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​A portion of the demon-bonded woman Tess-weh’s prophesy to kashallan Phillip-Yoey

Have a care, the H’an has chosen. Our duty and sacrifice call us elsewhere. Beware, my jewel, of bad habits you thought left behind and forgotten. For flattery and illusion are powerful lures. If you swallow the bait offered you by the pale men in the North you will fall prey to an ancient malice and become enslaved in a net of your own making.

When the Ghostland Cabal learns your name, Dr. Singey, you must solve a great puzzle to gain your freedom once more. Resist temptation and despair. Surrender to the “sweet hunger” and allow the little one to guide you to the ancestor who can release you and all its descendants from the ancient curse. Only then can all Timorna find true peace and freedom... 
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Preface 
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Qwaltamis, the most powerful and ancient of the Khutani Makers, undulated its sinewy bulk through the dark watery channels deep below the surface world where its symbiont child and its human host traveled along with the Kashallan Alliance’s army.

The Alliance had achieved a devastating victory over their hated Ghostland enemy, but at a considerable cost to themselves as well. The fearsome monsters bred by the ruling Cabal in Tiebarai sent against them had been defeated, their leaders killed and the remaining crazed warriors were now racing north to plunder or seek refuge among the peoples that had created them.

Qwaltamis gurgled a laugh. With luck, the foul creatures would do much of the Alliance’s work for them by the time the remnants of their own army reached Fa’Hanzoi, the first of the underground Ghostland cities they must subdue before tackling the ruling cabal of powerful Tiebarai wizards.

And the Alliance must take Fa’Hanzoi soon, because the deadly Sorin storms would be blowing down from the poisoned lands further north, killing or mutating all living things in their path that couldn’t find a refuge underground during the fast approaching storm season.

As their hunt leader, the Speir’dina commander the Makers had drawn to their troubled world from another planet among the stars, had said, “No one is going home until the threat from the Ghostland wizards was ended—and for good this time.”

With other ancients nearby, Qwaltamis was savoring the problem and not paying as much attention to its surroundings as it should have been, when another large snaky form darted out from a side passage and attacked. Hastily throwing up an etheric and physical shield the Maker struck back at the other, but not before its opponent managed to bite into its flank, ripping open a long wound.

Not recognizing its enemy, instinctively Qwaltamis fought, lunging and tearing at its foe with equal vigor. Soon the two were a tangled ball of snapping jaws and growls of outrage, the murky liquid choked with dark ichor and the flavors of anger and betrayal. 

Detecting the violent disturbance through their sensitive mouth tentacles, Gladdris and several other Khutani raced to intervene when they savored that it was two of their own fighting.

When they arrived the passage was too narrow for them to physically interfere so Makers Gladdris and Meyagus formed a mind link and together with the younger pod-member’s help managed to separate and isolate each combatant behind strong shields woven from etheric matter.

When each stopped struggling to free themselves and lay bleeding and licking their wounds, quiet within their glowing balls, Meyagus spat its disgust into the water for all to savor. <<What’s wrong with you two? Fighting like children. Do you plan to do the Ghostlander’s work for them by warring among ourselves?>>

Tinguss’s head shot up and the Maker bared its teeth in a threat display, but along with its anger, when it spoke the bitter taste of hopelessness and betrayal also flavored its communication.  <<I trusted you—all of you, with the protection and safety of my most precious symbiont child and its host. I TRUSTED YOU! 

<<Against my better judgement, I let you distract me with other matters, caring for your own younger pod members and overseeing the difficult pregnancy of my child’s Avairei mate. She was nearing the end of her fertility cycle, you told me how important saving both her husband’s genetic patterns were, so I encouraged her to mate with both of  them that last night. And, you also knew that she would need my care to bring her twins to birth healthy and strong.  

<<Such a delicate project would keep me busy, because I needed to stay at Tragar Keep, no longer offering my unwanted and often troublesome opinions. And now you have allowed him to be captured by the enemy, foul slimeworms! Qwaltamis, did you think I wouldn’t find out? Hear my child’s cries for help, in spite of the shield you erected to conceal your incompetence? HOW COULD YOU HAVE LET THIS HAPPEN?>>

Everyone fell silent, ashamed, savoring Tinguss’s accusation.

Tinguss had a right to be angry, Qwaltamis thought. The demon-bonded woman Tess-weh had warned them, but in their arrogance they hadn’t wanted to take her accusations seriously. In the past they had been the masters of this wounded world, ever since the Burning Times. But they had all remained too long within the “Long Sleep.” They had underestimated the growing power in the Ghostlands since their Awakening, and now Tinguss’s child was the unfortunate victim of their laps.
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Part One 


Chapter One 
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The purple and gray clouds parted, torn apart by a gust of wind, revealing the disk of a bright orange sun, hiding in their shadows. The dark-skinned human figure sprawled in the muddy puddle left behind by the retreating flood waters welcomed its light and heat. Still too weak to stand, kashallan Philip-Yoey crawled on his belly further away from its waning current to sprawl onto the quickly drying desert.

His feet still in the muddy water, the kashallan laid his cheek against the warm sand. He was still too weak from battling the flood’s turbulence and dodging the many lethal objects also being tossed within the maelstrom to go any further. It was a good thing that the Khutani part of him could breathe underwater. He might not have survived otherwise.

He closed his eyes; he would just rest for a moment... Unaware of time passing, he lay unmoving on the drying desert ground until a cool breeze woke him much later.

Philip-Yoey sat up and looked around, suddenly aware of the evening chill, the coming darkness and his potential danger. Many of this land’s hunters who slept by day would soon wake and be hungry. He might seem like a very tempting meal if he weren’t careful. 

He had no idea where he was, or how long it had been since he had escaped the Ghostland wizard and his band of fleeing Warlinga changelings who had lured him from the ally’s camp with a trick and then taken him captive.

Before he had slipped and fallen into the flooding river during the alliance warband’s rescue attempt he had seen his brother-in-law Tesulu reaching for him, but alas it was not to be. He was too far away and the flood claimed him instead.

Would the warband come after him, or believe he had died in the raging waters of the torrent. The storm the Ghostland wizard Zuhan enhanced with his power was a mighty force that must have wreaked havoc within the kashallan alliance camp even with Khutani and clan magics to counter it. How badly were they compromised? Was there anyone left to come after him?

Glancing around he saw that the storm clouds that had dumped so much water on this barren land were massing again, but far to the east. They would be no threat to him or the allies at the moment. They were a welcome sight nonetheless. When the rains stopped and the Sorin Winds blew down from the poisoned land in the north, all needed to retreat underground to avoid their deadly poisons, mutations and death.

To the north and west across a barren sandy plain a great ridge of purple mountains stabbed rocky peaks into the sky. That was where he needed to go. Even if he couldn’t find an alliance warband, to the west was the Shallow Sea and safety of a sort for a half-Khutani creature such as he.

He knew from attending several of Hunt Leader Tizu’s war councils that the combined force of Warlinga from the Khutani-settled southern lands and the western clan warriors who had joined them from across the Shallow Sea wouldn’t stop until they took Fa’Hanzoi and Tiebarai, the two major underground Ghostland towns that sent their monster-bred warriors to plunder the lands and peoples of both the south and the west. 

There was no turning back this late in the war season. The Sorins were nearly upon them; they had no choice now. This time they wouldn’t stop—couldn’t stop until they had taken Fa’Hanzoi, or died in the attempt. They must have an underground base to wait out the storm season, and a secure location from which to launch a final assault on Tiebarai. This time they must destroy the threat the wizards posed for both peoples—for good— if the allies ever were to have peace on this troubled world.

But what about him; who now would be coming to rescue him? All alone—in the hostile desert—with no food and no container to carry water—how was he going to survive?

<<Kasha, stop. Of course someone will come to find us,>> Yoey, his symbiont bondmate assured him. <<Tess-weh stopped that evil wizard, didn’t she? Someone will come looking for us, never fear.>>

Never fear? Philip wished it was that simple for him. <<Yes, I’m sure you are right, Shalla. I am being foolish. Thank you for reminding me,>> he said in the mind speech of the Khutani people, hoping to reassure his young bondmate as well as himself.

Yes, the demon had stopped the wizard, but even though she could have, she hadn’t rescued them, either, Philip thought privately. She was still playing her own inscrutable games. For her own enigmatic reasons she had left it up to him to survive as best he could—if he could. 

So, he guessed he’d better start doing that. Philip got shakily to his feet. The question he needed to answer at that moment was whether to strike out straight across the desert, hoping he could reach a friendly sanctuary in the mountains before the Sorins struck and caught him with no shelter. If that were to happen he would be exposed to their lethal debris and might not survive. 

But if he took the longer route along the desert’s south-western rim that route, though tempting, came with its own set of complications. True, the Kashallan Alliance would be traveling that way, but so would any Ghostland monster-bred warriors, or even that damned wizard and his men if any of them were still alive. 

Either route had its challenges and dangers, he decided. He had no idea how long he had before the first of the lethal storms hit. So close to the poisoned land it was different here in the Ghostlands than what he’d known in the Great Swamp.

<<Let’s follow the retreating flood waters as long as we can while still heading north-west,>> Yoey suggested when he proposed the question to his bondmate. <<Maybe we can find useful things also left behind by the retreating water.>>

<<Yes, a great idea, Shalla. A strong branch I could use as a walking stick or a weapon would be helpful and conserve our strength, and something that can hold water would also be of value.>>

<<I was hoping for some food as well,>> Yoey said in a wistful mental voice. <<We are very hungry.>>

Philip chuckled. <<I know we are, but food might be too much to hope for. Everything caught in the water and left on the sand will be dead—only carrion, I’m afraid.>>

It was the symbiont’s turn to laugh. <<Silly Kasha, we can eat carrion.>> at Philip’s shudder, Yoey said, <<What are the young Khutani fed who live in a keep like Sulas, don’t you remember?>>

<<Carrion. Yes, I had forgotten.>>Philip made a face Yoey couldn’t see and pushed away his revulsion. If it wouldn’t make them sick, he would eat carrion and be grateful for it.

Clambering to his feet in the lengthening shadows of afternoon the kashallan followed the muddy ponds left by the retreating water as he headed roughly in a north-westerly direction, with the black peaks of the coastal mountains an ominous shadow on the horizon to guide him. Adding Yoey’s Khutani senses to augment Philip’s limited human eyesight, the kashallan worked his way slowly westward during the night.

Yoey was also right about finding useful objects that had been swept away in the flood and were now left abandoned to wither and rot in the desert heat. The detritus also gave him a sad indication of how devastating the wizard’s conjured storm must have been for the alliance. Shredded tents, polli-fiber poles and rope, camp gear and the odd broken weapon he found a plenty half buried in the mud. 

With the help of someone’s stone knife, Philip cut away a piece of tent to use as a ground cloth or shelter from the day’s heat, if needed. He also grabbed a couple polli-fiber poles and some rope he thought might be of use. But what he really needed was a container to carry water. Even as he traveled during the cooler night he could sense the thirsty ground sucking up the liquid pooled upon its surface. He wasn’t sure how long it might take him to reach the coast, but unless another storm flooded the land to refill them, the murky puddles he passed he suspected would be gone by late tomorrow.

Towards dawn the bondmates finally found a container that could hold some water. It was a camp water jug with the Lann Gheal insignia imprinted into its polli-fiber side. The handle was broke off halfway and there was a crack near its lip, but it could hold liquid for about half its capacity. It would have to do till something better came along.

Unfortunately where he found the jug there was only a soupy mud that he was reluctant to put inside their new treasure, so Philip merely added the cracked container to the possessions collected in the tent-cloth he had tied over his shoulder. He would hope for a deeper pool in which to collect water further along in his travels.

In the pink glow of sunrise just as his strength was beginning to fail and his thirst was becoming a real torment he smelled fresh water nearby. Under a rock shelf on the side of a debris-choked ravine, the flood had collected in a knee-deep pond that spread out from the mouth of the gully.

Though the water looked tempting, the fresh carcasses of two unknown desert beasts nearby gave him pause before heading straight for the pool to quench his thirst. Though he was unfamiliar with these Ghostland creatures, Yoey’s encoded ancestral memories having no recollection of them, he couldn’t help wondering what had killed them so close to  this seemingly life-maintaining source.

Had the water been deliberately poisoned? Or had ancient toxins from the old wars just happen to surface in this place to spread its death-wielding effects once again? He had heard the stories told by his clan relatives of such tormented places across the Shallow Sea. This could be another such place. He swallowed, feeling the roughness in his throat, making the pool even more tempting. Should he risk it?

Edging closer he considered the problem. Already half-starved and water deprived before his escape, he couldn’t go on too much longer without sustenance.... Those creatures could have died from very different causes than tainted water—even if they had met their fate near the pool. Philip swallowed again. The water was still cloudy from the storm, but he could almost taste its cool freshness upon his tongue.

<<Kasha, Khutani can transform and metabolize, to use your own galactic word, almost any substance known on Timorna,>> Yoey said with confidence. <<Even if it did kill those animals it probably won’t hurt us.>>

Philip remained cautious, but he agreed to the test as he moved closer to have a better look at the bodies. <<Alright, Shalla, if you are sure. We will give it a try.>>

The one creature that had aspects that reminded him of a small deer or antelope had obviously died from wounds inflicted by another beast’s teeth and claws. The other, which he discovered when he flipped it over, was an Oko. That one, he wasn’t so sure of. Its heavily armored sides made it difficult to tell without extending his tentacles for a deeper probe.

At Yoey’s insistent urging Philip waited out into the pool, crouched and submerged his right hand with tentacles extended to “taste” the murky water to see if they could safely drink it. The pool was bitter with a strong mineral after-taste, probably due to runoff from the surrounding hillside, but it didn’t appear to be harmful.

Deciding that the deer-like carcass was his best option after drinking as much as he could, Philip used his stone knife to hack off slices of the over-ripe meat to eat now and more to carry with him for later. Knowing that both the water and the meat would attract other hungry predators, the kashallan filled his container, packed some meat in his make-shift carrier and moved away from the pool.

The sun was well up over the horizon by that time, the day already warming uncomfortably. He should look for a place high up among the rocks to sleep and wait out the heat of the day before moving on. 

––––––––
[image: ]


IT WASN’T LONG AFTER he began his journey in the late afternoon that the kashallan became aware that he was being stalked.

Feeling somewhat rested after his sleep among the cool boulders in a sheltered place among a few sourwood trees, well up a nearby slope where he was sure he was above any flash flood that might tear through the ravine below while he rested, Philip-Yoey had felt safe enough to give into his fatigue and allow his body to renew itself with a well-needed sleep.

Both Philip and his bondmate would have liked to reach out within the Dream to their Khutani parent Tinguss, for comfort and aid, but Philip cautioned against it. If that damned Ghostland wizard had also survived the flood and the alliance warband’s rescue attempt he might be waiting within the Dream for the young kashallan to do just that.

<<No reason to let everyone know we are alive and where to look for us,>> he reasoned and told Yoey so.

But now catching the strong musky scent of a following predator on the evening breeze, and hearing the whisper of a footstep or a scuffed pebble somewhere in the darkness behind them, Philip wished he hadn’t been so convincing.  

Hoping not to give himself away with quick panicked movements that might hasten the coming attack, the kashallan continued on at the same steady pace, his eyes and other senses frantically searching the surrounding land for a place to hide or fend off an attack.

<<Yoey, can you tell who or what is following us? Could it possibly be one of our own people the Hunt Leader has sent out to search for us?>> Philip asked after they had nearly stumbled down a steep embankment.

The kashallan flared his nostrils wide to study the scent of their pursuer once again. <<The scent is somehow familiar; we have smelled it before, but I can’t recall when or where. But it is definitely not one of the alliance warriors following us. I am sure of that,>> Yoey stated.

<<Ah, then it is either a desert predator or a monstrous Ghostland warrior,>> Philip reasoned. And either one meant trouble for them. 

<<But if it is a ghostland warrior, is it one of the wizard’s changelings? Or one of the crazies, who will only want to kill and eat us?>> Yoey wondered, following its bondmate’s chain of reasoning.

His mouth set into a grim line, Philip changed his direction so they would be heading more south into the hilly country away from the flat plain of the desert itself, where a stronger enemy could easily outrun and then kill them. His new heading might take him a bit longer to reach the coast, but he needed to lose or ambush and kill this unwanted follower as soon as he could or he might never reach safety at all.

Nearing dawn the next day the kashallan noticed distant flashes of green lightning near the northern horizon followed by the rumbling of thunder. Another storm was building. Soon after a bitter wind stinking of ozone and burnt sand howled down the ravine he had been following.

Fearing he might be trapped in a flash flood if he continued his present course Philip ignored the noise he would be broadcasting to his hunter and hurried up the western slope of the gully, small pebbles and debris clattering downward in his wake.

Later he wasn’t sure if his flight triggered the warrior’s attack or the monster had been smart enough to understand the danger remaining on the bottom of the ravine presented, or maybe it was just worried its easy meal was getting away, but for whatever reason, with a roar to rival the power of the storm winds the creature lumbered up the slope after him.

Stopping now and then to either throw fist-size stone missiles back at the creature, or shove larger rocks down the slope in its path, hoping to start an avalanche that might break its leg, Philip stumbled upward and over the top of the ridge in a desperate search for a hiding place or a better weapon. 

The few glimpses he caught of their pursuer as he scrambled up the hillside told him that this warrior wasn’t one of Sanglaz’s men. Tall, hairy and muscular with long arms and clawed hands, it was a monster, bred only to kill and terrorize. There would be no reasoning with it. 

By the time he headed down the other side of the hill it was full daylight, though the gathering storm clouds made it seem more like evening. Now it was the enemy who had the advantage of tossing stones and other debris hoping to wound or kill him with a deadly fall.

Philip zigzagged down the slope, trying to avoid the missiles and go as fast as he could. Then his luck seemed to run out when his foot landed on a loose stone that shifted under his weight and he tumbled through the rocks and thorn bush to fall with a loud splash into a swollen runoff creek.  

Concealed by the muddy water the kashallan lay still, collecting his wits and assessing his injuries. He wasn’t badly hurt, he decided and hopefully he was submerged enough to go unnoticed when the enemy warrior came to investigate. The little creek wasn’t very deep at the moment. If he were to stand up it might come up to mid-thigh, or his waist if he were lucky. Of course all this might change at any time if the rain from the growling storm in the hills engorged the creek further up its channel.

The water was cloudy so he wasn’t sure if the enemy could see him. Still keeping his head below the surface the kashallan rolled onto his back and peered through the amber murk at the nearby shore. Shadowy movement told him the warrior was on the bank and looking for him. The water would prove to be no obstacle for it, if it located him. There was little current and it might not even be knee deep for such a large being.

Slowing his movements so as not to make waves Philip crawled along the bottom of the channel out into what he hoped was the center. When his questing hands felt the bottom begin to rise he stopped and went back into the deeper flow.

<<What are you thinking, Kasha?>> Yoey said in a frightened mental voice. <<We lost our poles and anything we might have used as a weapon when we fell in the water.>>

<<I still have the little stone knife,>> Philip said. <<I was hoping if we lured it into the creek we might could drown it, or at least hold it under until I can stab it with the knife.>>

<<Maybe that might work, but it is a big creature and much stronger than we are. We might not be able to hold it down under water to weaken it enough to use the knife effectively.>> Yoey thought about it for a moment longer then said, <<Of course there’s always black kavay.>>

<<Mm, there is that,>> Philip agreed, <<but you are still weak and I sense that it’s hard for you to recover after its creation and use. So let’s only resort to that, if and when we really need it.>>

<<Mm, you have a point.>>

Tired of waiting for them to surface at last, the warrior roared and splashed into the creek. Unable to see them, its long spear stabbed repeatedly into the murk in search of them as it moved deeper.

Philip managed to avoid several of its lethal thrusts, the warrior becoming more and more frustrated with each miss. Roaring and splashing in its desperation it didn’t seem to care who might also be near enough to hear and come investigate.

<<Maybe we should surface and try to run away,>>Yoey suggested when a lucky thrust nearly stabbed Philip’s foot. <<I can make us run very fast for a short time at least.>>

<<We may have to do that, if the enemy doesn’t give up soon.>>

Unfortunately for the kashallan the creek wasn’t wide enough to hide them for long, and the warrior now occupied the deeper water of the channel, forcing Philip-Yoey into the shallows near the western bank where it finally spotted them.

With a triumphant howl the warrior charged. Instead of swimming away, as it expected, no doubt, Philip reversed direction and shot in between the warrior’s legs narrowly missing its next jab. Surfacing he flung himself forward, and slammed into the creature’s back. Suddenly off balance it fell head first into the muddy water. Pushing down with all his strength the kashallan held the enemy’s head under as the warrior bucked and splashed, trying to throw him off and breathe.

Thinking about it later the kashallan decided that it might have been smarter of him to run, because the creature was much stronger than he had imagined. The crazed warrior had already managed to break Philip’s hold, in part, and had twisted him around for the killing blow when the kashallan sensed what was coming just before the full force of the water roaring down the narrow creek bed hit them. Hugging the muscular body of his enemy tight he allowed the creature’s bulk to shelter him from the full force of the torrent.

Their attention totally focused on their life or death struggle, both combatants had forgotten to pay attention to the weather. Able to breathe underwater, the kashallan tucked his smaller slimmer body underneath his struggling enemy and allowed the other to take the battering meant for both of them. Still sheltered by his enemy’s bulk even after its death the kashallan allowed the flood to carry him once more out onto the desert.

There the exhausted bondmates were able to emerge from the now quiescent pond to sink down onto the desert mud. He hoped the warrior’s meat was edible. He was going to be very hungry when next he woke.
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Chapter Two
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Sometime later the kashallan was dragged back into consciousness when a dark shadow blocked the light falling on his face and a gruff voice ordered him to get up.

Cracking open one crusted eyelid, the kashallan saw that one of his worst nightmares had become a reality. Standing over him was the Ghostland warlinga changeling Sanglaz. Not far away a very battered wizard clung to the back of the exhausted slave, while the few of his men that were left, three in all, were busy hacking up the corpse of the warrior the kashallan had killed. 

The wizard himself, Philip saw with some amusement was draped from head to toe in rags torn from more of Lann Gheal’s off-world tent fabric to protect his colorless skin from the sun. Scattered on the ground nearby were more off-world objects of use they had also salvaged from the storm’s destruction.

“Get up,” the changeling growled again and emphasized his command with a savage kick to Philip’s side.

Philip grunted, rolled away from the next blow and levered himself clumsily to his feet. He swayed and took a deep breath to steady himself. When he felt centered he said to the wizard in what he hoped was a calm steady voice as Sanglaz bound his hands, “I guess I am going to Tiebarai after all.”

Zuhan laughed. “Yes, it would appear so. But your escape and rescue was a close one. There are two clan warriors still searching for you, though the rest of the vermin have turned back.”

“If you escaped the ally’s ambush on the trail, why didn’t you just go on to Tiebarai without me? I could have died in the flood, too, you know.”

“You could have,” the wizard admitted, and my companions wanted to do just that,” ze pointed to the gill-slits under Philip’s armpits, “but then I remembered that being part Khutani you could survive the flood, if you could dodge any debris that also might have killed you. And then later when we picked up your trail and that of the warrior hunting you,” ze shrugged, “we decided to follow and see what happened.”

“That afraid of your reception back home without me, eh?”

Ignoring his jibe for the moment Zuhan glanced at the corpse his men were making quick work of butchering. “That was nicely done. Did you use the Khutani’s infamous black kavay to kill it?”

No I’m saving that pleasure for you, the kashallan thought privately. “Nothing so dramatic, I was trying to drown it when the flood hit us. After that I let the water take over and finish the kill for me.”

The wizard grunted, seeming disappointed with his answer. Changing the subject Philip asked, “Did your men kill the clansmen following me?”

“No, we have set a few traps for them, but we will let the desert or the Sorins finish them, if they persist in their foolish attempts to rescue you.” Zuhan made an impatient motion and slapped the slave’s buttock to get him moving again. The changelings had finished with the butchering; they needed to go.

––––––––
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THE JOURNEY ACROSS the desert was more of the same nightmare Philip had been having before his escape. All hope of a rescue gone, the kashallan gave his captors no trouble. Survival was his goal and he focused his total attention on that end. He would worry about what awaited him in Tiebarai—later—if he even made it to Tiebarai. 

With the Sorin storms due anytime everyone was impatient to find sanctuary underground. Sanglaz pushed them onward mercilessly. They staggered on, day and night, stopping only when total fatigue forced them to a halt.  And when they did stop they merely sank down where they stood and slept.

They lost the slave that was serving as the wizard’s ride during the second day’s heat. The man just fell over and lay unmoving on the ground. No amount of the wizard’s cursing or Sanglaz’s whipping could rouse him.

Demanding that the kashallan wake him with some kind of restorative Khutani potion, Philip reluctantly crawled over to the slave and extended his tentacles to see if he could help the poor man.

<<The slave is already dead, Kasha,>> Yoey announced. <<There’s nothing we can do for him.>>

Turning to his audience Philip said, “Our kavay medicines can do many wonderful things, but we can’t raise the dead. If you wanted to have him survive the trip you should have cared for him better.”

He gave the wizard a toothy smile. “I guess you will have to walk the rest of the way like me. Too bad your pampered lifestyle hasn’t prepared you better for this. I hope you won’t slow us down too much.”

Philip received a hard slap of the changeling’s tail for his insolence, but it was worth it to see the puffed up little mushroom having a tantrum. He did, however, eventually get Sanglaz to order one of his men to carry him, so after butchering the slave’s carcass they headed out once again.

Philip lost track of time not long after the slave’s death. He walked when they told him to walk, he rested when they stopped and he ate when they gave him food and water. Everything else blurred into an endless cycle of wind, sand, pain and fatigue.

Then another storm caught up to them during that last night. Its cooling rain had eased his thirst and revived him enough so that he was vaguely aware that they had left the flat mineral plains of the desert behind and were now climbing into a range of hills again.

Unfortunately, becoming more aware of his surroundings meant that the kashallan also had to listen to the wizard’s constant complaining.

<<It’s a wonder to me that the changelings haven’t left zer to rot in the desert or killed the spoiled little puke. I would gladly do it for them if they asked me,>> Yoey grumped.

Philip gave his bondmate a mental chuckle. <<Yes, I almost feel sorry for them, having to put up with zer for this entire trip. The wizard is curious about all our many kinds of kavay—especially the black one. It would be very satisfying to show zer how it works. And you are right, Shalla, it is a wonder Sanglaz hasn’t killed zer.>>

<<That’s true,>> Yoey agreed. <<Who would know—or care if they did kill  the arrogant slimeworm. He is of very little use to them since Tess-weh stole so much of zer power.>>

Near dawn they must have come close enough to a Ghostland outpost for someone to notice and send several warriors to investigate.

One moment he was trudging along and trying to prevent being choked if he slowed down, and in the next they were surrounded by a group of well-armed northern warriors, their veils pulled back to show grim pale faces.

Like some of the officers Philip had noticed when the Kashallan Alliance captured the fortress of Te’gal these men were of Ghostlander and slave stock, but obviously from a higher quality breeding program than the warriors from the pits that were sent south to terrorize the Yeyen and other Khutani populated lands.

The leader of their captors took one look at his bedraggled prisoners and began to laugh. That of course enraged the little wizard who jumped down off his ride’s back and shook a fist in the man’s face. Ignoring the lethal spears being pointed at his chest the wizard screamed abuse at such impudence by one he decided was his inferior.

“I am the Exalted Wizard Zuhan, a favored member of the ruling Cabal and you will address me accordingly, or I will have your head on a spike for your insolence.”

Zuhan’s remark didn’t have the terrifying effect that ze hoped. The officer only looked down at the smaller wizard dressed in dust coated rags and laughed again. “Sure you are, and I’m the Great Barak himself. Now stop playing games. Who are you really, some lowly trader and his hired escort who stayed too long bartering your wares with the Great Avenger’s warriors and almost got caught by the enemy? Tell the truth now or I will have my men kill you.”

Zuhan was so angry by that time words failed him. Ze just stood opening and closing his mouth with no words coming out.

Noticing Sanglaz standing next to him, still holding his tether, Philip murmured, “You should have let me kill the little puke while we were still hidden out in the desert. Tess-weh took away zer power. Ze has been weaker than you ever since the big storm. Ze was no real use to you since then. And now zer arrogance may get all of us killed.”

Sanglaz bared his teeth and growled for Philip to shut up.

Though he thought he had been quiet enough not to attract the officer’s attention, Philip was mistaken. Turning to them the officer seemed to recognize the kashallan’s clan tattoos as well as the tether Sanglaz held confining him.

“I see you caught one of the traitors from across the Shallow Sea. Maybe I will let you live if his information is useful to my commander.” 

“You can’t have him. I am taking him to the Cabal for questioning—not some lowly outpost commander. He’s my prisoner not yours.”

Ignoring the wizard’s bluster, the Ghostland officer turned to Philip and asked, “Do you speak a civilized language, savage?”

Answering him in the same language, Philip said, “I speak many different languages; all of them are civilized. Which one would you like me to speak? And I am no traitor. Ghostland warriors attacked my relatives first. We didn’t break the ancient covenant—you did.”

The officer snorted. “I know nothing about all that. Who are you then, an interpreter perhaps for the enemy?”

With some difficulty Philip pointed with his bound hands to the tattoo on his shoulder and then to the one on his cheek. “I am an adopted child of the Twisted Grass People, married into Sand Mountain. I have worked as a translator on occasion, but mostly I am a healer.”

“Healer, eh?” The officer gave the kashallan a closer look, now more interested.

“Healer, bah!” Zuhan snarled. “Oh, he is a healer alright, but I doubt if you would want him to touch you. He’s one of those damned enemy mutants that can host a Khutani.”

At the man’s shocked expression Zuhan smirked. “Yes, a Khutani symbiont is coiled in his middle, cave worm. And that’s why he is going with me to Tiebarai—with or without you and your ‘commander’s’ aid.”

While Zuhan’s attention was focused on arguing with their officer, the Ghostlander’s men had quietly but efficiently disarmed and bound Sanglaz and his three men. When the patrol realized what their prisoners were carrying in their make-shift packs there was quite a commotion among them. Dumping out rotting pieces of warrior and slave onto the ground the Ghostlanders muttered curses among themselves.  

One of his men reported the grizzly finds to their officer, but by that time there was no need. The man could see and smell the find for himself.

Suddenly out of patience with everyone the Officer ordered Sanglaz, his men, and even the wizard to be bound so they could start back to the outpost. “All this is way above my rank to sort out, so everyone is jailed until someone of higher importance is available to decipher the truth.” He motioned for his men to start the prisoners moving.

Still bound, the kashallan took his place among the others. As he passed the officer he added some words of caution, “Better gag and keep bound the wizard if you want to keep zer. Zer power is very weak, but ze could probably get out of a cell if ze puts zer mind to it, same with Sanglaz there.” Philip motioned to the changeling stalking angrily between two of the Ghostlander’s biggest men.

The officer grunted. “And if what the little wizard claims is true about you, why would you want to help me by telling me that?”

Philip shrugged. “What happens to the wizard and zer men will have no bearing on my fate, but it might on yours.” The kashallan grinned, showing lots of sharp Khutani teeth. “He will carry out his threat to have you killed for his humiliation if given a chance. So be careful who you or your commander tells about us when you send a message to Tiebarai.”

Startled, the officer studied him more closely for a long moment, considering Philip’s comment. Still smiling, Philip added, “And besides, the wizard is a vindictive little slimeworm and a puke, who enjoys hurting others for no reason. I wouldn’t mind seeing him get a little payback for all the harm ze has caused to our world before I die.”

Then as a final thought came to him as the officer motioned for him to also get moving, the kashallan added, “I really am a healer, so if you have people needing care who won’t be afraid of my touch I will do what I can for them while I am here.”

The officer grunted thinking about it. At last he said, “Why would you do that if what the wizard says is true? How can I trust you? Aren’t we the enemy?”

Philip chuckled. “You are an enemy only if you are trying to kill me or some of those I care about.’ Then becoming serious again, he said, “It’s not the same for us as it was hundreds of years ago. I have also been charged by my parent and Maker to care for all Timornans—and that includes Ghostlanders.” 

“All Timornans, and you expect me to believe that?”

Philip shrugged and started moving again when one of the officer’s men jerked on his tether. “I helped several of the gaishinay and others we found at Te’gal when the alliance captured the fortress. The offer is made; it’s up to you if you accept it.”
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Chapter Three 
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Ikuwi joined his Teh’lach brother who was crouched next to some tracks in the drying mud. An older warrior with many scars to prove his value on the war trail, Chuunga, was using his war magics and had one of his upper hands placed flat over what appeared to be a blurred Speir’dina footprint. “Is it our Sand Mountain kashallan?” he asked the veteran when he pulled his hand away.

“It is. It would seem he has survived another flood, but there are other tracks here that worry me. We aren’t the only ones that have picked up his trail,” Chuunga said, then added, “I detect that there were two sets of hunters following him to this point.”

Ikuwi grunted. He’d been afraid of that. “One group is probably that damned wizard and what we didn’t kill of his men, but who else is hunting our Teh’lach brother?”

Chuunga snorted a laugh and pointed to a shadowy mound a little ways further out from the retreating water. “No one but the Ghostland traitors at the moment, either the kashallan himself or the others following him has killed what was probably one of the crazed monsters we fought back by the river.”

Frustrated and angry Ikuwi stood and stared out into the vastness of the desert, trying to shield his eyes from the glare. Through the shimmering heat waves he saw no shadowy party making their way across the sand out there. So that meant they were either too far ahead, curse the wizard and zer tricks for delaying them, or they had taken a different route.

Chuunga stood, wiping a hand across his dirty face and pushed strands of his loosening ponytail out of his eyes. He followed Ikuwi’s gaze. Licking his black lips and snorting the dust out of his dog-like nose he at last turned to the younger warrior and said, “I know you don’t want to hear me say this, Teh’lach brother, but we are too late to help him now. We need to find our Alliance brothers before the Sorins catch us unprotected here at the edge of the desert.”

With a sinking feeling Ikuwi knew Chuunga was right, but didn’t want to acknowledge it. He had been so confident in his power to defeat this wounded and fleeing enemy... To turn back now, admit his failure and disappoint the old one, it was a bitter draft to swallow.

He opened his mouth to argue the point when both warriors suddenly became aware of the two figures now watching them that weren’t there a moment ago. One was a shrouded Speir’dina woman covered from head to toe in flowing cloth veils that only revealed her sharp black eyes. The other they recognized as Atahru, the Bitter Water warrior that with her power she had made her protector and slave.

When the demon realized she now had their attention she chuckled, but there was no mirth in the sound. Stepping closer, she mocked, “Your war brother is right, young wizard, who fights his destiny. You are too late. The one you seek is nearly to Tiebarai by now. You will not catch him before the desert and the Sorins claim your life if you persist.”

She laughed again. “Maybe one day, if you let the one who is willing teach you, you might be strong enough to challenge even such a weak wizard as the one I left you, but that day is not yet, arrogant child.”

Ikuwi bristled and took a step forward, ignoring the threat her protector posed. Before he could do or say anything stupid that might get them killed the older and wiser Chuunga grasped his upper arm in a stone-hard grip. When he had Ikuwi’s attention, Chuunga hissed under his breath, “Don’t be stupid, brother. You will only get yourself killed and maybe me too if you try to harm her. 

“And the demon is right. We can do nothing for the Khutani now. We need to find the Alliance and report. Maybe later once we take Fa’Hanzoi we will get another chance to help our Teh’lach brother.”

Her eyes flashing with amusement she nodded to Chuunga then said to Ikuwi, “You need to listen to your brother, my treasure, you will have other chances to demonstrate your power and help a kashallan, if your hot temper and impetuous nature doesn’t get you killed first, of course.”

As she turned to go she said, “Tell the old one I expect the payment he promised for my gift.” She chuckled then added, “And tell the tracker to take Wizard Eilo up on his offer—as should you. You both will be glad of it if you do. Together you two could become great among your peoples and help them survive this world’s troubled future, if you heed my advice.”

Still chuckling to herself, she disappeared into the desert haze.

––––––––
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THE CLAN WARRIORS CAUGHT up to the main column of the Alliance army just as they were nearing the rocky trail leading down into the ravine that ended at the entrance to the underground city of Fa’Hanzoi.

It was growing late in a hot afternoon with no storm pending when the exhausted pair were spotted by two rear guards keeping watch for enemies and the column’s stragglers. 

Fortunately Sietriga was with the Warlinga Ikuwi didn’t know or they might have had more trouble explaining themselves in their filthy and ragged condition.

“I take it you didn’t find Philip-Yoey, or is he dead?” Sietriga said to Ikuwi as they came up to the sentries.

Leaning on his spear the young warrior shook his head and took a deep breath. This was going to be so hard... “No, he’s not dead, but the wizard and his men found him before we did. By the time we worked through all their illusions and traps they were too far ahead to catch them.”

Sietriga scowled, not liking his answer any more than Ikuwi liked giving it.

Knowing how hard it was for his younger Teh’lach brother to admit their failure, Chuunga said, “We had no choice but to turn back and find you. The demon met us as we were debating whether to follow them, and warned us to go back or die.”

The Warlinga’s headcrest rose at that piece of news. “Have she and her protector gone after the kashallan then?”

Chuunga shrugged. “Who knows what a demon will do, eh? All I do know is that she made it very clear to us not to follow the wizard further out into the desert if we wanted to live.”

Sietriga swore and motioned them to go on into the camp. “You’d better go report to somebody in charge at the main camp circle. The Hunt Leader and the war council will want to hear your full report after they finish their current business.”

The Warlinga snorted and wrinkled up his snout at their smell. “Better stop by where your Teh’lach is camped and clean up a bit first. Your news can wait. We will be here for a while.”

Ikuwi paused and glanced around it was early to be setting up camp for the night. And with their goal so close... “What’s going on—why are we stopping here?”

Sietriga snorted a laugh. “Why indeed? Not long ago we were met by a peace delegation from Fa’Hanzoi.” He laughed again at their shocked faces. “Yeah, I didn’t want to believe it either. Sand Mountain thinks it some kind of trick, but they assure us it isn’t.”

“Something must have scared them very badly to make them want to surrender before we even stormed their gates,” Chuunga mused.

“Well I doubt if it is us, but you’re right, war brother, something has got the little mushrooms stirred up for sure to risk sunburn by approaching camp in daylight,” Sietriga agreed. Waving a hand he shouldered his beam rifle and motioned them into camp. “Better go eat and rest while you can.” He pointed to his head. “I’ve already told Eilo with my Psy that you are back. He and Qwasigara are in the council with the other leaders, but they will want to see you as soon as the meeting is over.” 
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Chapter Four
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With his Khutani parent an etheric shadow surrounding him, the kashallan Nathan-Corha took his place on the stool next to Hunt Leader Tizu for this hastily called parley with the Fa’Hanzoi delegation. 

Also present representing the Alliance were Wizards Qwasigara and Eilo as well as War leaders Tesulu, Goro, and Ogwy from the western clans. Warega, Fadir and Aju’an, were here from the Warlinga hunting packs and Ross, Chang, Rhys and Marti from the Speir’dina.  

Anyone not assigned duties at the time were welcome to stand behind the council and watch, so a small crowd of onlookers, including Timma,  Crowis and his new wife Kitha from medical, had gathered. Two veiled figures sitting behind the Hunt Leader he suspected were, Tizu’s “companion” the gaishinay Cochinna, and the larger one, was probably the freed Ghostlander slave Nieshu. 

Though coming from different classes in the northern society, both had sworn their allegiance to the Khutani and had already shared valuable information with command about conditions they might encounter within the underground cities. Facing them across the circle on similar camp stools sat three true ghostlanders, heavily draped and veiled to protect their colorless pale skin from Timorna’s weak sun. Behind them stood a small mixed-breed escort of five men darker of hue who were unveiled.

To his amusement Nathan watched the delegation stiffen when the council invoked Clan protocol and Qwasigara rose, sprinkled a resinous herbal incense into the council fire between the two groups and offered a prayer to the Unseen Ones. Together he and Eilo also created a dome of power to keep out other prying eyes. 

The kashallan stifled a grin as he felt, more than saw, the crystal worn by the figure in the middle suddenly flare with heat and then grow cold as its power link with its creator went dead.

<<How amusing,>> Corha said to its bondmate. <<The wizard planning to sit in on this talk hadn’t expected that we would know about the communication device entrusted to his servant—let alone be able to destroy it.>>

<<Yeah,>> Nathan agreed. <<Now he or she will have to wait until the delegation returns to hear the outcome of their minions’ negotiations today. These guys are on their own.>>

When the wizards finished, the Ghostlander in the center of the delegation began speaking in a garbled western dialect, before the wizards could even take their places within the circle. “Do any of you speak a civilized language? If not, we brought a slave to translate for you.” The veiled figure motioned to a guard holding the tether of a bound western clansman waiting with their escort.

When the slave was recognized by a few of the onlookers, an angry muttering began among them. Giving the warriors a stern look, Tizu rose and took the polished bone wand Qwasigara handed him. In the Ghostlander’s own language he said, “We have no need of a translator. Most everyone in this camp is fluent in several Timornan languages. I am Hunt Leader Tizu. I understand you have come to us with a proposal you wish us to consider before we enter your town.”

Ignoring the bone wand Tizu still was holding the figure in the center folded its arms across its narrow chest and began speaking to him in a condescending voice again, “I’m glad you can understand me without the slave. Yes, savage, we do. It’s obvious to us that your army will need a safe sanctuary for the storm season, which we will give you, if you agree to our terms—” 

Tizu slapped the wand hard against his palm, the sound like the crack of a whip. Confused, the Ghostlander broke off. When the Hunt Leader had all the delegates’ attention, he continued, “What’s obvious to me is that you aren’t familiar with even the basic rules of ‘civilized’ protocol in these matters. 

“It is a common courtesy for the one holding the wand to speak,” he held up the carved bone for the delegation’s inspection. “And only that person is to speak while holding it. I wasn’t finished.” He slapped the wand against his palm again. “When I am done, you may ask for the speaker’s wand and say what you came to tell us.”

A stunned silence from the delegation was his answer. Next to Nathan’s ear Chang murmured in Galactic Standard, “Probably thought they would be dealing with a bunch of ignorant savages who didn’t speak their language and were desperate enough to accept whatever crumbs they were willing to give us.” 

Nathan grunted. Keeping his face expressionless, he murmured, “You got that right. Arrogant little mushroom already called us savages in their language. I hope they continue to underestimate us.” He hated not being able to see who was talking to them.

Chang murmured an agreement. “They’ll learn soon enough the error of that. Somebody gave them bad intel for sure.”

When none of the delegation reached for the wand, Tizu continued by naming the other members of his war council. He noted a shudder move the veils of each Ghostlander when they realized that one of the ancient enemy, a Khutani Maker, was also here at this meeting.

When there was still no request for the wand he stared at each Ghostlander as if he could see right through their protective coverings, and continued speaking, “So, in keeping with another point of ‘civilized’ communication it would be customary for us to know who we are speaking to—and who you represent in return.”

It took a moment, but at last the middle delegate reached for the wand, which Tizu handed over. “I am Exemplary Azdal. Though not one of Fa’Hanzoi’s Exalted, we represent the ruling conclave of the city. I, and my colleagues, are here to grant you refuge under certain conditions.”

“Conditions, eh? Before we get into discussing ‘conditions’ care to introduce the other members of your delegation, Exemplary Azdal?” Tizu handed the Ghostlander back the wand.

The delegate seemed flustered but finally stammered out, “The citizen on my right is the honored, Exemplary Imzu and on my left,” the envoy hesitated again and then reluctantly said, “The delegate on my left is a member of House Fu’yad.”

Behind Nathan Nieshu gasped. Without turning to him Nathan murmured, “What’s wrong?”

Just as quiet, Nieshu said, “Nothing... House Fu’yad is an Exalted family though—at least the branch in Tiebarai is.”

“Interesting that the main envoy isn’t disclosing the personal name of that particular envoy though,” Chang added.

‘Whoever they are, they have no Psy to speak of or Corha or the western wizards would have detected it,” Nathan said. “I wonder what they are up to.”

Tizu turned and scowled, his expression warning them to keep quiet and tell him later if it was important.  “You are being very vague, Exemplary. Get to the point.”

After a whispered word with the figure on Azdal’s right the envoy took back the wand and stammered, “Fa’Hanzoi is suffering from a plague of vermin at the moment. If you agree to rid our city of the infestation we will allow you to stay in one of the city’s districts during the storms. It is a nice quarter located near the sea gates. 

“I’m sure your people will feel most comfortable there. And we can also provide some food and other supplies to tide you over till the season changes and you can return to your homes.”

“Return to our homes, eh?” Tizu said. “I guess you haven’t considered that we might not be ‘returning to our homes,’ till our business in the north is finished—however long that takes.”

That gave them pause. After a long silence the figure on Azdal’s left reached for the wand, in spite of a murmured protest from one of the others. “And what other business could possibly retain your stay among us once the storm season has ended?” the envoy asked in an imperious, high-pitched voice.

Behind the Hunt Leader the smaller veiled figure leaned forward to murmur next to Tizu’s ear. He nodded and took the wand again. “I have no patience for games, Exaltas, so I will speak bluntly,” Tizu suppressed a smile as the woman jerked back as if slapped. Did she really think she could go unnoticed from the gaishinay, or Khutani and clan wizards, who were able to read their guest’s Psy auras in spite of their efforts to conceal themselves?

Deciding to answer her truthfully he rolled the dice and said, “Our business, is simple. We plan to put an end to any and all threats to our lands and peoples posed by the ruling Cabal in Tiebarai. And we will remain here in the north until that’s done.”

The Kashallan grinned, showing his sharp Khutani teeth. Using Nathan’s voice the Maker said, “I am Maker Qwaltamis. My hunt leader speaks true, but perhaps our goals may be compatible with your city’s own aspirations.”

Startled, the female envoy snapped, “Impossible, foul creature!”

“Is it?” the Maker countered. “Your bravery is commendable, Exaltas, both in your defiance of your family’s attempts to deny your coming, but also because you and others like you, in the politically rebellious faction now conspiring against your own masters, don’t like the way your city is treated by the Cabal in Tiebarai. We can offer you an alternative if you join our alliance.” 

She laughed. “And how would replacing our Cabal masters in Tiebarai with an army controlled by a Khutani demon be in our best interests?”

“Because Hunt Leader Tizu and the other war leaders assembled here are neither our slaves or under our control, we merely advise them. As we would the rebels you represent, if you were to join the Kashallan Alliance and fight alongside us not against us.”

Taking up the tale Corha said, “Your people have most likely forgotten, or were never allowed to know, but my parent’s Khutani ancestors were sent to this troubled world to preserve life when it was clear that the ancient race—some of your ancestors most like, were determined on self-destruction. 

“They did that by encoding life-patterns into their own bodies to reintroduce later when much of the poisons discharged during the ancient wars had dissipated. And that was accomplished at a great personal sacrifice, thus trapping themselves in the forms they have now. Only through their symbiont children—like me,” Corha touched Nathan’s chest, “can the Khutani walk upon the surface world again.” 

“You are right,” Imzu agreed, his voice choked by his mounting anger. “I have never heard such a preposterous tale. I only know that you and everyone in the South and west hate us and want to destroy us and everything we have managed to rebuild since the Burning Times.”

“Exemplary Imzu speaks true. That is why we war against you,” the woman said. “It is only to protect ourselves that you must be destroyed.” 

The Maker laughed, “That is what the wizards in Tiebarai say, Exaltas, but do you always believe what the ruling Cabal tells you? I think not or you wouldn’t have joined the rebels, or bullied your way into this delegation. You, I believe, want something different for yourself and your people—and you are curious about us. 

“You are also smart enough to know that to maintain their control over Fa’Hanzoi they have abused and lied to your people. Knowing that, what makes you think they speak true about the Khutani and the peoples living in the south? War and the threat of war helps maintain their power over your city and others in your land. We can offer you truth—and freedom—if you have the courage to seize it.”

“After thirty years of experience commanding armies on many different worlds I can tell you that war benefits nobody,” Tizu said, taking back the wand in the silence that followed. “For everyone’s sake this hatred and warring has got to stop, before it destroys all life on Timorna again.

“Somehow all the combatants have to set aside the past and live peacefully together in future. It is my hope that since we were brought to your world, the Speir’dina and I can help you native Timornans achieve that goal, because I have no interest in coming north to fight each war season, or commanding an army of occupation in your territory.” 

Tizu tapped the wand against his palm and sighed. When he continued his voice dripped with contempt. “I may not like what I’ve heard from our informants of how the ruling families treat peoples they consider their inferiors, but this is a different world than my own, with different rules and customs. Personally, however, I find addicting children to harmful drugs to enslave them for your own pleasure and to satisfy a need to stay in power, frankly disgusting.” 

He waved his hand to the mauve sky above them and his voice hardened when he continued, “Where I’m from such practices are only carried out by the basest of criminals, people living on worlds that would never be tolerated in the Galactic Union where I used to serve before coming here.”

When the envoy on the right choked back an outraged cry and reached for the wand, Tizu ignored the request and continued, “But in spite of my personal feelings I don’t plan to interfere—except in the case of the slave you brought with you. He will remain here among his relatives when you leave.”

“But-but that’s an outrage! How dare you? He is merely on loan to us from his master. You can’t just ‘take’ him! Someone will have to pay for him, if we don’t return him,” Imzu blustered, not waiting for Tizu to finish and pass him the speaker’s wand. 

“There are no slaves in the Alliance,” Chang said, speaking for the first time, also interrupting. He gave the envoys a toothy grin. “Thank you for returning our lost Red Wind brother to us.”

Tizu growled his annoyance at the interruptions. “As I was saying, we can show your people a different way to exist, and even prosper, but if you take the Maker up on its offer to join the Kashallan Alliance you can work out your own destiny among yourselves—as long as your breeders stop creating monsters that you send south and west to kill and terrorize our peoples. Whatever else you do is your own ‘business.’”

He offered the wand back to the delegates, but this time no one took him up on his offer. Turning back to his advisers Tizu gestured with the bone, inviting their comments. The old veteran Warega reached for it. 

“I think I can speak for
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