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      Tarkhan felt the world out of balance upon entering the lodge of his Chieftain, Malloch. There was the smell of incense, but also a musk or perfume; one of the visitors wore the essence of shade-hydra, lethal poison if not used carefully.

      It was also the order of the men in the room. His left hand instinctively rested on the hilt of his black iron sword.

      The two men now sat comfortably on the headman’s red and blue flower-patterned great rug. The bigger man of the two busied himself eating the meat off the fine bones of a dainty seared and sauced hen.

      His white-faced, slight-shouldered shaman sat quietly next to him, gazing serenely at some far point across the room.

      The aroma of the char and melting fat wafted delicately in the room, mingling with the smell of the perfumed sorcerer.

      The glutton General sat in a place of honor upon a couch cushion reserved for Tarkhan’s uncle, Malloch.

      “Why is my uncle not in his proper seat?” Tarkhan said.

      Nokaton turned quickly and placed his strong palm on Tarkhan’s heart.

      “Still yourself, maintain dignity.”

      Malloch remained poised and reserved, as always. He sat on a lesser seat off to the left. And beside him, head bowed, sat his wife, Talkia, the honored mother of the tribe. She wore a simple blue-and-white robe with a brown calfskin hunting vest over it.

      Nokaton moved his hand over to squeeze Tarkhan by the arm. He was the only man who could do so without eliciting instant retaliation. He gently shoved Tarkhan toward the center lodge pole.

      In a hushed whisper, Nokaton spoke. “Go, and stand before the General. Speak only when spoken to.”

      Tarkhan regarded Nokaton, looking into his teacher’s eyes. He saw the uncertainty but no fear. This was a test his master undoubtedly wanted him to face.

      With three fast forward steps, he stood before the man Nokaton called the General. Tarkhan planted his feet and stood tall, his sword hand hanging free and loose to his right, ready. His left hand poised on his sword’s scabbard.

      The full-faced, perhaps handsome in his youth, General looked Tarkhan up and down and scoffed. His bulk poured both into and out of his fine, expensive armor and silk robes.

      “You are ill-mannered to stand before me with that structure.”

      Thin, burnt bones slipped into and out of his full-lipped mouth; he joyously smacked his teeth on the succulent meat. The awful sounds of his chewing filled the otherwise silent room.

      “Would you have a man be any less than a warrior?” Tarkhan said?

      “I would have him be respectful and obedient in the presence of superiors, or at least, elders.”

      “We have fed you, and we have welcomed you into our Chieftain’s tent. A glorious cooking fire with a week’s worth of wood burns for you. I cannot expand our respect by debasing myself before you.”

      The General laughed uproariously, smacking his knee.

      “If I had twenty men like you, I wouldn’t need ten thousand, eh? You’re brave for a country boy.”

      “Forgive my nephew, General Haoran,” Malloch said.

      General Haoran held up his greasy right hand. “Silence, headman, or I’ll enslave the women of this tribe to my soldiers' brothels.”

      Tarkhan saw no guards; only one other man was with the General. He took a step forward.

      General Haoran stopped him with his voice.

      “Young fool, they tell me you are the best hunter in the Tribe.”

      His voice boomed inside the small space of the lodge.

      “And you are a guest, sitting in my chieftain’s seat of honor.”

      Tarkhan twisted his feet into the thick pile of the golden rug under his boots. He coiled his frame and felt the Jin of power building within.

      Haoran held his right hand up, palm toward Tarkhan.

      “I am General Haoran. All seats of honor go to me when I am in a room. Stay your anger and hear me out. To ignore me now would be a tragic loss for you all.”

      He used his perfectly white front teeth to pull fine bits of meat off another bone.

      “You intrigue me, bumpkin, for a man like you is rare this far out into the strangeness.”

      Tarkhan relaxed and took a backward step. Haoran’s extreme confidence vexed him.

      “I am pleased with this meat and the drink offered. Your chief has shown me the proper hospitality. Thus, I sit here explaining myself to a mere hunter.”

      Tarkhan looked to his Chief, but Malloch remained as unreadable as a meadow pond. There was no benefit in antagonizing the General.

      “Please forgive my impertinence, General. I am protective of my people.”

      “Rightly so, you risk much if you anger me.”

      General Haoran made a slight gesture with his right index finger, and his white-faced accomplice slowly shifted his seated posture to favor gazing directly at Tarkhan.

      “I am the Sorcerer, Moonshadow. General Haoran has recently won a decisive battle against the former ruler of this realm, Emperor Hsing.”

      Tarkhan had never heard of such a man. However, the strangeness shifted over many boundaries.

      Moonshadow locked eyes with Tarkhan, and it felt like being stared at by a wasteland rock-wolf waiting for its pack to flank the chosen prey.

      “You have a task before you, Tarkhan, and to fail will equal the death of your entire tribe.”

      Now Malloch shifted and cleared his throat. He raised his right hand, with his right index finger pointing upward. Tarkhan knew this would be something he had to obey.

      “My nephew will serve you, General Haoran. He will heed your command.”

      Tarkhan felt his neck stiffen, for he was now committed, like it or not.

      Moonshadow continued. “General Haoran had an ally in this victorious battle, the lord of ten realms, General Feint.”

      “A great man,” General Haoran said. “But alas, too great for me to tolerate his existence.”

      At that comment, the General laughed again, smacking his leg for emphasis.

      Moonshadow lowered his head in respect to his master.

      His feral gaze returned to Tarkhan.

      “You will hunt down General Feint and kill him. Bring us his head, or your tribe will be used as food for the General’s hunting dogs.”

      “If I kill this general, his people will hunt us down. You damn us either way,” Tarkhan said.

      “Not in my realm,” General Haoran said. “I will allow no such lawlessness.”

      “We wander many realms and across the wastes. We are always alone. No one helps us but us.”

      “That is your problem,” Haoran said. “Do I hear hesitancy now where I just heard obedience?”

      “Are you ordering me to commit murder, General?” Tarkhan said.

      “My orders are not murder, you simple-minded dolt.”

      General Haoran stormed to his feet.

      “I make the law, I state my will. Others enforce these things, or they suffer.”

      Haoran’s hand moved to the dirk in his belt, resting.

      Tarkhan drew a long, calming breath and let both his hands hang at his sides. It infuriated him to do so. But he was bound by love, honor, and tradition now.

      “Tell me where I might find your ally, General Feint?”

      Haoran sat down, waving to Moonshadow. “Continue, Sorcerer.”

      Moonshadow bowed his head, then fixed a glare on Tarkhan.

      “General Haoran and General Feint will go on a deer hunt this very day within this lush realm that is now his.”

      “Your people are squatters,” Haoran added as
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