was a blend of several heritages. A tall muscular man with brown fur and an Avairei cat-like face, he also had the Warlinga’s whip-like tail and an extra pair of arms just above his hips like a Loti’s six limbed body.

Without answering the Kashallan, Ogwy rose, kicked sand on the fire and stalked down to the beach shouting orders to his men. Tess-weh watched him go, a sly smile on her pretty heart-shaped human face.

“Umwira Mans stupid,” Masonja muttered her mouth full of meat. That comment earned her a snort of amusement from the demon.

Phillip sighed. The wrangling between the demon and the war leader was starting to get tiresome. Just like Dunnagh-Tani, Ogwy always swallowed the bait she tossed to him. 

“We should go, too.” Finishing his meal quickly, Phillip fastened his battered metal cup to his belt and followed the demon and her Warlinga protector down to the boats, Masonja at his side.

When they drew near the Kashallan could hear a hissed argument between the war leader and his brother Lubwey. The men in the boats had stopped to listen. Tess-weh stood slightly apart, her arms folded across her creamy breasts, still looking amused.

<<What are they fighting about now, Kasha?>>

Phillip listened for a moment and frowned. <<It would seem that none of the crews want to take the Sweh’an Demon and us.>>

<<But how will we get there if no one will take us?>>

Phillip’s mouth hardened. Their Amla Tinguss hadn’t foreseen this little problem that the Sweh’an Demon was deliberately causing. Did these Umwira plan to abandon the alliance now that they were safely back to their boats and could escape? He opened his mouth to remind them of the consequences of that kind of oath breaking, when Tess-weh let out a mirthless laugh, drawing all eyes to her once more.

“How sweet, My Jewel, you and your brother fighting over who will have the pleasure of my company for the voyage.” She smiled but there was no warmth in her dark eyes.

Laying a hand on Ogwy’s scarred arm, she cooed, “Don’t be sad, My Treasure, if I decline your offer.”

Ogwy stiffened at her touch, his eyes flashing with anger at the implied intimacy of the gesture. “Leave me alone, Spirit! I have told you before. I am no Demon’s play thing.”

Tess-weh traced a ridge of scars up to his shoulder. “And I have told you, War Leader, you will be my play thing—if I want you to be.”

With his kashallan-heightened awareness Phillip was aware of the Psy battle of wills going on, as the two adversaries faced off and glared at one another. Lubwey must have been aware of at least some of the tension, because with an oath he growled, “Enough, Brother this is dangerous—and pointless. The Warlinga and the demon can go with me.”

Tess-weh turned to Lubwey and smiled. “Ah, your concern for me is touching, War Leader—”

“I am war leader here, Foul Creature—not my brother. I will decide who goes in which craft, and don’t you forget that!”

“I will not forget, Umwira. You are war leader—but for how long I wonder? Think on that until I return, hmm?” Stepping closer to Cadrach she placed a delicate hand on his shoulder. The big Warlinga lifted her, cradled her in his arms and headed back up the slope.

“Where are you Going, Witch?” Ogwy shouted after the retreating pair. “We have to go now!”

Looking over her protector’s shoulder, she grinned. “Missing me already, Umwira?”

“Honored Spirit, are you leaving us?” Doyan cried.

Phillip hoped the Umwira hadn’t detected the note of desperation in the priest’s voice.

“Don’t worry, Ata, you will see me again—when I’m needed.”

“I’m sure Tess-weh has her reasons for leaving, Ata Doyan,” Phillip murmured, stepping close. I’m still here with you and our Speir’dina armachda.”

When they reached a grassy rise Tess-weh turned for one last look down at them. Phillip raised a hand and waved goodbye.

Tess-weh threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, My Jewel, you surprise me once again.” Then still chuckling to herself, she and the big Warlinga disappeared.

In a way he was glad to have a break from the demon’s presence among them. The journey from their camp where they parted from the Speir’dina hadn’t been a long one, but like Dunnagh-Tani, the war leader seemed unable to help himself from falling prey to her malicious humor.

While he’d been watching the Sweh’an, Moraga, Chang and Timma had come over to them. He could taste the battle alertness of his two armachda, but they remained silent, waiting on his orders, he supposed.

Returning his attention to the two war leaders, he asked, “If we are ready, Lubwey, does the offer apply to me and the others riding in your boat as well?”

Lubwey nodded, but before they could climb into any of the reed canoes, Ogwy made a cutting gesture with his hand. “No. you must split up. Too many in one boat sitting around doing nothing, is no good.”

Chang snorted and reached to pick up an ore. “Who said anything about just lazing around? I was born on a Satsi Boat on the Galoom River back home. Without giving Ogwy time to protest he waded out with his gear and expertly climbed into a shocked Noi’s boat, Timma a hesitant shadow in his wake.

Phillip chuckled and reached for another ore. “Though I doubt if I’m as skilled as my armachd there, I too can paddle. And of course so can Masonja.” He gave Moraga an inquiring look.

“I used to race with a corrach team in school,” she said. 

“A corrach? I’m impressed, Armachd. I found those round boats a real challenge the one time I tried them.”  

She laughed. “They are that, Sir.”

“Enough talk,” Ogwy growled and waved her to his brother’s boat. “The fog is lifting we waste time. The weather is treacherous this time of year for a crossing.”

Moraga hesitated, her eyes going to the Kashallan and Ata Doyan. “Go on, Moraga, I’ll keep the good Ata and Masonja with me. We’ll be fine,” Phillip-Yoey said.  

“I’m afraid I’ve never been in such a craft before,” Doyan confessed. 

The Kashallan took his arm and ushered him to Ogwy’s boat. “It’s all right, Ata, just relax and enjoy your first boat ride. You can bail water if we need it.”

“I’m not sure that makes me feel any easier in my mind,” Doyan murmured as he passed the Kashallan to take his seat among the Packs in the center of the craft.

<<Will they be all right, Kasha? I don’t like that we are split apart now,>> Yoey fretted. <<It would be much easier to kill or betray us when we aren’t together.>>

<<I thought of that, too, Shalla. As our Amla has said, it isn’t easy to trust. But I doubt if the Sweh’an would have left us if there was real danger. She would be foresworn if so.>>

<<I’d forgotten about that. I guess you’re right.>>
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IN A LOOSE FORMATION the warband set out across the indigo waters of the Shallow Sea. The wind and water were unthreatening for the moment at least; though he understood and shared Ogwy’s fears for the crossing. Their delay in traveling here meant they had missed the early season’s Calms when travel would have been more predictable. Now as the land and water heated with the warmer Sun Season, a storm could blow up out of nowhere in less than a sun-mark, making their passage unpredictable.

But for now at any rate, the yellow sun was a pleasant warmth at his back. Surrendering himself to the physical exercise Phillip allowed the symbiont’s heightened senses to dominate their shared awareness as his body adjusted to the rhythm of the war leader’s strokes. From one of the other boats a man lifted his voice in a rhythmic rowing chant that was quickly taken up by others in the surrounding boats.

Ogwy watched the Kashallan and the other Speir’dina for a time to make sure what they claimed wasn’t just idle boasting. But no, they seemed to know at least the basics. They probably wouldn’t tip them over with their stupidity. After a time his curiosity got the better of him, and he asked, “Speir’dina, your people already possess the power of the ancient magics. What could the Khutani offer that would make you want to come here and make a kashallan bond?” 

Phillip barked a laugh. “In the end we had no choice but to come.”

Glaring at him for such an uninformative answer, Ogwy muttered a curse and went back to his paddling. “I meant no offence, War Leader,” Phillip hastily added. “We really didn’t have a choice.”

Overhearing them, Jebu asked. “Is the Khutani magic so strong that the Makers can bring people from another world to our own against their will, then?”

Gathering his thoughts before finally answering, Phillip said, “Men of the Real People, you are a wonder to me. Of all the peoples we’ve encountered since coming to Timorna, the Blue Stone Clan and the Begta seem to be the only ones willing to accept without question our Speir’dina assertion that we are from another world among the stars. Why is that?”

“Since you aren’t from the Ghostlands, there is no other place you could have come from,” Ogwy snarled. “The Ghostland Wizards say my people once wielded such weaponry as your Speir’dina use. They threaten us with their power constantly, though I’ve never seen them use the magic they claim to have.” 

To intimidate these primitive tribesmen with their spears and crossbows, the Ghostlanders wouldn’t need to risk a demonstration of their power, the Kashallan thought.  Whatever the wizards managed to salvage from their old technology would have to be carefully hoarded—as would their Speir’dina weaponry soon enough.

Returning to Jebu’s question, Phillip said, “I have no idea the extent of the makers’ power, but in our case it wasn’t necessary for them to bring us here against our will. The Speir’dina, like your people, are a tool-using species. Over the centuries we developed our tool making to the point where we could travel from world to world in enclosed flying boats we call ‘space ships’ in our language.” 

He waved a hand to the sky. “Out there are many worlds where intelligent species live. And among them is a coalition of peoples on many worlds. In our language we call that alliance ‘The Galactic Union.’

“The other kashallan you met is from a different planet than my home and Armachd Chang is from another planet within the Union. We travel from one world to another through the blackness of the Void.

“When our ship flew near Timorna we were fleeing a terrible war with another people not part of our alliance. Our ship was overcrowded with refugees fleeing the conflict on their planet. Unfortunately the ship was damaged during our escape. 

“When we arrived near Timorna our technology—magics told us that we could survive on this world until the repairs were completed on our ship and we could go back to the Union. Many people were sent down to the surface of this world while others remained on our ship to repair the damage.”

“It was said at the council that the Khutani brought your people here with their magic. Now you tell us you came here on your own. So your story is nothing but lies to fool us into making this hated agreement with you, Khutani.” Another warrior said angrily.

Before Yoey could answer that accusation with an angry response of its own, Phillip said, “It’s true we managed to find our way here in our ship, but I have never asked if the Makers had a hand in guiding us to this world and shielding us for a time from our enemy once we arrived. 

“My kinsman, Dunnagh-Tani would know more about that. He was the first among us to make a kashallan bond; and I believe he was contacted in his dreams by them and agreed to the bonding before we landed. So in a way the Khutani did bring us here.”

At the mention of Sairsa’s kashallan-bound husband, Ogwy grimaced and put more effort into his paddling, making the others match his pace. Focusing on the task at hand, the crew fell silent. 

Finally unable to resist, Jebu asked, “What happened to your boat? Once your kinsman was taken to the Khutani, why didn’t the rest of you leave? Surely your home among the stars has many things to offer that Timorna can’t give.”

“You’re right, Warrior, my home was a beautiful world with many advantages, but we can’t go back—any of us, even if our ship hadn’t been destroyed by the enemy who followed and eventually found our wounded craft and destroyed it. Nor could we go back to our old lives, even if a rescue ship were to find us someday.”

“Why? Don’t you want to?”

“Because of the kavay alignment we can never go back.” At Jebu’s puzzled look, Phillip pointed to the blue tinted water surrounding them and explained further. “The blue in the water, and our food and even the blue snows that come after the Sorins is caused by the kavay. This substance is unique to Timorna and once the alignment with it is complete, it changes the body in a way that makes it impossible to do without a constant source of kavay in your food and water.

The Kashallan smiled at the warrior’s skeptical look. “It’s true. When we first came everyone was very sick until the alignment was complete.”

“Only in the most ancient of our writings,” Ata Doyan said, “was there any mention of the alignment process. The Warlinga and Avairei the Dream-Chosen and a few of his kin met when they were captured, thought they were sick because of Begta blowgun poison, not a lack of kavay in their blood.”

“Begta.” Ogwy snorted in disgust at the mention of the Begta and their blowguns. He gave Masonja a baleful stare, promising a painful revenge for her people’s aid in his warband’s capture. 

Her temper aroused now, Masonja blurted, “Starmans need go Sulas for bonding. Shaman help like Makers want. Begta got magics, too. Umwira mans no scare Begta.”

The Kashallan touched her arm with a placating gesture. “Hush now, My dear, we all know the Begta have magic—and I know you in particular have Big Magic.” Staring hard at Ogwy’s scarred back his voice hardened as he warned, “No one is going to hurt the Begta or anyone else in this new alliance. Isn’t that so, War Leader?”

Ogwy grunted a noncommittal response and continued to push the pace of his paddling.

“Even your people are aligned with the kavay—though I’m sure your wizards don’t like to admit it,” Yoey said. “All life on Timorna is dependent on the Khutani-created substance of kavay that protects us from the poisons left after the old wars.”

<<Yoey,>> Phillip warned. <<Stop trying to provoke them.>>

Ignoring the symbiont’s last salvo, the crew fell silent, straining to keep up. Though Ogwy set a fast pace, the warband after a Sorin Season of hardship couldn’t maintain it for too long. When they resumed a more reasonable stroke, Phillip asked, “How much do your elders and wizards remember of the old days before the Great Wars?”

Ogwy shrugged. “Much more than a warrior like me. That kind of knowledge is a closely guarded secret. Only when a man has spent much time in the Holy Places to gain power would he be allowed such teachings.”

“Provided he survives the painful mutations, of course,” Yoey added.

Behind him the kashallan heard angry muttering from some of the warriors and glanced over his shoulder. “What? You don’t think we know?” Yoey said. “I have encoded memories of this beautiful world. I know what Timorna was like. Your ‘Holy Places’ are really just dumping grounds for the old destructive weaponry. The things buried there were meant to kill life not bless it. The power gained by exposure to them comes at a terrible cost to your people.”

“A cost willingly paid by our Wizards if it means protection from Khutani Demons sent to kill us to the last child!” Ogwy shouted.

<<Yoey,>> Phillip warned , having a pretty good idea where the symbiont was heading with this. Having to deal with centuries of entrenched hatred on both sides was going to be challenging, Phillip thought privately. <<The alliance is too new and fragile to be blaming anyone for the destruction of Timorna. This is pointless right now, Shalla. Please stop.>>

<<Sorry, Kasha, you’re right.>>

“And as my parent has already told you, Ogwy,” Phillip said in a quiet voice, “What was done to your people in the past was a mistake. That is why it offered you and any clan of the People who will join us, a new home in the land on the east side of the Shallow Sea where it claims dominion.”
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Chapter Two
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They were far out into the indigo water now both shorelines only thin ribbons of purple on the east and west horizons. No storm clouds were looming, but he shared the war leader’s desire for haste in the crossing. The weather at this time of year was unpredictable. 

Tentacles extended, the Kashallan trailed a hand through the dark water and smiled at the wealth of information flooding his senses. Bringing his hand to his lips, he tasted its faint saltiness upon his tongue and then reluctantly resumed his paddling. The Shallow Sea was alive with life—and possibilities.

<<We will have to come back here someday, Kasha, there is so much here to taste and savor. Do you think our Amla will let us?>> Yoey asked.

<<Perhaps, Shalla, I agree with you, so much to study.>>

Sometime later noticing the western peaks disappearing into another fog bank, he asked, “How much longer till we reach the beaches of your home, War Leader? I smell no storm on the wind, but the afternoon fog is coming in to hide the land again. Wil that make it difficult for you to find a safe place to beach the boats?”

“It won’t be long,” Ogwy said. “The current is with us now. We will be there before the light dies and the fog thickens too much to blind us.”

“That’s good to know. Is all this stretch of coast Blue Stone territory?”

“No, not all this stretch of the coast is claimed by the Blue Stone Clan,” Jebu supplied, “but others are allies and kin. If we land on a Sand Mountain or Bitter Water Clan’s beach we offer them tribute for their ‘hospitality’.”

“Mm, I see. What kind of tribute are we speaking of?”

Showing his long canines Jebu grinned. “Food if we have extra, otherwise we give our brothers slaves.” His grin widening he motioned to Ata Doyan huddled among their few belongings. “We have no extra food so maybe we give them the priest—or maybe you, Khutani.” 

Displaying his own sharp triangular teeth, the Kashallan smiled. “That would be most unwise, Warrior. Though I carry no crossbow or spear I am not defenseless. Have you heard of the Black Kavay, Man of the Real People?” 

“Enough of this stupid talk, Jebu,” Ogwy snarled. “I can still see through the mist the cliff of blue stone that marks our boundary. We will be within our own territory when we land. I am War Leader here and I decide about tribute needed. So shut up and paddle, mewling slave.”

Jebu grumbled. “I was only joking, War Leader.”

“No more talk, paddle!”

––––––––
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IT WAS AS OGWY PREDICTED. As they came near a rocky beach, a large cliff speckled with patches of turquoise stone loomed up through the lavender mists on the shore ahead of them. 

“A Blue Stone boundary?” Phillip asked. 

Ogwy nodded without looking round. Steering their craft to run parallel to the cliff, he signaled for the boats to stay in deeper water to avoid the jagged dark rocks poking out of the surf at its base.

Phillip-Yoey laid his paddle across the gunwale and allowed his hand to trail in the dark water beside him. A short time ago as they neared the coast he’d become aware of a school of Dhuura swimming up from the depths for an evening feed. It would be nice to have something fresh and hot for their meal tonight. 

Keeping his hand in the water with tentacles extended he savored the wealth of tastes available to him with his Khutani-heightened senses. <<Can we go down to them, Kasha? We’re hungry,>>Yoey begged.

<<If you detect no Leongon or other predators hunting nearby, I think we can. And maybe the others would like a good meal, too. I think I saw someone loading a couple nets into one of the boats when we left.>>

<<Yes, there’s a small one in the boat where Armachd Chang paddles.>>

Removing his hand from the water Phillip untied his kilt and allowed it to drop to the bench. The black knife he secured tightly in the sheath on the belt at his waist. Careful not to tip the craft unnecessarily, he stood.

The shift in the boat made Ogwy turn with a growled curse. “What are you doing, stupid Khutani!”

Phillip smiled showing lots of teeth. “Why, I’m going hunting. There’s a school of Dhuura rising to feed nearly directly below us. Wouldn’t you like fresh meat for our evening meal, War Leader?”

“They are too deep. We can’t catch them now. Sit down and pick up your paddle.”

“Too deep for your spears, true, but not too deep for a kashallan to hunt.”  Without giving Ogwy further time to argue, he dove into the indigo water. As he ducked below the surface he heard someone shout, “Where are you going, Khutani? Are you afraid? Can you swim all the way back to the Big Swamp?”

Actually he probably could, he thought privately, if he had to. Though it would be a dangerous undertaking for a lone swimmer—even a Khutani. The Shallow Sea like the Swamp had many predators.  

Surfacing a short time later he swam over to Noi’s boat and called up. “Noi, lend me that net I saw you pack in your boat. There are Dhuura nearby. I want to catch some for our meal tonight.”

“No! They are too deep,” Noi said, echoing his war leader’s objection.

“Did everybody get stupid when you got into these boats? He is half Khutani. He can breathe underwater.” Timma cried. Then without waiting for Noi’s permission Timma picked up the bundled net at his feet and pushed it over the side to the waiting Kashallan.

Phillip gathered the net, allowing it to unfold behind him. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too big for him to manage. As he was about to submerge, Noi shouted, “We won’t wait for you, Khutani. So what will you do with all this food you are catching for us, hmm?”

“I will bring my catch to the beach on the other side of the point. That’s where Ogwy plans to land, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but—” the Kashallan ignored further protests and submerged, leaving the Umwira to stare at an empty patch of water.

As Noi picked up his paddle and shouted for his crew to get moving so they wouldn’t be left behind, he gave Timma an angry scowl. “If he doesn’t come back or loses my property, Priest, I will take that black Speir’dina knife at your waist in payment,” he growled.

“You may try, Warrior.” Timma shot back.

“Enough, Student!” Chang said. “You should have waited for permission, so if the net is lost you will forfeit the blade.” At Timma’s horrified expression he nodded. “A warrior must never allow his emotions to rule his words and deeds.”

Then with a glance at Noi, he said, “My family were fishermen on my home world. I know to make such a net and keep it free of damage takes skill and many sun-marks of labor. I understand why you would value it so highly.” then Chang’s expression softened and he said, “But never fear, Young Timma, your knife is safe—this time. The Kashallan will do exactly as he said. He will return with fresh meat for our evening meal.”

Giving him a noncommittal grunt, Noi went back to paddling. A while later he asked, “So, was this Speir’dina man who hosts the symbiont once a man of the sea, too?”

Chang laughed. “Dr Singey? No he was not.”

“What was he then?” another man asked.

Chang paddled, thinking. At last he said, “Dr Singey was what we call, in our language, a scientist. He was...like one of your wizards maybe. I don’t know what other word to use to describe him.”

“And a healer, too,” Timma chimed in. “Doctor Bennett told me he studied many years to become a healer among your people.”

“That is also true, Student,” Chang agreed.

Noi and his crew seemed impressed in spite of themselves, Chang thought privately. Well, that was all for the best. They might need it in the days to come.

––––––––
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FEELING THE COOL DARK water caress his body, the Kashallan dove ever deeper. The water like a tropical sea back home was clear, its unclouded surface due to the lack of pigmentation in the microscopic sea life immersed within it. The darkness from the surface he had observed was only an illusion coming up from its depths. The planet’s weaker sun had already disappeared in the evening fog banks so Phillip’s visual perception was limited, but Yoey’s keener senses of smell, taste and hearing increased to dominate their bond in this watery world that was its natural home.

For a time he gave little thought to the task at hand just enjoying the freedom of movement this watery realm gave him and listening to the song of the Sea and the creatures dwelling within. He swam and danced to its wild rhythm.

The Dhuura were not exactly fish as a human would see them. Created for the Timornan environment, they looked more like a creature part frog and part shellfish, Phillip thought. They had a wide mouth and a frog’s strong back legs for swimming but, they also grew a hard shell that increased in thickness over the Sun Season. Inside their shells they spent the Sorins buried on the sea bottom. With the Renewal of warmer weather the Dhuura abandoned their shells to swim free and begin the cycle again.

Floating lazily toward the surface after a particularly deep dive, he felt the Dhuura singing to him the joyous song of their feeding frenzy. The Nagril, the tiny, nearly transparent blue shrimp-like creatures populating this ocean in their billions were here to offer themselves so that others could live.

As he began killing them and pushing them into the big carry net, Phillip inwardly laughed. And now the Dhuura in turn would give up their lives to feed him and those waiting on shore for his return. Thinking of Dunnagh’s Caldoni teaching about the Circle of life, he had to marvel at how different he was now than the arrogant rich prick he’d been before coming to this world.

Engrossed in his hunt the Kashallan was unaware of the others’ approach till a sharp nip to his backside caused him to jerk, the  opening of the carry net suddenly spilling wide and releasing some of his catch. 

A sinewy body glided between his legs its sleek grey head rising to look him in the eye. There was a chorus of amused laughter in his mind as a few of the older adults from the Wild Pool Kindred circled and snapped up the Dhuura now floating free. <<All grown up, how nice of you to hunt for us now.>> another burst of squeals and laughter echoed their joking words.

In spite of himself Phillip-Yoey couldn’t help smiling. He knew he’d been careless just now and that lapse could have cost him his life, but it was good to see them. Tentacles extended, Yoey brushed their tips over a smooth rubbery back and dripped its surprise and joy into the surrounding water. <<K’amsi it is so good to taste you. But what are you doing here?>>

<<Tasting you, what else?>> came the gurgling laughter again.

The Kashallan frowned. <<Let me rephrase that; why are you here?>>

<<To watch over you and keep you safe, Foolish Child,>> came a deep-voiced reply from Ro, Maker Tinguss’s oldest descendant. The Khutani gave his shoulder a painful nip as it came up from the depths to coil itself around his body.

<<A task, I might add that might prove to be more difficult than our parent anticipated when it charged us with your safety. Why are you swimming these waters alone, Little One? Surely you must know how dangerous this is.>>

The Kashallan leaned his head on Ro’s neck and murmured his agreement. His shoulder hurt but, the punishment was well earned. In spite of that, it was good to see them. <<We wanted fresh meat, K’amsi. And we were curious to explore and taste new things—and we forgot.>> Yoey said.

<<Forgot eh? See that you don’t forget this then.>> Ro nipped his shoulder again. Then, deciding it had made its point the big Khutani nuzzled him and brushed its mouth tentacles over his face in a tender gesture of affection. The Kashallan relaxed, returning the love with his own tentacles extended, as the Khutani carried him into the depths.

<<We will let the cousins finish your hunt while you tell me what has been happening above,>> Ro said. 
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Chapter Three
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Nearing the sheltered cove where Ogwy had chosen to come ashore, the Kashallan tasted trouble brewing like a storm cloud the moment he popped his head out of the water. Staring at the beach he could see several groups of people squaring off as if to fight. Ogwy, his brother Lubwey and some of the Blue Stone warriors were shouting and gesticulating angrily at a group of unknown Clan warriors facing them.

Nearby Ata Doyan and Masonja huddled, Timma, the two Speir’dina armachda and the rest of Ogwy’s warriors standing guard around them with weapons ready for a fight. 

<<Trouble already with them? My power isn’t as strong as our Amla Tinguss, but I will be with you to help as best I can,>> Ro promised. <<We will follow and keep a link with you until our Amla returns.>>

<<Thank you, K’amsi Ro. That does ease my mind a bit,>> the Kashallan confessed.

With the help of the pod’s young hunters, Phillip-Yoey was able to pull the heavy net into the shallows near the beach. As he rose, a dark figure dripping with seafoam, there was a shout from one of the strangers posted as sentry on the slope above. The arguing men fell silent turning to stare.

Recognizing him, Noi and a couple Blue Stone men hurried over to help with the net. Their eyes widened as they saw the bounty he had brought them. 

“We should keep you to hunt for us all the time,” Noi joked.

Phillip-Yoey laughed. “I had a little help from my cousins,” he admitted, motioning with his chin to the sleek grey bodies now disappearing beneath the waves.

Noi hissed, his mouth twisting into an angry snarl. “Khutani in our territory! They dare much.” 

“We are your allies now, Noi,” the kashallan reminded him. “Why shouldn’t they swim here?”

“Did you call them?”

“I had no idea they were following until now, but I guess like any parent the Maker is worried about me,” Phillip-Yoey confessed.

Noi grunted and motioned to lift the net over the sand and rocks at the water line. “I see we have company,” Phillip said, changing the subject.

“Thieving Scum! They say this is their land now,” Noi snarled in a low voice, so only he could hear. “They want us to pay them tribute. They say they will take the two priests as payment.” Seeing Masonja approaching with the Kashallan’s clothing, he added, “We can keep the Begta woman, if we want.” 

Masonja handed him his kilt as he stepped out of the surf. “Masonja glad Kashallan come back now,” she said quietly. 

Phillip took the kilt, but instead of taking the time to pleat it around his waist he left it folded and flung it over his shoulder. “Thank you, Masonja.”

“Umwira mans—”

“I know. Noi just told me. I’ll talk to them.” Noticing the newcomers’ women and children huddled among the rocks not far up the beach, he pointed with his chin to them and said, ”Masonja, those people look hungry. Will you go over there and tell them I will gladly share my catch with them if the children and old people need a good meal.”

She studied him for a long moment, her eyes widening at the angry bite marks on his shoulder. Her mouth twitched recognizing their significance. 

“Yes,” he said, answering her unvoiced question. “Some of my older siblings are near—and the eldest wasn’t happy with me for hunting alone.”

Masonja’s eyes gleamed with amusement, but she only nodded. “Masonja will ask Umwira womans.”

“Good.” The Kashallan sighed. “And now I guess I’d better see to this other matter.”

<<I am still with you, Little One,>> Ro said into his mind as he headed over to the waiting men. 

Scarred with tribal markings and bone piercings, they were a fierce-looking bunch. Like the Blue Stone Clan, these people were a blend of the mutant descendants of the original Timornans and the Khutani-bred peoples they had taken as wives and slaves over the centuries.

As he passed, Armachd Chang with a hand near his sidearm fell into step behind him. “I’m here if you need me, Kashallan-Phillip,” Chang murmured in Galactic Standard.

“Thank you, Armachd. But I hope it won’t be necessary to resort to violence,” he said in the same language. Then as they drew near the silent group, he switched languages and said to Ogwy, “I see we have guests, War Leader, it is a good thing my hunt was so successful. I’ve brought back plenty of Dhuura meat to share.”

Ogwy scowled, but offered no other response. After a long silence that was growing painful the Kashallan said, “I’m Phillip-Yoey and this is one of my warriors, Armachd Chang. Somebody care to introduce me to the newcomers to Blue Stone Territory?”

“Blue Stone Territory, eh?” A tall well-muscled male with fur as dark as Phillip’s own ebony skin folded his arms across his chest and snorted. “I am War leader Tesulu, and this is Sand Mountain land now. The Blue Stone People are all dead—or ran away like cowardly scum. You trespass, Stranger.” Noticing the Warlinga-like death strand around Phillip’s neck his eyes widened and he growled. “Who are you?”

“I am Phillip-Yoey as I told you, War Leader Tesulu. And as for the Blue Stone People being all dead, War Leader? I see several brave warriors of that Clan here with us right now.” 

That statement earned him another derisive snort from the man.

“There is no dishonor in fleeing a superior force when there is no chance of surviving,” Lubwey said. “By the fact that you are here, Sand Mountain Warriors, tells me you, too, did your own share of running and hiding from the Ghostlanders over the Sorins, if we are talking truth here.” 

“The Ghostlanders favored us with their ‘special’ attentions,” Ogwy snarled. “We had no choice. We lost our wizard, and so many warriors—”

“Where are your women and children, Begta Filth?” a thin elder with a dog-like snout and grey mane worn in a ragged tail down his back demanded. “I see only a warband out for plunder and a few strange mutant slaves. So I ask again, where are your women and children?”

The angry muttering, that had been going on in the background while the leaders talked, suddenly stopped. The warriors looked around as if realizing for the first time the women’s absence.

After a long silence, Lubwey finally said, “They are safe and no concern of yours, Wizard Qwasigara.”

The wizard laughed, but there was no mirth in the sound. “Where are they, Warrior?” He pointed with a clawed hand eastward across the Shallow Sea. “Over there? In the Khutani Demons’ land? Why, what are they doing over there? Did you lose them? Or did you let this one,” he pointed with his lips to the kashallan, “and his kin take them away from you? Are they slaves—are you all Khutani slaves now?” 

“No we aren’t Khutani slaves!” Ogwy shouted his temper sparking at last. “We are their blood-sworn allies—we had no choice.”

“Had no choice,” Qwasigara sneered. “So it is true what the Ghostlanders’ claim. One of the clans of Real People broke faith with the Ancient Covenant and betrayed us to the Hated Enemy. We should kill you—all of you right now!”

“Not true!” Lubwey cried. “We betrayed no one. Yes, we fled to the Big Swamp after our grandfather Wizard Zeta was killed, but a Sweh’an Demon was the one who sheltered us both from the Khutani and the Ghostlanders. The payment for her protection was our alliance with the Khutani.” 

A Sweh’an Demon that too shocked them. “The host for the demon is my kinswoman,” Phillip said into the silence. “I’m not sure what Tess-weh sees in our future that she offered her protection to the hunted Blue Stone People—she doesn’t always tell us—I just trust it was important. The Demon has been sworn to our service.”

“Sworn to who—you—this warband?” Qwasigara challenged.

Phillip’s lip twitched into something not quite a smile. “That answer is—complicated.” Addressing the wizard directly, he said, “Elder, it’s obvious to me that you have seen my bondmate, the Khutani symbiont nesting in my physical body, but have you looked close enough to see the Guardian that is at present coiled about my spirit body, too?”

“I see well enough, Khutani. What magic did you promise these cowards that they would be foresworn?”

Thickening its form so that the warriors could see it, too. Ro leaned over Phillips shoulder its yellow eyes glaring at the wizard. Using Phillip’s mouth it said in a deep voice very different from the kashallan’s, “No one here is a slave or a traitor. We offered the Blue Stone Clan protection and an alliance because we share a common enemy now, the Ghostland Wizards.”

“And what of these mutants that can host your foul children, Khutani, “A Sand Mountain warrior growled. “Where did they come from, eh? What did you promise one of the Ancients to breed you a host?”

“The Speir’dina aren’t mutants,” Jebu shot back. “Use your eyes; look at the weapons he carries.” He pointed to Chang. “This one and the woman warrior over there carry knives made of metal, METAL! And the other object at his hip, has the power of the old technology, like is told about in the ancient stories.”

“He also says that he and his people were guided here from their home among the stars by the Khutani to host their symbiont children,” Lubwey added.

“What the war leader claims is truth,” Ro said. “There are many worlds within the Starry River that have sentient life. We have seen them in our Dream conjurings. We called to this Chosen’s kinsman and he agreed to come to us and make a kashallan bond. Through our link with this child and other Speir’dina who have chosen to make a kashallan union, we are no longer confined to our watery home. And through their eyes we don’t like what we see, Wizard, so have a care how you annoy me.”

“Big words, but can you prove it?” Qwasigara snarled.

“Chang,” Phillip said in Galactic Standard. “Can you give them a small demonstration of your weaponry?”

“Certainly, Sir.” Then as fast as a striking snake, Chang drew his sidearm and vaporized a large boulder near the Sand Mountain War Leader. Already aware of the power of Speir’dina weapons Ogwy smirked as Tesulu jumped high into the air. 

“Do you need more proof, Wizard, War Leader?” the Kashallan asked quietly.

When he had recovered his composure, Qwasigara demanded, “If you control such power, Khutani why are we still alive? Why not kill us all and be done with it? Does it please you to toy with us before you strike?”

“No one is playing with you, Elder,” the kashallan said. ”Among my Speir’dina kin there is a saying, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ I would like to think that at some time in the future both our peoples could set aside ancient hatreds and become friends. 

“As my parent, the Maker Tinguss, has told our new Blue Stone allies, it feels a great wrong was done to your people in the past. It has offered this clan of the Real People sanctuary for that reason. Speir’dina and Blue Stone people are bound by both blood Oath and kinship now.”

Rounding on Ogwy, Tesulu growled, “Kinship? What does this foul creature mean? Has one of you traitors agreed to host a Khutani symbiont in exchange for this sanctuary?”

“No, we have not,” Lubwey snapped. “What he means is that to seal our alliance, and assure ourselves the Hated Enemy would keep their word, we gave my sister Yannan in marriage to the biggest and strongest warrior in this kashallan’s warband.”

“Yannan, the woman Wizard Zeta promised to me,” Tesulu said.

“Zeta is dead,” Ogwy said and smirked. “Nothing was said to me about a marriage contract. If the old witch knew, she didn’t tell me.”

After that revelation Ro studied Tesulu carefully through the Kashallan’s eyes. <<I wonder if we are going to have trouble with him over the woman? I hope not. He looks like a capable fighter. It would be a shame to have to kill him.>>

Phillip shivered, but agreed.

“If you have given these people sanctuary, Khutani, Why come back?” Qwasigara demanded. “This makes no sense to me. What do you hope to gain here?”

“We have come to the western shore seeking allies in our war against the Ghostland Wizards. For what they’ve done to the western clans, my Speir’dina People and many others,” The Kashallan said, “we hope to create a great alliance that will defeat them once and for all.”

Tesulu glanced around at the diminished Blue Stone warband and

The few Speir’dina accompanying them. He laughed. “I’m sure Wizard Barak is shaking with fear at the thought of your vengeance.”

“He may well be,” Phillip said, before Ogwy could answer with a blistering remark. “I believe the Sweh’an let him know of her presence.”

“Hah! I see no demon here. How do we know there really is one.”

“I don’t care if you believe us,” Lubwey shouted, his fists clinched in frustration. “That isn’t the important question here.”

“Will you join us in our fight against the Ghostlanders?” the Kashallan said. That’s the question needing an answer from you Sand Mountain Warriors. We need your help to gather the other clans who seek vengeance for their dead at the claws of Ghostland monsters.”

“Vengeance. A worthy plan when we are strong again,” Tesulu growled, “but as you have guessed; we are in no condition to take on the Ghostlanders at present.”

“I doubt if they will give you a chance to recover,” Chang said. “I wouldn’t in their place. Seasoned warriors with wrongs to settle, they will finish you off as soon as time permits.”

“True as individual clans already ravaged by war you don’t have much of a chance right now and that’s why we’ve come. We offer alliance you aren’t alone,” the Kashallan said. “Other warriors in the Yeyen Banai Valley, Ticca and elsewhere seek revenge for their dead. They will be coming with us up into the Ghostlands.”

“Warlinga Demons, no doubt.” Qwasigara scoffed. “And what’s to prevent them from attacking us when the Ghostlanders are defeated—if they can be defeated?”

“And what’s to prevent you from doing the same thing to us,” Phillip countered. “Trust in each other’s blood-sworn word of honor is all we both would have.” Phillip glanced from one grim face to another. “As a newcomer to this world I haven’t endured long years of war and hatred.

“But I and some of my kin were slaves to a brutal and sadistic Warlinga K’San who killed and ate some of us when we first came here. What we endured was nothing I could have dreamed was possible in my old pampered life. I have tasted some of the bitter hardships Timorna can offer. I have few illusions left, but I as a kashallan have pledged my life in service to all the peoples of Timorna—and that includes the Western Clans if they so choose.”

“Pretty words—” Qwasigara broke off, his attention snagged by the approach of Masonja, Moraga and an unknown Sand Mountain woman following reluctantly in their wake.  

Turning the Kashallan saw them and smiled. “Masonja, what is it?”

Masonja placed her strong hands on her hips and glared, ignoring the scowls directed her way for the interruption. “Mans make too much talk. Food is done. Babies are hungry.” She pointed with her jaw to the Umwira woman hanging back with downcast eyes. “Woman say no can feed babies till mans come. So mans come. No more talk.”

Eyes popping with rage, Qwasigara snarled, “Insolent Begta Filth! How dare you interrupt a men’s council—” He raised his hand as if to strike her down with his power

Ro becoming visible once more coiled around him, Phillip-Yoey warned
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