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Prologue
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In the Dream, Tessa floated relaxed and at peace. Comforting images of old friends and family back home among the stars came and went in the patterns of rainbow mists swirling about her. Gone were the torment of pain and the disfigurement of her burns that haunted her in the Waking World. Here she could forget and remember how things used to be, before they were stranded on Timorna—before her bond with a demon—before the battle at Red Rock...

In spite of everything in the Waking World she tried her best to hide her misery from those who needed her help, but her injuries, her weakness and disfigurement were a constant ache, like a rotting tooth that needed to be extracted. It was always there to remind her of her duty—and her failure. 

Determined to remain engrossed in the patterns of ever-changing forms and colors she resisted the nearby other, demanding her attention. Beside her in the mists lay another being, a twin. An image of her once lovely heart-shaped face with its high cheek bones and dark eyes stared back at her. The other’s full lips curved into a smile.  <<Hello, My Jewel. Did you think to avoid me by staying so long here in the Dream?>>

A note of sadness coloring the mental voice, Tessa said, <<Swe’a’sa, is it time to leave this beautiful place already?>>

<<Not yet, My Jewel, but soon,>> the Sweh’an demon who was her bondmate said. The Demon reached out a ghostly hand and took hers. <<But first, My Han’si you must choose.>>

<<Choose? I don’t understand.>>

The demon chuckled and raised them both to their feet. <<Yes you do, My Treasure. I’ve told you before; you just don’t want to understand.>>

A mental sigh of acknowledgement of the truth of her bondmate’s words, finally Tessa said, “You are right Swe’a’sa, you have shown me—tried to tell me, but it’s so hard. Everywhere I turn there is suffering and death. Even here in the Dream I can feel the echoes of the pain that torments me when awake.>>

The demon put a ghostly arm about Tessa’s shoulder and drew her close. <<I know, My Jewel. Pleasure, pain, ah the joys good and bad of your corporeal existence. I have never had a human host, or felt so ensnared in the world of Physical Form before. Being bonded to one of you has been a—fascinating experience.>>

Tessa laughed. <<Not what you were expecting, not like your former contracts with Avairei priestesses, eh?>>

The demon smiled. <<No, not at all. I have learned many new things from you and your people, but as I’m sure you are also aware, our time together grows short.>>

<<Yes, I do know. If it wasn’t for your magic and Phillip-Yoey’s medicines, my frail human body would have perished after our last encounter with the Ghostland wizards’ cabal.>>

The Sweh’an grimaced. <<Yes, the Ghostlanders’ cabal... You are right your human body isn’t able to channel as much of my power as I would wish, but we can take a terrible vengeance upon them nonetheless, before we must part, My jewel.>>

<<Vengeance,>> Tessa said in a dreamy voice as images of mutilated bodies and blood flowed across her vision. <<I would like that, Swe’a’sa, vengeance.>>

The demon chuckled. <<Yes, My Treasure, we will make them pay for our suffering and so much more, but alas, we aren’t strong enough to destroy the Enemy completely. We are coming to a point where the path of the future for your people forks. And because it is with you that I have made my contract it must be you who must choose our path forward—how we direct our magic.>>

<<Me? But, but I can’t! It’s too much,>> Tessa protested.

<<You can and you must,>> the demon growled, a note of irritation coloring the mental voice. <<As I’ve told you before, I can’t make that decision for you; the terms of my service forbid it. You are the only one, Han’si, that can choose for your people—all Timorna’s peoples.>>

Tessa’s etheric image shimmered. She wanted to wake up—even if it meant returning to the pain of her unhealed injuries—put off her decision for a while longer—as she had done before. This time, however, the demon wouldn’t let her.

With a wave of its graceful hand the demon caused her trance to deepen. <<No, My Jewel, not this time, there is no escape until you choose. In the Waking World the future divides and battle is coming to both paths. All those you love will be affected. You must choose.>>

<<I can’t stay here—Moraga said we would be moving on soon,>> she protested. <<I have to wake up; I will think more about this later.>>

The demon’s gaze hardened. <<Now, My Jewel, or I will become cross with you. And, you wouldn’t like that, would you, My Treasure, now would you?>>

<<N-no I would not,>> she stammered, recalling other times when she hadn’t been strong enough to defy  the demon’s will.

<<Besides my slave Atahru will carry our body if the column begins to move before we are ready,>> the Sweh’an added with a smirk.

Trembling Tessa gave her agreement. <<So be it, Swe’a’sa, I will choose.>> feeling as if her heart was being torn in two, she watched again as the demon showed her the possible futures for the Speir’dina she cared about and how the future of the Kashallan Alliance would unfold, depending on her choice.

<<We have only enough power to aid one of the two paths unfolding before us. Which will it be, My Jewel? Shall we lend our aid to the one, or the many, My Treasure. There is only a single path for us before our time together ends.>>

Oh, Nathan love; Phillip we have been through so much together, she thought privately. Why did it have to come to this? I’m so, so sorry.

To her bondmate Tessa said, <<I will choose, but I would also like to know that whatever I choose will bring peace and a chance to survive on this alien world for my Speir’dina people. That is the gift I hope my life will give them—my sacrifice will be my legacy to the generations to come upon this world.>>

<<It will, My Jewel, I can promise you that, whatever you choose. Your people will survive in some fashion on this world.>>

<<Good. That makes what is to come easier to bear. But Swe’a’sa, but can we help—warn the other I don’t choose in some way without violating the contract?>>

The demon thought about it for a moment, then smiled. <<Yes, My Treasure, I think we can.>> The demon let out a mirthless laugh. <<Perhaps there is one among the Alliance who has enough power and can be persuaded to help—in spite of himself.>>

When the demon showed her, Tessa, too, laughed. “Oh my, Swe’a’sa, if he agrees what a change to his world that will be.>>
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Part One


Chapter One
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“Greetings, Members of the Council, Imas, Atas, this is Jojo Tepring, your man on the scene, reporting again on our noble warriors’ trek north into the enemy territory of the Ghostlands.” 

The Speir’dina holding the pocket recorder adjusted the screen away from his smiling golden-skinned green-eyed face topped by its thatch of curly red hair. He turned the recorder to show the waiting viewers back home the tawny ridges and rocky path leading through the clumps of purple thorn and sourwood. Ahead of him the recorder revealed a line of warriors their identities almost unrecognizable through the clouds of red dust kicked up by the column of the allied forces spread out before and behind him.

Jojo coughed. “Take a good look, People. For most of you viewing this it will be your first glimpse of ‘the Ghostlands’ in living memory. As you can see it’s quite dusty—and hot, too, let me assure you. Not much different than the terrain around Tragar, actually. Well maybe a bit dryer, less vegetation—and more dust.” He coughed again before continuing.

“This is our first day out into the open. Most of our travel North before now has been through the labyrinth of tunnels, used to great advantage by the Enemy on prior raids South into our home territory.

“Now that we’ve come out of the gloom the talk among the warriors is that there is a sizable complex of farms and slave breeding pens a few days’ march ahead of us. It’s not confirmed by the Alliance commanders, but the talk going around camp at night is,” he confided in a low tone, “that the place is one of the major breeding facilities for the terrible monsters created by the Wizards’ Cabal to ravage our innocent families in the South.

“And with the combined force of our brave Warlinga, Speir’dina and Western Clan Warriors we will destroy it, as we have already done with the enemy warbands we encountered in the tunnels. So far our casualties have been light, thanks in part to the superior skills of our warriors, and the noble efforts of our medical corps.”

Jojo zoomed in for a closer look at the dust-caked tired men trudging nearby. “Among whom I am travelling at the moment.” He focused on a pair of black-clad men with heavy packs on their shoulders walking nearby. “And here is our brave Speir’dina warrior Armachd Chang and his student and one of our most experienced young medics, Ata Timma.” 

Without slowing his pace, Jojo bounced over and held his recorder up to Armachd Chang. “Care to give the people back in the Yeyen your thoughts on the coming engagement or how the war is going in general?”

Chang pushed the recorder out of his face, causing Jojo to nearly drop the precious item. “Fuck off, Dymarian, I don’t have time for your nonsense.”

“Be careful, Armachd this recorder is only on loan to me. I have to return it to Tomas Chambers with a copy of my notes to the Council.” Chang swore in Caldoni and quickened his pace. Jojo’s face reddened. “Ah, for those who don’t speak Caldoni, I’m not going to translate that for this recording. Let’s just say the armachd has no further comments at the moment. I’ll ask him again later.”

Undeterred by Chang’s rudeness Jojo waited for the grim-faced armachd to pass, then stuck the recorder in front of Timma. “And how about you, Noble Medic?  Any comments for the Imas?” a sly smile curving his full lips when Timma remained silent, he added, “Want to say hi to that pretty wife of yours waiting for you back at Tragar Keep?”

Startled Timma opened his mouth as if to speak, sorely tempted, then he glanced at Chang’s grim expression and stiff back, closed his mouth and without a word hurried to keep pace with his mentor.

Behind him the reporter heard a soft chuckle as he paused his machine. “Give it up, Jojo. You know the Hunt Leader has told the warriors not to comment to you about the coming engagement.”

Plastering a friendly smile on his face Jojo turned, walking backwards a few steps till he could come alongside the kashallan. “I wasn’t asking him to disclose the army’s secret military plans, Kashallan-Phillip, I was just looking for some human interest quotes—something to help Tomas and the players create new dramas depicting our exploits when we get back to the Yeyen Banai Valley.”

“Mm, perhaps, but now isn’t a good time, not when everybody is tired—maybe later.”

Jojo thought about it, then nodded. “You’re probably right. When we are in camp and we’ve eaten and rested—” He brightened as a new thought came to him. “And then will you give me an interview?”

Phillip-Yoey pointed to his clan branded face and Umwira ponytail and laughed. Switching languages he asked in Galactic Standard, “Getting desperate, Jojo? Do you really want to send back as one of your first reports the thoughts of the ‘Renegade Umwira’s Kashallan?”

Jojo grinned, taking his meaning. A mischievous gleam in his green eyes, he said, “Why not. I believe history will prove that you and Maker Tinguss are the visionaries that began the process leading to a lasting peace on this world.”

Sobering Kashallan-Phillip nodded. “I hope you are right, Jojo, for in order for Speir’dina to grow and prosper in our adopted home we desperately need peace and an end to the wars and hatred that has been festering between the Khutani peoples and the Umwira for centuries.”

Jojo smiled, showing lots of teeth. “So does that mean you will talk to me this evening, Kashallan?”

Phillip-Yoey smiled as well, displaying his alien, sharp Khutani teeth. “No promises, but we will see.”

Cheered up considerably, Jojo next turned to the Avairei slogging along dejectedly just behind the kashallan with a heavy pack of medical supplies on his back. Turning the recorder back on, he held it out. Caught on the screen was a disheveled young Ata his dirty matted braidlets pulled back into a ponytail like the clan warriors and the Speir’dina man walking nearby. “And how about you, Ata Crowis, any comments on what you are learning as one of the army’s medics and your brother-in-law Phillip-Yoey’s assistant?”

Torn out of his misery by the mention of his real name, Crowis raised his eyes from the ground and blinked. When he finally understood the question being put to him he shook his head and looked down as if where he placed his foot for the next step was the most important thing in the world. “Jojo, please,” he mumbled, “don’t torment me.”

Jojo frowned, puzzled by his friend’s reaction. Glancing back at the grinning pair of Clan warriors just behind them his mood improved again. “Ah, Nytaka, Qwayku, how are you doing today. I heard from War Leader Tesulu that you young warriors fought bravely in that last skirmish before we left the tunnels. I also heard you helped carry several wounded men out of the fighting.” He held out the pocket recorder. “Want to talk to me again?” The Cousins nodded and eagerly moved alongside Jojo so they could see themselves on the little screen he held out to them.

Noticing Jojo talking to the Cousins they were quickly joined by other young warriors fascinated by Jojo’s off world technology. “Ah, greetings Athala, Cho, how are you doing today....”
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CROWIS ADJUSTED THE strap of the heavy pack on his shoulder and coughed. The excited voices of the little monsters who had been appointed his so-called teachers in the “survival arts” by his newly discovered relatives, Sensei Chang and Kashallan-Phillip, barely penetrated the misery of his situation as they lagged behind him. Well at least with Jojo to amuse them the ones whom he thought of as his personal tormentors would leave him alone for a while. 

A cloud of red dust whipped up by the trudging warrior’s feet seemed to hang over the column in a malignant haze. He wished they would stop, let him rest, but he dared not complain—no one else was. And if he did try to explain that he was a scholar and that they should have left him back at Tragar, because he wasn’t cut out for this kind of life, the warriors and even the Begta traveling with the warbands would only laugh at him and call him Brat and other foul names.

How much longer till they would stop and camped for the night? he wondered. His feet hurt. But why did he care when they stopped; he couldn’t rest even then.

“Feeling sorry for yourself again, Ata?” Phillip-Yoey said, glancing back at him.

“No,” he lied.

The kashallan laughed. “Cheer up, Ata. The sun is sinking towards the horizon. We will be making camp for the night soon.”

Maybe you can rest then, but I will have to haul water and gather fuel for the cook fires. I won’t get any rest; I will have to keep working or Sensei Nytaka or Sensei Qwayku will be there with their switches, calling me a lazy Begta and making sure I don’t dawdle. 

In a part of his mind still thinking clearly he knew he wasn’t being fair. Phillip-Yoey wouldn’t be lazing around; he would be right alongside him hauling water or filling up the jars of kavay medicines that were always in demand. No, he wasn’t being fair. Everybody in the Teh’lachs worked together to set up and take down the nightly camps. He was just tired—and frightened—if he was honest with himself.

––––––––
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THE CAMP THAT NIGHT was a wide sandy area off the trail with no looming rocks or thorn thickets that could offer shelter for a surprise attack. Crowis belonged to a Teh’lach made up mostly of the medics like Kashallan-Phillip, Timma, the Speir’dina Medics Williams and Ruan, their assistants Nurse Anilah, several Begta and Loti volunteers. 

Sensei Chang, though not officially apart of their group, did spend quite a lot of time with them, being in charge of the ongoing training of the young warriors like the Cousins, their friends Athala and Cho, as well as the Warlinga Chi’am Tragar and two young Meh’gach hunters who were also a part of their Teh’lach. Crowis, too, much to his dismay was forced to join the nightly training sessions.

Nobody expected him to take up the spear and become a warrior, but his attendance was still required. “You need to know the basics in case you are attacked or your patients are in danger, Crowis,” Phillip-Yoey kept saying to him, “and if you don’t like getting bruised and bloody, then you will have to try harder and learn how to defend yourself.”

There was little fuel in this barren spot available for cook fires so the camp settled for an evening meal of water from the nearby creek and a handful or two of pemegas, a trail food made of pounded meat, masa root mixed with obeylem fat and rolled into balls. Before coming on this journey he’d never heard of the stuff, but it was a common ration known to both the Clans and the Warlinga hunters.

Choking down the last of his portion Crowis had just pulled his blanket out of their packs and swaying like a drunkard was looking around for a comfortable spot to curl up for the night when Nytaka’s sharp voice cut through his fatigue like a knife.

“Where do you think you’re going, Brat?”

Crowis froze, mentally he ran through the list of camp chores assigned to him—had he forgotten something? By the Mother, he had helped sort and repack medical supplies after Phillip-Yoey and Kashallan-Nathan refilled the kavay medicines they might need. He had checked on his patients, fed a man with a broken arm, and bathed another whose wound had started to bleed again. He shivered as a cold wind blew off the mountain looming to the north of them. He couldn’t think of anything else.

Crowis sighed and faced his tormentor. “Sensei Nytaka, I’ve done my chores; I‘m tired. I was going to sleep now.”

Nytaka smacked the kavalpa wand he held against his leg. “We will need water for the morning. Go fill our buckets and the net of jars before it gets too dark to see and you fall and break something, Lazy Begta.”

Begta, Crowis looked wistfully at the Begta shamanka Masonja sitting by the packs pulling her blanket and Phillip-Yoey’s from the folded mass the Loti had deposited by their site. Before coming on this journey the only Begta he had known were slaves. It was their job to haul water and dig privy holes, but not here. Masonja was a shamanka and healer in her own right and more likely to order him to dig a privy hole and carry water than to do it herself.

Everybody took turns hauling water and he didn’t remember being assigned that duty tonight, but arguing with Nytaka about it would only get him a whack or two from his wand, which his battered body didn’t need. Sighing he picked up two buckets, slung the net of empty jars over his shoulder  and headed for the creek. “Yes, Sensei.”

It was probably the Cousins’ turn tonight and the little monsters were taking advantage again, but it wasn’t worth complaining to Sensei Chang or Phillip-Yoey about it. He might win a temporary reprieve from a distasteful task, but the Cousins would find a way to get back at him—later.

There were four containers setting by their packs, so he would be expected to make two trips, but to his surprise Phillip-Yoey gave Nytaka a warning stare and followed Crowis to the creek with the other two buckets.

The blue snows had melted earlier in the Sun-Season so the water in the creek bed was barely more than a trickle. To avoid getting sand in the containers along with the water was a slow business. It was nearly dark by the time they had finished. As they were carrying the heavy buckets and nets of stoppered jars up the bank, Phillip surprised him by stopping at the top and turning to face him. “I wanted you to know that we are pleased with how you are doing on this journey. Ma’lu says you could try a little harder in your combat lessons, true, but you are doing much better than Yoey and I expected you would with the healing knowledge we are teaching you.”

Confused and too tired to decide whether his kashallan brother-in-law was joking with him, Crowis glanced up, trying to see his face in the dim light. Kashallan-Phillip met his gaze and nodded. “I’m not teasing you,” he said, then laughed as Crowis continued to stare. “Keep it up and Ishka may even want to name you her brother again by the time we return to Tragar.”

Crowis snorted a laugh, in spite of himself. So afraid he would tell their mother that she hadn’t died when she was captured by the Umwira if he was allowed to return to his studies at Riath. She had been angry enough to have her two husbands bring him along on the expedition up into the Ghostlands. “That might be too much to ask, but thank you, Holy One,” Crowis murmured, dropping his eyes once more to the sand.

“We shall see—” Phillip-Yoey might have said more, but he broke off as a shadowy figure loomed up on the path in front of them. Nearly bumping into the kashallan who had stopped abruptly just ahead of him, Crowis choked back a frightened cry.

“It’s all right, Crowis,” Phillip said quietly. “There’s no need to be afraid.” Recognizing the dark figure, he said, “Good evening, Atahru. Is your Mistress well? Does she need my help with her healing?”

As the Umwira stepped closer, Crowis too recognized the demon’s slave and shivered. Back at Tragar the demon and her Speir’dina host had secretly bound him to her service. Had the Wa’chassey’ul come because she needed him for some reason? He shivered again.

As if the demon was able to see them through Atahru’s dark eyes, she focused her gaze on him alone, the Wa’chassey’ul’s mouth curving into a cruel smirk. “Your service is owing, Priest, but I haven’t come for you yet.” Dismissing him in the next moment the demon and her slave returned their attention to Phillip-Yoey.

Phillip-Yoey bowed and repeated his earlier question. “Tess-weh, are you well; how may I serve you?”

“My Mistress is well, Khutani,” Atahru said in a hollow voice. “I come with a message, Khutani, Heed it well. Your life will depend on it.”

“Mm, I understand.”

Atahru let out a mirthless laugh. His voice taking on the tambour of the demon as he said, “Do you, Khutani? I wonder.”

Phillip sighed. He hated her games, and didn’t enjoy playing them for her amusement. “Just give me your message, Honored Spirit. It grows late as you can see.”

Speaking in Galactic Standard Atahru said, “Beware, Dr Singey, for you are known and expected. If you swallow the bait offered you by the pale men in the North you will be enslaved and bound in a net of your own making. When specters of ancient evil whisper upon the northern winds, deception cloaks a great evil. Have a care, My Jewel. Flattery and illusion are powerful lures set to unearth old habits best left buried and forgotten. Heed the warning you are given and don’t allow the malice awakened by ancient wrongs to whisper in your ear.

“But if you, in your arrogance, ignore my warning and they ensnare you, then surrender to the sweet hunger. The Little One leads the way and will guide you to the Ancestor who will give you the missing pieces of the puzzle needed to obtain your freedom.”
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The warrior bowed to the dried-up old priest shrouded and veiled against the blistering sun standing in front of him. Bred and enhanced from his original stolen Warlinga ancestors, the Changeling Drucas Segoi and pride of the Ghostland wizard’s breeding program was a tall muscular man with piercing red eyes and a dark mottling pattern on his back and arms.

While still an infant the small pair of extra limbs, a trait of his true Umwira ancestry, had been surgically removed from his torso. The phantom limbs ached on occasion, but he had learned to ignore the pain. He was a child of the Real People; he knew his purpose, to infiltrate and help destroy the Enemy from within. The pain and his sacrifice would one day be rewarded when the Khutani-held lands of the South flowed deep in a river of blood.

After a long moment of silence the old priest spoke in a voice roughened by the harsh land in which he dwelled. “Speak, Warrior of the Real People. Why have you made the long journey to the Plain of Fires?”

Plain of Fires, Drucas glanced at the not so distant conical mountains, some of their peeks belching plumes of dark smoke and flames into the sulfurous air. Lazy streams of molten lava rolled down mountain sides to spread out upon a stone-covered plain of glassy black rocks. If his petition was granted he would have to walk upon those rocks down the Trail of Death to the Well of Poison Fire. 

Drucas bowed again choking back his fear and strengthening his resolve. I will reach out my hands and take what is mine—by right. I will not be satisfied to be a slave to the weak grey worms of the Cabal any longer. “I come seeking guidance and the gift of power that only the Unseen Ones in such a holy place can grant to the worthy.”

The priest chuckled, the sound like dry leaves crackling under a clawed foot. “And are you worthy, Changeling? I wonder.”

Drucas gritted his teeth, swallowing down an angry response. It was always the same thing when he had face-to-face dealings with any of these pale little Ghostland worms. These four limbed priests and wizards of the elite class claimed their descent pure and untainted from Timorna’s ancient inhabitants, tracing their lineage from the ancients before the Great Wars. They thought themselves so superior to those of the People in the West born with six limbs and even more so than a half-bred changeling with Khutani slave blood, such as himself. 

Was the Begta Puke baiting him, hoping he would do something rash, so he would have cause to refuse his petition? If so, the priest was mistaken. Drucas would do nothing to give the priest cause to refuse him. Even if it meant prostrating himself on hot rocks till his scales charred.

“There is a new alliance among the Hated Enemy. Our land has been invaded, Holy One.” Drucas waved a clawed hand to the fiery mountains on the horizon. “As a trusted war leader of the Cabal, I seek guidance and the magic needed to defeat them.”

“A noble purpose,” the priest said, “if undertaken for the good of the People and not for personal gain.”

“I wish only to serve,” Drucas lied, his hard eyes meeting those of the priest, daring him to challenge that statement. Unable to completely erase the tone of arrogance and contempt from his voice when the priest remained silent, he added, “As a small token of my humility and faith I bring gifts to the keepers of the shrine—and to the Unseen Ones they serve.”

By this time the old man had been joined by three other individuals, their age and sex indistinguishable in their voluminous veils and robes.

“The sincerity of your words isn’t for me to judge. Your worthiness will be up to the Dwellers of the Poison Fires to decide, not me.” The old man waved to his subordinates to come forward and take charge of the dusty and exhausted Loti slave and his heavy packs. After the Loti had been led away, the priest motioned for Drucas to follow him up a steep trail to the cool darkness of the temple cut into the cliff above.

Passing through the doorway the priest pushed aside the head coverings that protected his colorless, pale skin from the heat and light. “Enter and refresh yourself, Warrior, before you walk the Trail of Death. You have come a long way—and in haste. If what you say is true about the Enemy, then your need must be great. 

“I wonder why the Cabal was able to spare you for this pilgrimage. How many will die because they are deprived of your knowledge and strength at such a critical time?”  

The sly Begta Puke, had he guessed that Drucas’s pilgrimage wasn’t known or authorized by the new leadership of the Cabal? He had claimed to his superiors to be heading South on an extended scouting mission. No, they would definitely not be pleased if they knew his true destination—and its real purpose.

“Whatever deaths may occur in my absence will be compensated for by the guidance and power I will obtain when the Unseen Ones favor my quest,” he growled.

“A favorable end to your quest, hmm.” There was that rasping chuckle again. “Yes, Warrior, let us hope it is so.”

Drucas was led to a small chamber by the younger of the shrouded priests. He was instructed to rest in its cool dimness until the elder had cast the bones and determined the proper time for his descent into the valley to walk the path to the Well of Fire.

When the obnoxious minion had gone, he drank long from the jar of water on a small table and then crossed to the nest prepared for guests and lay down upon its thin lumpy moss. Coming here had been a gamble. The Place of the Fires was a sacred and holy place to the People, but the gifts of magical power it offered weren’t granted without a price. 

To walk among the Holy Flames, to feel the burning power that had appeared after the ancient wars inside his flesh, such power could either kill or transform. To face the fear and withstand the torment took not only courage but strength of will. Body and mind must be united and strong enough to endure the pain of Transformation. If not, if he lost control for even a moment, then he would die—and most horribly.

But he was strong his natural gifts already enhanced by secret training offered to him in his youth by others among the elite class, who hadn’t been content with the limited uses their rulers had seen in him. The rebels suspected he could be, with the right teaching, far more than just a ruthless and violent tool. 

A smile curving his dark lips he closed his eyes and willed his tense body to relax. Fortunately for him the ones who had shared with him their special “gifts” were all dead. Barak had seen to that, but he had never learned of Drucas’s conspiring with the rebels, or the changeling’s enhancements.
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ONE OF THE PRIESTS came for him in the cool, murky twilight. His guide instructed him to leave behind his spear, crossbow and any other weapons. He could keep his belt knife in case a blood offering was required. He was also to remove any foreign articles he carried on his person, including the death strand he still wore as was the custom among the Warlinga of the Yeyen Banai where he had lived for so many years.

Without a word he removed everything and laid them atop the moss of the nest. Turning to the priest with head crest flattened, and showing his fangs, he warned, “All my property had better be right here when I return.”

Silently the priest stared at him from the concealment of its veils for a long moment. Finally it said in a low voice that still managed to convey contempt, “If you return, Warrior, your possessions will be here as you left them. Have no fear.” Drucas grunted and followed the priest from the room.

Once outside the temple Drucas stopped and took a deep breath of the sulfurous air, trying to calm his nerves. Though the sun had gone below the horizon some time before, it was never truly dark in this place. The glowing red and gold streams of molten lava pouring down the mountainsides and pooling on the plain below cast grotesque shadows upon the nearby rocks, and illuminated  their way down the trail with a flickering red glow.

When the gray sky of twilight had turned to the black of true night the priest stopped by a cairn of rocks the height of a tall man alongside the path. At the top was a cross. On its horizontal pole hung several ragged prayer flags and other offerings. 

“This is as far as I go with you, Supplicant.” The priest pointed to a winding trail leading down into a rocky ravine from which occasional clouds of steam and flame issued from a deep pit. “We will come back in three days to this holy marker. If your petition is successful we will bring you back to the temple and care for you until you are well enough to travel. If you are not here,” the priest pointed to the cairn, “we will add another stone to the mound. Fare well, Supplicant.” The priest turned and without another word headed back to the temple.

Gritting his teeth Drucas watched the pale figure disappear into the gloom, his barbed tail curling and uncurling in agitation. “I’ll be waiting; have no fear of that. Just make sure you come back for me,” he shouted after the retreating priest. 

When his guide had disappeared into the darkness Drucas took a deep breath, refusing to surrender to his fears, and started down the trail to the Well of Poison Fires. His magic was strong. The Unseen Ones would grant him the power he needed to destroy the Khutani-bred slaves that threatened his people, and his enemies within the Cabal as well. 

The arrogant wizards would understand how dangerous it was to under estimate him when his powerful jaws closed around their scrawny necks and he drank the life from their puny bodies. It would be too late but they would learn that he was no groveling slave to be used and thrown away—yes, they would all learn to fear and obey K’San Drucas Segoi.

He was well into the ravine and nearing the well when the buzzing in his head and the burning sensation under his skin became nearly unbearable. Choking on bile Drucas doubled over and vomited a stream of gray acid onto the path. The poisons were inside him now. There was no turning back; Transformation or Death were his only choices now. Falling to his knees he raised his face to the sky and roared.

It had begun. The poisons from the old wars that claimed him were invading every cell of his body. He was on fire the pain forcing him to the ground. He writhed in unbelievable agony, but refused to give up—refused to die. Unable to stand he crawled towards the pit.

He would not surrender to the pain; he would be found worthy of the blessings the Transformation would give him. Even though he had always been told by the gray worms that he was only a half-bred creature he was not. He was strong and his breeding true, a son of the Real People. This world belonged to him and his kind, not the alien invaders and their mutated slaves.

The heat of a blazing sun passed into the cooling dimness of another night while Drucas crawled towards the pit, oblivious to the passing of time. Only the pain was real, and only the pain reminded him that he was still alive. Reaching the rim of the well at last he peered down into a pit of fire. In his torment, it seemed as if fiery demons laughed at him and danced in a swirling mist of changing shapes and colors.

Hoping to dispel the mocking vision, Drucas blinked and rubbed a hand across his dry and burning eyes. Damn them all! He pulled himself up into a sitting position, staring into the Well. He had come this far he would finish it.  Taking the Speir’dina knife from his waist he made a deep gash on his arm and allowed his blood to drip into the inferno below.

“Ancient Ones, Holy Ones, I come seeking the Magic I need to defeat my enemies and the enemies of all the Real People of this world. I come seeking Power so I can help destroy the Khutani invaders and all those who are alien to our world once and for all. I come seeking your guidance and I offer you my Blood Gift. Hear me and grant me Power, Holy Ones of the Mighty Fires.”

Drucas allowed a large amount of his blood to fall into the well before he felt too dizzy and weak to continue. He waited, but no vision appeared before his eyes, no voice spoke holy words of wisdom into his mind...

Tears of weakness and frustration pooled in his red eyes. Damn them! What more did they expect of him? In spite of his mixed heritage surely he was worthy? He had risked his very life to come here. Hadn’t he paid their price in blood and pain? “Unseen Ones, speak to me. I have sacrificed much to come here. What more must I do to receive your favor and blessings?”

As unconsciousness threatened to overwhelm him Drucas sank to the ground his head slumping over the rocky edge of the well. It was only then that a blast of scorching heat caressed his face and a deep voice whispered into his mind. <<Sacrifice.>>

Sacrifice, what more could he sacrifice? He’d come here against orders, endured the tortures of the path...”What more can I give and still survive? Greedy, ungrateful Spirits! What do you want from me?”

<<if you want Magic and Power to defeat your enemies then you must sacrifice,>> the rasping voice repeated.

“Sacrifice, eh?” he said bitterly, suddenly wondering if it had been a mistake to come here. “And if I ‘sacrifice’ more, what guarantee do I have I will receive from you the magic I need to defeat my enemies, hmm?”

<<You will gain the Power that you seek. Your enemies among the Cabal and many in the South will die by your hand, Warrior, never fear. But unless you sacrifice something you greatly value in payment, you will join them in death, Arrogant One.>>

A grim smile curved the changeling’s cruel mouth. He believed the voice; he would triumph. But what more did the Holy Ones of the Fires want? “I still don’t understand what do you want; what must I sacrifice to win your blessing?”

<<The Gift is up to you, Warrior,>> the Voice finally said. <<You must decide. You will know if your Gift is accepted, because you will live—not die.>> The voice remained silent after that in spite of his angry demands for clarification or more information.

Drucas lay panting on the lip of the well for a long time his mind lost in confusing visions of battle and torment. Somewhere in the Ghostland tunnels the Great Avenger and other monstrous warbands of the wizards’ creation were fighting the warriors of the Kashallan Alliance—and dying. He saw in the flames Warlinga he knew from the Yeyen Banai Valley like the Meh’gach brothers, as well as some of the Western Clan War Leaders he knew by sight, but not by name. The Alliance vermin raised their spears drenched in blood to the sky and rejoiced in their victories. 

And then, in among the sulfurous fumes and shifting flames were visions of the flat-faced mutants with their magical weapons, who some of the more moderate factions among the elite whispered weren’t mutants at all, but another alien species like the Khutani vermin, invading their world from the stars. 

Feeling something jab into his hip, he smiled, now certain he knew what to offer.Aliens and their fearsome weapons! He would give the Unseen Ones their sacrifice and be a part of the force that destroyed the invaders once and for all.

“All right, I will ‘sacrifice’ something more. I will give you something I greatly value!” he said, his mouth too dry to do more than croak. Pulling the black and lethal Speir’dina blade from its sheath Drucas hurled it into the fiery pit. As the blade disappeared he heard a rumble from deep in the ground and a tower of sparks shot high into the air. 

His lips curled back in a death’s head smile. The blade was a fitting sacrifice, a symbol of death awaiting all invaders. How many of the foul creatures had been ensnared by Khutani lies and become hosts for the Makers unnatural children? It didn’t matter; they were all going to die. 

Drucas lowered his head and weakly began to crawl up the path to the cairn and the waiting priests.
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Chapter Three
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Creeping through the rocks above the trail that the main column of allied forces had used about a half day ahead of them, Tesulu motioned for the other members of his patrol to halt when he spied the two men he’d assigned to guard their back trail hurrying up to join them. 

Dressed in black, a long brown four-ply warrior’s braid down his back, when the Speir’dina man named Murda was close enough to be heard without shouting, he said, “War Leader Tesulu, there is a number of unknown Warlinga coming up behind us.”

“What do you mean unknown Warlinga?” Tesulu said. Glancing over the dry barren hills through which they had come, he shaded his eyes with one of his four hands, but could make out no details in the red dust cloud near the horizon. Motioning for his band of nine to crouch down among the rocks so they couldn’t be seen, he repeated,his voice harsh as he vented his frustration on the unsuspecting warrior under his command. “What do you mean unknown Warlinga?” 

He hated being assigned a patrol at the rear of the march today, a position away from the glory of battle should the column be attacked once again. His long-standing rival Ogwy was at the front this time his Teh’lach and Goro’s in a position to win honor while he remained at the ass end of their force. But maybe he should have more faith in the Unseen One’s and their purpose. 

Ingazi, waring the clan markings of a Rock Salt man in his Teh’lach had come up to the group by then, adding to his partner’s tale, “They are no Warlinga we saw at Tragar, so maybe they are Ghostlander Changelings.”

“They also have with them some Avairei and a few Loti carrying heavy packs,” Murda said, “So they have either been raiding in the Yeyen, or the Avairei are more of the Dingay Changelings seeking refuge, and the Warlinga are escorting them North.”  

“They would be changeling hunters,” Chelka said as she and her combat partner Marti came near. “The Avairei are probably Ghostland-bred, too, but I doubt if the poor Loti would have gone with them willingly.”

Tesulu didn’t care about stupid Loti, they were good for nothing better than to be made slaves. And the women were most likely right the people coming up behind them were Ghostland bred and then sent back south to infiltrate the Khutani held lands. Ah but how could he, Tesulu, use this information to best advantage, both for the Kashallan Alliance, and to win glory and honor for himself?

“We need to let the Hunt Leader know about this,” Murda said, breaking in on his concentration.

Tesulu made a cutting motion and the man fell silent. “We will,” he finally said, “but first we will use this information to our advantage.”

“And glory,” Juba said, tossing his dark brown ponytail back over his shoulder and smiling. He suspected he knew the mental trail his war leader was following.

Mar flattened his head crest and curled his lip, showing the tips of his canines. “Information isn’t the most important thing here, Clan Warriors, for what would these misbegotten fools know. No the safety of our people is more important than information—or glory in battle.”

Tesulu had no head crest to drop in a threat display, so he contented himself by showing his canines in a warning grin. “No reason we can’t do both when the Unseen Ones hand us the opportunity, eh, Warlinga?”

Mar turned green then growled, “What are you talking about, War Leader.”

“What was the War Council talking about last Night, eh?” Tesulu countered.

“Lots of things,” Mar grumped, a puzzled expression on his scaled face. “I don’t understand.”

“Think, Stupid Begta!” Tesulu said, meeting the eye of every warrior under his command.

The patrol thought about it for a long moment, finally the youngest among them, Armachd Boughthy, pushed a snarl of red hair off his forehead and hesitantly said, “I overheard Hunt Leader Tizu talking to K’San Tobrach about us needing a way to get inside that fortress to open the gates. Otherwise we might lose a lot of good warriors in a frontal assault. But I still don’t see—” 

Tesulu gave the young man an approving nod. “But I do, Warrior.” his smile widened. “But I do.”

“What are you talking about?” Chelka said, not liking the expression of smug satisfaction on the war Leader’s scarred and grinning face.

Before she could react, Tesulu reached out and snatched the colorful headband off her forehead, revealing the sigil of possession the Changeling Drucas Segoi had carved into her forehead when she and Marti had been his prisoners in Riath. 

With a snarl of outrage Chelka leapt forward with teeth bared. Still grinning, he leapt out of her way and landed a powerful blow of his tail across her shoulders dropping her to her knees. Before her cousin Mar and Qwi’ach the other Warlinga in the patrol could react, his Second, Juba was beside them, growling a warning.

“None of your insolence, Woman, I am War Leader here, so have a care how you challenge me,” Tesulu snarled all teasing forgotten.

Once the Clans knew about the sigils that the women concealed under their headbands, they were considered bad luck and no one wanted to have them as a part of their patrols. Only some of the Speir’dina and the Warlinga who were her relatives included the women without being ordered to do so.

In spite of assurances to the contrary they were considered a danger, because the magic in the sigils created a link with the one who made them. Familiar with such magic compulsions, the Western Clans feared that at any time Drucas could seize control of one or both of the women’s minds and bodies to create chaos among the Alliance.  

Most thought they should be killed or at least sent back South, but they had convinced the Khutani elders to let them come and nothing the Western Clansmen could say would change that. But now maybe he could take advantage of the situation if he dared— 

What are you thinking, Brother?” Juba said.

Smiling, Tesulu uncoiled some rope from around his waist and reached for Chelka’s wrists. “I’m thinking it’s time we return the K’San Changeling’s property to him.”

Over roars of outrage and cries of traitor from her Warlinga relatives Tesulu grabbed a startled Chelka and tried to force her hands behind her back.

Before everyone took sides and started their own little war, Marti hissed a warning. ”Calm down, you shit for brains amadans,” she snapped, using Hunt Leader Tizu’s favorite expletive. “You want those changelings to come over here and kill us?” When the Warlinga and Speir’dina stared at her, she chuckled and took off her headband and handed it to a startled Murda. 

In the confusion Chelka snatched her hand away, but a warning growl from the war leader stopped any further protest and he roughly grabbed her arm again and reached for the other he still held.

Ignoring Chelka’s pleading look, Marti gave the War Leader a flirtatious smile. “Great idea, Handsome.” Then noticing Mar and Chelka’s angry glares, she said, an exasperated tone coming into her voice. “Think you two; it’s a perfect way to get inside that fortress if we let our Clan brothers bring us in as their captives. Once inside we can overpower the guards and let our warriors in.”

Murda scowled. He recalled that in their old life in Lann Gheal her superiors in the corps were always disciplining her for being too reckless and taking unnecessary chances—chances that could get herself and other people killed. “Nathan isn’t going to like this, Marti,” Murda said in a low voice as she handed him her sidearm and knife.

Marti grinned, her eyes bright with excitement. “Nathan isn’t here, and I’m merely obeying my appointed commander’s orders, right?”

Murda snorted. “My ass you are, Armachd” Marti grinned and tossed her beam rifle to a startled Boughthy. “Catch, Infant, here’s another toy for you to play with. Nathan says you’re getting to be a good shot.”

To everyone’s surprise, it was a thoughtful Juba who counseled giving more consideration to Tesulu’s plan. “True if we meet up with the Changelings there is a good chance they may not know of our new allegiance to the Kashallan Alliance. We could say we captured the women, saw who they belong to and decided to bring them north, hoping to gain favor, but if K’San Drucas chooses to come to them before we spring our trap, either in person or through his magic then—”

Marti shook her head and held out her hands to Juba. “That’s not going to happen, Sand Mountain Warrior.”

“How can you be so sure?” Juba said, still reluctant to bind her.

Marti glanced at Chelka, then lightly touched to sigil on her forehead. “I can’t really explain it, but this thing—I know—we know he’s somewhere far from here and has been for a while, right Sister-Warrior?”

Reluctantly Chelka agreed. 

“And besides,” Marti continued, her eyes sparkling, “The Khutani are guarding us in the Dream; that black-hearted devil Drucas can’t mess with our minds. He won’t mess up the war leader’s plan.”

“No maybe not,” Murda said. “But that doesn’t mean it won’t go sideways anyway. We need to think this through carefully—contact Command—” 

“I am Command,” Tesulu said, folding his top set of arms across his scarred chest while his lower set still held on to Chelka’s tether. His grim expression dared anyone to challenge his authority as their leader.

When no one challenged his leadership, he unbent enough to explain further to her kin and the Speir’dina. “I have no wish to die on a Ghostlander spear today. We will wait and study them before we make contact—if we make contact.”

Sensing Chelka’s hesitation, Marti coaxed, “Come on, Sister-Warrior, this is our big chance to prove to these macho amadans that a woman is as good as a man at war. We can do this—truly we can.”

Chelka sighed and over mar’s protests she agreed to the plan. Tesulu nodded and then removed both her Speir’dina sheath and knife. Smiling, he drew it half out of its sheath to admire its lethal metal, before placing it on his own belt. “Prisoners have no need of such a fine weapon,” he announced.

Chelka bared her teeth and snarled, “You will give that back when this is over, Umwira!” 

“Maybe.” Tesulu said, ignoring her name calling insult for the moment. “Though I don’t understand how a mere woman could be found worthy of a blade fit for a war leader. Did you use your woman’s magic to get it, I wonder?”

“She did not, War Leader,” Mar snarled his head crest flat atop his head and teeth bared. “She was given the knife by a kashallan when she killed a Ghostland changeling agent who planned to slaughter his wives.”

Tesulu gave her a mocking bow still smiling. “My apologies, Sa.” 

Stroking his drooping mustache, Murda glared at the Clan Warriors, his blue eyes troubled. “I still don’t like it. Especially the idea of the women being bound and unarmed in an enemy fortress,” he grumbled. “There’s too much that could go wrong. What if the warriors in the fortress don’t believe you and imprison you as well—then what?”

“Then me and Chelka will have to rescue them, too,” a grinning Marti said and showed them the black razor-sharp garrote she had hidden among the curls of her hair, “because we aren’t going in there unarmed. Chelka has one too hidden in her death strand.”

Tesulu threw back his head and laughed. “I like you, Speir’dina; you are sly like an Oko.”

“Not sure what an Oko is but thanks.” She held out her wrists for Juba’s tether. “I’m ready when you are, handsome. But tie the rope lose so I can get out in a hurry if I have to protect you from the big bad Ghostlanders, eh?”

“Ha! Not going to happen, woman. Don’t flatter yourself,” Juba said.

Marti cocked her head and grinned. “Anything is possible in war—and love, Warrior.”

Juba snorted and wound his cord loosely around her wrists. 

Tesulu narrowed his eyes, giving the Speir’dina female a speculative look. The woman had exaggerated female charms that could tempt a man of any species with the right type of equipment to couple with her. Was she another like the demon possessed female of her species? Maybe he would have to find out—later. 

Returning his attention to the situation at hand, he said, “One more thing needs to be left behind.” The War Leader pointed to Chelka’s bone-scaled apron. “A prisoner has no need of a warrior woman’s armor.”

Chelka’s face and torso turned a bright shade of green with embarrassment. Whether of bone armor or just patterned cloth, a Warlinga woman’s apron covered her vulnerable breeding pouch and protected her modesty. To let men not of her close family see her unclothed was a terrible humiliation. “No!” Chelka gritted her teeth and growled deep in her throat, Mar echoing her outrage. Tesulu waited patiently, still showing his canines.

“Oh, Chelka, I know it’s hard for you after what happened in Riath, but Tesulu is right. You can’t go into that Ghostland fortress with the weapons and armor of a warrior. And besides, the guards in there would only take it away from you if you did, and then you might not get it back. Best leave it with Mar.”

“No, she can’t leave her apron with me because if Chelka is going in that fortress, then I’m going, too.” Mar said.

“No you are not,” Tesulu said. Juba, Ingazi are of the People. “Those changeling warriors will accept that we have come to join them, but you,” he shook his head, “they would never believe it.”

“I could say I was changeling bred—”

“And no one would believe you, Warlinga. Besides some of them might recognize you—is that not so?”

“He has a point, Mar,” Boughthy said. “Right Sa Chelka?”

Lost in her own misery Chelka hadn’t been paying attention and now everyone was staring at her. 

“Sa Chelka, what are you thinking,” Murda said in a soothing voice.

Words sticking in her throat, she shook her head. Couldn’t they understand how hard this was for her! Recalling the taunts, the unwanted touches—the soul-destroying humiliation she had endured in Riath at the hands of Drucas and his men—she couldn’t go through that again. “No—I can’t do it.”

Tesulu swore a Caldoni oath and glared at her. “I knew you were just a weak woman with no true warrior’s spirit. Like all women from the South pampered and lazy. I think you may be good only for cooking and taking care of babies after all.”

“Leave her alone.” Marti swore at him in Caldoni. “She does have the spirit of a warrior, you macho asshole.” Turning to Chelka she said, “Forget about men—all the stupid men. You can do this, Sister; I know you can. Tesulu’s plan is a good one and if it will make you feel any better I’ll strip down too. I shouldn’t be wearing Lann Gheal garb either.” Putting action to her words, she began climbing out of her clothes.

“Marti, what the fuck are you doing,” Boughthy cried, dropping his eyes. 

Marti snorted a laugh and continued undressing. “Get over it, Oglach (youngster). This isn’t the first time I’ve gone without clothes since coming to this world.”

Brave Marti. She was both her sister-warrior and her inspiration. The Speir’dina warrior woman had encouraged and stood by her when her family and most everyone she knew and loved had discouraged her from following her dreams. How could she disappoint her friend now? Taking a deep breath Chelka agreed and allowed Tesulu to remove her apron.

Tesulu glanced back at the growing dust cloud, they wouldn’t arrive near here for another sun-mark or so, but his runner back to the main column needed to go soon. The war council needed time to plan. “Murda, you and Qwi’ach will go find the main band of our allies. Tell the Hunt Leader what we do. Juba, Ingazi you come with me and the women.”

He studied the rebellious Mar and the younger Speir’dina armachd. What to do with them? “Mar, Boughthy, you will keep hidden and follow us. I also have heard you are good with the star weapons you carry. We may need you.”

Murda sighed and nodded, then before he turned to leave, he took a small black object from a pouch at his waist and secured it in the tangled mass of Marti’s braids. “Don’t lose that. If you need us we’ll be on channel six.” He glared at Boughthy. “Got that? So set your own com to channel six.” The young man nodded. Returning his attention to Marti and the War Leader, he said, “Let us know when you’re in position to receive company.”

Marti grinned and touched the miniature com device nested in her hair. “Tell my Sweetie I’ll have tea ready when he comes calling.”

Murda snorted and made a face. “If he doesn’t spit that black goo on me first for letting you do this crazy stunt.”

Marti laughed and blew him a kiss as he hurried up the trail to catch up with the main column.
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Chapter Four
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The Hunt Leader raised his eyes to the dun-colored rocks and thorn covered hills surrounding the halted column. The golden sun of this world had already sunk below the high purple mountains on the horizon.

“We should make camp soon and send out scouts, then discuss our plans further after we hear their reports.” Hunt Leader Tizu turned his gaze on Tobrach and Warega, but spoke to the entire group gathered around him during their short rest break. “Anybody been this far north or know of a good campsite nearby?”

“There’s a good-sized spring just inside a cave entrance a sun-mark from here, Hunt Leader, I believe,” Warega said. “In my youth I traveled this way with a pack of Tragar hunters.”

“Good. Send a small party of hunters to check it out, San Warega.”

––––––––
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NOT KNOWING MUCH ABOUT military matters, Kashallan-Phillip was surprised to be summoned to attend the Alliance War Council when they made camp that evening. When he expressed that opinion to his co-husband Ma’lu Chang who’d been sent to collect him, Chang shrugged.

“I guess you’d be the head of our medical corps, so what they decide will concern you and the medics as well. Besides the clan wizards will be there,” he added.

Phillip chuckled. “Does the Hunt Leader need someone besides Nathan-Corha to speak for Khutani interests in whatever they’re planning?”

Chang’s lips twitched. “Though Kashallan-Nathan and his parent, Maker Qwaltamis, have agreed to the alliance and most of the suggestions made by the clan wizards, they aren’t thrilled to call them allies even after they’ve demonstrated their worth several times already. Maybe he needs you and through you Maker Tinguss to balance things out.”

Sitting around their Teh’lach fire Crowis, Jojo, the young Tragar Warlinga Chi’am and the Cousins broke off their own conversation, straining to listen.

Phillip-Yoey grabbed his cup of sourwood tea and through his fur cape about his shoulders and rose. As Jojo started to follow them, Chang scowled, giving the reporter a menacing look. “Sit, Dymarian you’re not invited—”

“But I have to make my report for the Imas. I—”

“Sit!” Chang made a cutting motion with his hand, his voice commanding. “The Hunt Leader will tell you what you need to know to make your damn report when they’re done—and not before, Dymarian, got that? Now sit and don’t try to follow us.”

Plastering an innocent expression on his face Jojo slumped and reached for his tea. “I wouldn’t dream of doing that, Armachd Chang. whatever gave you the idea I would do something so despicable?”

“Because you’ve tried listening in on conversations when you were told they were off limits before—and I’m not stupid.”

“Oh, yes well I’ve learned my lesson.”

“If not, I’ll be happy to give you a refresher course.” Chang smiled showing lots of teeth, and followed Phillip-Yoey into the night.

Warlinga, Clan War
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