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Prologue
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A portion of the demon-bonded woman Tess-weh’s prophesy, delivered to the kashallan Phillip-Yoey in the Ghostland desert, before his capture and imprisonment in the underground city of Tiebarai: 

When the Ghostland Cabal learns your name, Dr. Singey, beware, my jewel, of bad habits you thought left behind and forgotten, for flattery and illusion can be powerful temptations. But if you ignore my warning and swallow the bait offered you by the pale men in the North, you will fall prey to an ancient malice, and become entangled in a net of your own making.

If this happens you must solve a great puzzle to gain your freedom once more. Resist despair and surrender to the “sweet hunger.” 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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Part One 

Chapter One 
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A furious Hunt Leader Tizu, commander of all the kashallan allied forces,  paced back and forth on a narrow pathway between his work table and the mountain of packs and equipment piled up against the back wall of Command headquarters in the underground city of Tiebarai. The interrogation of the prisoner was over. Zei’athal, bound and gagged, was a miserable figure huddled in the farthest corner from the entrance. A cold-eyed Warlinga and Sand Mountain warrior were keeping a watchful eye on him.

As if sensing trouble without being told, his Ghostland consort Cochinna had returned and crouched beside her small brazier, her teapot in the coals. Tizu made no outward sign that he was aware of her return, but knew she was there. During the wizard’s interrogation, their ward Zafrina had slipped past the distracted guards and now crouched wide-eyed in the shadows beside her mentor. 

They were all awaiting the results of their search for the now missing Wizard Vahkan, Vahkan the slimy, sneaking piece of shit that had hidden away their missing kashallan Philip-Yoey, and deceived all of them so thoroughly. 

Kashallan-Nathan sat on a stool at the work table staring down at his hands and trying to sort through the information they had discovered from their unwilling prisoner. The assassin Riggs had been right, in a way, to taunt him about his lack of knowledge about Vahkan and his real agenda. He doubted if the shit huddled in the corner knew even half of it.

Dahz Elm, no one had even mentioned the place. They still might have not known about the facility, except the arrogant little mushroom needed to boast about his cleverness to—someone. But was Zei’athal the only one who knew what Vahkan was planning? They would know soon enough. The Hunt Leader had sent patrols, armed to the teeth to Vahkan’s compound and some of the other leading members of the Cabal’s homes as well. They were going to get to the bottom of this soon, or heads were going to roll.

Then a commotion caught his attention and he looked over as the tent flap was pushed aside and an irate Banalchiz Pagriz and Vahkan’s wife Silvik were escorted, verbally protesting, into the tent.

“Exalted Commander, what is the meaning of this,” an irate Wizard Banalchiz demanded.

Ignoring him for the moment, Tizu turned to Chang, his unvoiced question plain. “He wasn’t there, and the Exaltas says he left to check the shields in the countryside with wizard Banalchiz here. That’s what he told her anyway.”

He motioned with a jerk of his head to Nathan-Corha. “We brought her along in case she knows more than she’s admitting.”

All three glanced at the grim-faced Nathan then grumbling the two wizards took the seats Tizu indicated.

Vahkan’s wife Silvik had come unwillingly with his men, Tizu guessed. Though properly veiled, her silent, rigid posture radiated her displeasure. As she moved to take a seat she must have noticed her disheveled brother under guard in the gloom. She froze, then at Murda’s urging she lowered herself stiffly onto the stool next to Nathan.

Addressing his unwilling guests, Tizu began, “Exalted Banalchiz, Pagriz, you are here, and will be joined soon by other members of your newly appointed ruling Cabal, because I am fed up with the lies and evasions I have been receiving from you people. I mean to get some straight answers one way or the other today,” Tizu snarled, his black eyes snapping with his barely contained fury.

“Last night a paid assassin tried to kill one of my people. He failed but his dead body was recognized by some of the released captive Speir’dina as being a man enslaved to Vahkan Ahkish. I have also learned today after interrogating my prisoner,” Tizu motioned to Zei’athal, “That our missing kashallan, which nobody seemed to know about, has been, and is still being held captive by Wizard Vahkan at a place called Dahz Elm just outside the city.”

“Dahz Elm? Preposterous,” Banalchiz interrupted. “That old facility was abandoned a generation ago.”

“Evidently not, if our prisoner is to be believed.” Tizu leaned forward, placing his hands flat upon the table, staring at each of his “guests” in the eye. “While in the link with our kashallan, the prisoner admitted to helping his brother-in-law reestablish the facility to carry on some secret experimentation ordered by the Cabal. Know anything about that?”

When they shook their heads, he continued, “Vahkan is missing at the moment. His wife told my people he was off checking a possible break in the shields with you, Wizard Banalchiz. I want him—now! And, don’t try to lie to me if you know where he has run off to. Anybody who thinks to hide him away will face a Khutani’s justice—and mine.”

“This is preposterous,” Banalchiz spluttered. “I haven’t seen Vahkan today, and I certainly didn’t go anywhere with him—nor am I hiding him.” He glanced at his fellow wizard for support, then said, “There is a big council meeting planned for later today. I and Wizard Pagriz have been preparing for that, not going into the countryside with Vahkan on a foolish errand to test the shields.”

“There is nothing wrong with the city’s reinforced protections,” Pagriz said. “My colleague speaks true.”

“I am well aware that there is nothing wrong with the shields, my own people can verify that,” Tizu said. “But that information still doesn’t answer the question of where Vahkan is now and who may have helped him escape.”

“Nor does it answer the question of where my relative is, and what was done to him,” Nathan-Corha said, and giving her no time to object Nathan reached out and took Silvik’s arm in a firm grip, Corha inserting its tentacles without warning. “And, according to your brother, Exaltas, you might have some further information to help answer that question.”

In spite of her alarm Silvik had remained in control of her fears throughout Corha’s tasting. Chang had been right to bring her. Though she didn’t seem to know where her husband was at the moment, she had played a significant role in Philipp-Yoey’s initial imprisonment and Rigg’s role as spy and assassin. 

She didn’t seem to know much about Dahz Elm or what Vahkan planned for Philip-Yoey by confining him there, though. She had never seen or met him, though she confirmed that Vahkan had spent a lot of time working with, or on him to some purpose. Acting as a loyal and ambitious wife she had merely assisted him whenever it was possible.

During the lengthy questioning of the other Cabal wizards that followed, Vahkan and Zei’athal’s part in the murder of an entire outpost of the ruling protectorate’s men was discovered. And that created an entirely new uproar. Kibbah was sent for to verify the Hunt Leader’s assertions,  which prompted Grand Protector Tulum to call out his own patrols to search for the missing wizard. 

Silvik hadn’t known anything about the murders, Vahkan had kept that from her, it would seem. But it dashed any hope on Silvik’s part that she and her brother might soon be released and allowed to return home. Vahkan being the main target of these men’s interest the concern that she, or her brother might offer him aid if they were released was obvious.

Pagriz and Banalchiz, being quick to take advantage of the accusations leveled at Vahkan and his relatives had demanded they be turned over to the “new” ruling Cabal, and all, including Silvik, to be imprisoned until a trial of the accused could be initiated.

“I will gladly turn them over to the Cabal,” Tizu agreed, “but not until after my missing kashallan is located and returned to us. Until then, I will keep them here with the Alliance—in case further information is required from them.”

The elusive Vahkan hadn’t turned up by the time an impatient Nathan-Corha announced he was taking Zei’athal, his personal shadow Aju’an, and a well-armed unit of alliance warriors and going to find Philip-Yoey. Crowis and the old wizard Qwasigara had insisted, being relatives of the missing kashallan, they were coming along with the warriors as well.

When they at last arrived at the isolated compound, grim-faced and tired from the long trek through the darkness the guards at the gate refused them admittance, even when Zei’athal came forward to demand that the gate be opened.

No one was accepting that answer, so Chang placed a small explosive charge onto the head of a war spear which blew open the gate. When Tesulu hurled it at the closed barrier it toppled off its hinges  with a great roar and crashed into the courtyard inside.  

Angry and frustrated, the warriors who charged in after the dust settled met any resistance they encountered with a brutal efficiency as they methodically went through the various buildings, searching either for the missing wizard or their missing kashallan.

Neither of the people they were looking were found. The surviving inhabitants of the facility were herded together in the courtyard where a furious Nathan-Corha, Aju’an, Chang and Tesulu faced them.

“You have probably figured out by now that we are searching for the Exalted Vahkan Ahkish and our relative, Philip-Yoey, or as he may be known to you, Doctor Singey,” Nathan said.

“And, if you want to survive this day, you had better tell us,” Tesulu growled and drew his long Speir’dina blade from the sheath at his waist to show them. “You have held captive our relative and Sand Mountain and these other kinsmen will find out what you have done to him, with blood and pain if we have to.”

Of the inhabitants they had found during their initial search, about fifteen ghostlanders remained alive to huddle together facing the Alliance warriors’ wrath. Many of their captives stared at the war leader’s lethal weapon with frightened eyes, but no one spoke up to offer the needed information. Most were low level slaves of some kind, their ragged and stained kaftans attesting to their work and menial status. A couple of guards nursing minor wounds had also survived their onslaught.

The rest were a little harder to single out, Nathan decided, because they were all wearing similar clean but plainly decorated kaftans. He had little experience detecting the ages and status of the bald higher ranking ghostlanders, who, when not of the old ancestral stock tended to shave off the little hair they were born with to enhance the exalted position to which they aspired. And that seemed to be true of this lot as well.

In spite of Corha and the clan warriors’ urging Nathan was sizing up which captive to begin the “questioning” on, when Zei’athal spoke up saving him the trouble of choosing someone at random.

“Please, Exemplary Master Tah’uusik. Save yourself and your people a lot of pain and suffering, and tell these savages what they want to know.”

Savages, eh? Normally he might have taken offence at the use of that uncomplimentary term, but in this case.... Nathan-Corha grinned, displaying lots of sharp Khutani teeth.

Unfortunately, his and Tesulu’s threat display didn’t have the desired effect. Neither the older man Zei’athal had singled out for him, or any of the others spoke up to answer his question. He did, however, now know who to interrogate first.

Stepping forward Nathan yanked this Master Tah’uusik out from amidst his colleagues, Corha jamming its tentacles viciously into the man’s flesh, sending through the link the first burst of fiery pain, warning him what to expect if he didn’t start talking. “Where have you hidden Doctor Singey?”

When the man refused to answer, a frustrated and enraged symbiont answered Tah’uusik’s refusal with a stream of pain that dropped the ghostlander to his knees, gasping. Though his face contorted with the torment Corha was inflicting, the stubborn master remained silent. 

But one of his associates, unable to endure watching the man’s suffering, spoke up on Tah’uusik’s behalf. “The Doctor Singey you are looking for was being held here that’s true, kashallan. But Master Tah’uusik received new orders to send him elsewhere. He left about the time the first quakes began.”

Releasing Tah’uusik, who slumped onto the stone, cradling his injured arm. Nathan stalked over to stand in front of the ghostlander who has spoken. “And you are?”

Facing him boldly, with only a slight quiver in zer pale lips to indicate zer distress, his new informant said, “I am Distinguished Zinndele, Exalted Kashallan. I am one of the assistants assigned to help the master.”

“You called me a kashallan. I find it interesting that you already know what I am—if not who I am. Why is that?” Nathan asked, giving the ghostlander a closer examination.

“I had the honor of working with the Exalted Doctor Singey on several projects while he was with us,” Zinndele said. “I found him to be an excellent mentor to me and others in this facility, giving freely of his off-world knowledge when it was needed.” 

Always the teacher, Nathan thought. That sounded exactly like something Philip-Yoey would do.

“And I was also fascinated by the wealth of information host and symbiont could extract when they worked together on a task.” 

Glancing quickly down at Nathan’s hands, his tentacles once more contracted, ze next boldly met his eye, and added, “Because of my association with the doctor I could tell right away that you, Exalted, are another of the new aliens who has made a pact with the Khutani.”

“You worked with him, eh? And where is your honored colleague and mentor now?”

“Shut up, Zinndele,” Tah’uusik hissed from his sprawl upon the ground. “When our patron learns of your disloyalty—”

“Vahkan is dead, vermin, as you will soon be, if you don’t tell us what we want to know,” Qwasigara snarled, causing Nathan and the ghostlanders to stare in his direction. 

“That’s a cursed lie, ignorant savage. Exalted Wizard Vahkan is a powerful man and—”

“And a dead one, Puke, which you soon will be, too, if you don’t start talking,” a grim-faced Chang said, aiming an impatient kick in the ghostlander’s direction.

Nathan sighed. He wondered where the clan wizards had gotten off to during his interrogation back at Command, now he guessed he knew. He’d ask them more about that later. Instead he repeated his question to this Zinndele person.

“That, I can’t answer. As I said, I am only an assistant to the master here. I was never told that information.” Zinndele sighed and glanced at the facility’s director. “Unfortunately, you will have to find out from Master Tah’uusik. I’m sorry; I don’t know any more than what I’ve told you.”

Amidst the angry mutterings of his warriors Nathan was about to do just that when Zei’athal once again spoke up to save the master some torment. “If your relative isn’t here, Khutani, then there is only one other place he might be—if he is still alive.”

He had better be, Nathan thought, or their vengeance was going to be terrible. Stalking over to Zei’athal. Nathan grabbed a handful of his kaftan, jerking him forward till they were face to face. “Where? What have you been keeping back from me?”

“N-nothing! Not intentionally anyway. I t-truly thought Vahkan was keeping him here for some special project—which I knew nothing about,” he was quick to assure the kashallan. 

“Where, damn you!”

“He must have had master Tah’uusik sent him to Mah’zam.” 

“Mah’zam? What and where is that?”

Zei’athal shuddered, reluctant to say anything more, but when Corha extended its tentacles in a threatening gesture, Zei’athal began to babble out a reply. “I don’t know much about that horrible place—or what goes on there. Its purpose and its whereabouts has been kept a secret from all but certain family bloodlines. Most of the ruling Cabal never even knew of its existence throughout the long centuries, and my family wasn’t privy to that knowledge. I only know about the facility at all, because Vahkan forced me to go with him on occasion.” 

“Can you take us there?” Chang asked.

“I-I don’t know. I only went there a few times with Vahkan when he wanted to show me what a great man he was,” he said bitterly.  

“I will show you, Khutani,” the old wizard said. “It isn’t too much farther. The pain of my kinsman’s suffering draws me like a beacon to him.”

Deciding to bring along the reluctant Zei’athal, Master Tah’uusik and Zinndele, Tesulu ordered the rest of their prisoners to be confined and locked up within the few small cells allotted to the facility’s slaves, before everyone left to find this “Mah’zam place.”

When their prisoners protested their being locked up and left, Tesulu laughed. “You better hope we find our missing kinsman, then somebody might remember to come back and release you. Otherwise....”  

Leaving Dahz Elm Qwasigara led them down a narrow walkway that seemed to follow a branch of the same river that flowed through Tiebarai and onward to Fa’Hanzoi, where it emptied at last into the Shallow Sea.

After another trek through the forbidding darkness the first thing the patrol  became aware of when they drew near a line of green fungal lamps atop a stone compound that suddenly appeared out of the gloom, was the smell of the place. It was an overpowering stench of untended privies, putrefying garbage and old blood. 

Choking down the urge to puke, Chang whirled round and put his dagger to the gagging Tah’uusik’s throat. ”You shit-eating bacach! You sent my co-husband to a place like this?”

Shuddering with fear Tah’uusik stammered, “I-I didn’t know! I was only following my patron’s orders. I’ve never been here before!”

Fixing his red eyes on Zei’athal, Aju’an snarled, “But you have been here before, wizard puke.” 

Zei’athal swallowed hard and reluctantly nodded. “Yes, I have, but I was never strong enough to challenge my brother-in-law on this, or any other matter.”

“Put away your knife, armachd,” Nathan said in a low voice, while still staring towards the closed gate. “We got bigger problems to deal with than this lying piece of shit.”

“What are you sensing, Khutani?” Tesulu said, coming over to him.

Without answering the war leader directly, Corha said, “Aju’an, Murda, blow out the gate. Anybody wants to dispute our take over, kill them. I’m done coddling these damned mushrooms. My Amsi is in there—somewhere—I can taste him.”

When his men hurried forward to obey his orders, the kashallan remained where he was, still staring at the compound. Qwasigara stepped up beside him. After watching the explosion and the rush of the Alliance warriors through the hole they had created, the wizard said, “You can taste them, can’t you, Khutani?”

Nathan didn’t answer for a long moment, continuing to observe the action within the inner courtyard where his men were ruthlessly carrying out his orders. At last he said, “I guess we have finally found out where the enemy Khutani who attacked my pod came from.”

“That is true, but I doubt if any of those held prisoner here, including my relative, will welcome their rescuers,” Qwasigara said as he too watched the chaos inside.
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Chapter Two 
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When Aju’an signaled it was safe for them to enter, Nathan-Corha did so, and the old wizard and Crowis with his medical bag on his shoulder trailed into the fetid courtyard, followed by the cousins.

As he entered, Nathan saw a cluster of squat ugly buildings in a protective half circle with Alliance warriors methodically breaking down doors, rooting out any inhabitants trying to hide and herding them into the courtyard. Near the shadows of the outer wall mounds of garbage had been allowed to pile up adding to the other rank odors of the place.

When Murda saw him he hurried over to give him a brief report. “The buildings in this secret compound appeared to be the living quarters for Vahkan’s overseer and his underlings, a cook house, some kind of lab, and a series of walled in cells where Zei’athal has admitted the purchased criminals and unwanted elderly slaves are housed during their brief stay, before they are fed to the creatures they are also keeping here.”

“Thanks, Murda. Any sign of Philip-Yoey?” the armachda shook his head and Nathan waved him away to continue the search.

The creatures, he shuddered. Yes, they were here, too. Over the river’s mineral odor, he could also smell and taste the sour stench made by creatures confined in fetid pools too small and too poorly maintained to house them adequately.

It would seem that the Khutani imprisoned here had also heard their arrival, because a clamor of squeaks and growls suddenly erupted from the shadows beyond the lighted courtyard. By all the gods of Caldon and Timorna, Nathan hoped they wouldn’t find Philip-Yoey swimming out there.

Spying Aju’an coming out of one of the squat buildings across the courtyard with a short muscular ghostlander in his claws, Nathan hailed him. “Anybody found our missing kashallan yet?”

Aju’an’s head crest flattened as he half-dragged, half-carried the bleeding man over to him. “No, but this piece of vermin, Zei’athal claims, is the overseer here. He is being stubborn at the moment, but he will tell you what we want to know—with the right kind of persuasion.”

Nathan took a closer look at the ghostlander. A short brutish-looking mixed-bred man with a zagged scar running down one side of his pale face, the kashallan didn’t need to even taste him to know that he was the kind to rule with sadistic cruelty and violence. He would have served Vahkan’s purpose well. 

“What’s your name, puke?” When their prisoner remained silent, glaring, his pale eyes saying plainly what he would like to do to Nathan given a chance. Nathan smirked. “Vahkan isn’t going to save you. He’s dead. You can ask his brother-in-law over there, or the clan wizard, if you don’t believe me.”

Corha extended its tentacles in front of the man’s face. “Might as well tell us what we want to know. I will take it from you otherwise—and I won’t be gentle about it, either.” A flicker of horror showed in the overseer’s eyes for just a moment before he controlled his emotions. 

Nathan smiled. “Didn’t know there were more than one of us, eh? But I think you already have a good idea of what a kashallan can do with these,” he waved them for the man’s inspection again. “So, start talking and maybe I won’t toss you in the pool out there where you have been keeping and abusing my relatives.” Nathan’s smile widened. “I’m sure they would be very happy to meet you.”

The man swallowed hard, then said, “My name is Tomail—and I have only been doing the job Wizard Vahkan hired me to do. I don’t know anything else about the Exalted’s business.”

Nathan snorted in disgust. “Well, if you were hired to maintain this place and care for the Khutani confined here you’ve done a poor job of it. The place stinks. I should probably feed you to the ones in the pools out there instead of the poor slaves you bought, for that crime alone,” Nathan growled, trying very hard not to spit black kavay in the man’s face and be done with him.

When Tomail remained silent Nathan gritted his teeth and said, “I bet you can guess why we are here. Where are you keeping the other kashallan—my relative—Philip-Yoey?”

Looking Nathan defiantly in the eye again, Tomail laughed. “He is in one of the cells set aside for the slaves, over near the lab facility. For all the good it will do you, you will find him there.”

Cautioning Corha not to do something stupid, Nathan reminded them both that the overseer was trying to bait them into giving him a quick death, which they definitely weren’t going to do. When he had his voice under control he said to Aju’an, “Tie him up and put him with the rest of our prisoners. We may want to question him and the others more later.”

As Nathan started to walk away, Aju’an called after him, “Where are you going, Honored One?”

“I’m going to look around the rest of this dung heap.” He waved a hand vaguely in the direction of the river and the darkness behind the lighted buildings. “Have somebody come find me when you locate him.”

Allowing Corha’s senses to dominate their shared awareness Nathan made his way carefully down a slippery stone path that seemed to be taking him nearer to the river. The cool breeze coming off the dark water stank of rotting flesh and vegetable matter, blood and an unidentified sour odor that must be coming from the imprisoned Khutani themselves.

Not far ahead was a large pool surrounded by high stone walls on three sides, the forth, facing him and the open area in front of him had only a knee-high lip keeping the fetid water within. He paused while still near the sheltering buildings listening. They were as much aware of his approach as he was of them.

As best he could tell from where he stood there were about five or six of them, they were all juveniles, the older ones, like the Maker they had found dead outside Tiebarai must have been killed in the battle with the Alliance pods. The young ones who had made it back to this place were now churning the water to a luminescent froth in their agitation. And, as best he could tell, to his relief, Philip-Yoey wasn’t swimming among them.

<<What’s wrong with our Amsi?>> Corha asked. <<Their scent is—strange, and they taste angry with us. I don’t understand, Kasha.>>

Nathan sighed and walked a little closer to the pool’s rim. <<Well, for one thing, they all seem to be infected with that sea rot stuff the Elder was telling us about, Shalla. What else is wrong with them we will have to discover for ourselves.>>

<<They must be some of those evil creatures that attacked and killed some of our elders, aren’t they, Kasha?>>

<<Probably so, little one.>>

<<But why would they do that, and how did they get imprisoned here, Kasha? I don’t understand any of this. We are all Khutani, why would they kill their own kin?>>

<<I don’t know, Shalla. We will have to ask them.>>

<<Those evil wizards must have done something to make them do such bad things,>> Corha stated. <<I want to help them. Can we go closer? I want to show them that we are their relatives not enemy.>>

Recalling what the old wizard had cautioned, Nathan made a noncommittal noise, stopping about half way across the open space, allowing the imprisoned Khutani to take a good look at them. 

Aware of their approach the pod swam over to the low rim. Heads high out of the water, mouth tentacles waved, tasting the air, hard yellow eyes surveyed the kashallan and found him lacking.

The boldest among them, and probably the eldest among them as well, reared up and hissed. <<Enemy slimeworm, we taste you, we know your evil heart. Come closer so we can kill you, too.>>

Indignant Corha forced Nathan’s body to move a little closer. <<I’m no enemy slimeworm.>> Corha held out one of Nathan’s hands and extended its tentacles to show them. <<I may not look the same as you, but I am a Khutani, a kashallan, a Khutani symbiont, living inside my host, Nathan. We want to help you, free you from this terrible place.>>

<<If you want to help us then prove to us you are a friend and bring us our treats.>>

<<Lots treats. Bring us treats,>> another challenged.

<<No,>> another said. <<He has no treats. The creature is enemy. Wants to trick us.>>

<<Come closer, enemy slimeworm, so we can feast on your tender enemy flesh.>>

<<Come closer, prove to us you are kin and not enemy. Come, come,>> another coaxed.

<<I am not an enemy—you are bad, killing our elders,>>Corha said as the symbiont moved Nathan closer to confront the taunting pod.

Though allowing Corha to have control of their shared body in part while it tried to convince the pod, Nathan hadn’t let go of his reflexes entirely. Out of the corner of his eye he saw their leader rear back its head like a striking snake might do and suspected he knew what was coming.

Leaping backwards and to one side he barely missed the stream of black kavay the pod leader and another aimed at him. Two streams of black goo sizzled and hissed harmlessly on the stone not far from where he had been just standing. A chorus of gurgling laughter erupted, sending cold chills down his backbone.

<<Come back, Khutani friend. Why are you going away so soon?>>

<<Bring us our treats next time, slimeworm, if you want to be friends,>> another called after his retreating form.

Treats, my ass, Nathan thought. The little shits could rot in their murky pool for all he cared, at the moment. He wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but he suddenly had a bit more sympathy for the men entrusted with their care.

As he came abreast of the nearest building a rasping chuckle came out of the darkness. Qwasigara stepped out of the shadows and fell into step with him. “I warned you, Khutani, did I not?”

Nathan sighed. “Yes, you did, and I should have paid more attention.”

Qwasigara snorted his agreement then asked, “What do you plan to do with them?”

“I have no idea at the moment. I will have to try and contact my Khutani elders and seek their advice.” 

Which, might be a problem, because as far as he knew the Makers who had survived the destruction in the Cabal’s hidden chamber were still engaged within a healing tangle deep within the mountains somewhere, and not easily available.

“But first I need to locate Philip-Yoey and make sure he is all right.”

“Mm, a wise idea. I think some of the warriors have found him. I heard someone asking for you.” Nathan grunted and quickened his pace. “I also wanted to tell you that I spoke mind-to-mind with Wizard Eilo and told him what we have found. He says to tell you that the Hunt Leader is coming to inspect this place, and Dahz Elm.”

Nathan nodded. “Thank you. Knowing that does make me feel a little better.” He would willingly turn this problem over to Tizu or anybody else.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three 


[image: ]


His warriors had indeed found Philip-Yoey, but there was some kind of problem about that. Instead of bringing their missing kashallan out to him at the temporary medical site they had set up, Nathan had to go back through the line of filthy cells to get him.

Locating his whereabouts at last, Nathan stopped in front of the warriors guarding Philip-Yoey’s cell and folded his arms across his chest. “All right Aju’an, Armachd Rhys, you sent word you located Phillip-Yoey in this stinking compound. I told you to bring him to me if you found him. What’s the problem? 

Aju’an’s head crest dipped, his color taking on a greenish tinge in the corridor light. “We tried, Kashallan Nathan, truly we have, but he won’t leave his cell. He keeps begging us to kill him, and fights us if we attempt to remove him by force.”

“What? He threatened to kill you?” the warriors nodded.

“I don’t know what Vahkan and these other damned ghostlanders have done to him, but he fights us—or threatens to kill us with black kavay, Nathan, if we don’t obey him,” a grim-faced Rhys said.

“Black kavay, shit! Have you tried leaving the door open and just letting him come out on his own when he feels ready? Maybe he thinks that one of his jailers is trying to trick him by sending an illusion.”

“I don’t think so. Yoey could detect that kind of magic, couldn’t it?” 

Well, Rhys was right about that Nathan had to concede.

“At medic Crowis’s suggestion we have tried leaving the door open and hiding around the corner in the hall,” Aju’an said, taking up their account. “We can hear him walking back and forth in there, crying and talking to himself, but he won’t come out, even so.”

<<Close our mouth, Kasha, you heard them all right,>> Corha said.

<<Damn, Shalla what have those foul creatures and Vahkan done to him? This doesn’t sound like our Amsi at all. What the fuck have they done to him?>>

<<We won’t know that until we taste him, now will we?>> Corha said, an impatient tone coloring the symbiont’s mental voice.

<<Right.>> Motioning for Aju’an to open the door, Nathan walked in. His guards followed, but kept back by the wall. Still hovering in the hallway, he caught sight of Crowis and the Cousins, uncertain whether to follow them in, or remain hidden.

Phillip-Yoey was sitting on a narrow cot, holding his bald head in his hands as if it hurt him. His bedding lay tangled about him, half draped over the foot, the other half scattered on the dirty stone floor. Next to the bed was a small wicker table and chair. A glass jar and drinking bowl sat upon its surface. Save for a chamber pot in the far corner there were no other furnishings or decorations in the tiny windowless room.

Always a slim man, Nathan could see that Phillip had lost weight. Bony knees and stick-thin legs poked out from beneath his clothing. The bones of his chest and shoulders shown clearly through the gaping folds of the ragged kaftan they’d dressed him in.  

Trying to keep his face expressionless, Nathan walked slowly over and crouched in front of him. “Hello, Amsi, how you doing?”

At the sound of his familiar voice, Phillip glanced up, but his expression remained vague. Nathan noticed that it took him a moment to direct his attention outward and focus on him and what he’d just said. 

“Hello, Amsi, they sent for you, did they? Do my new guards need your permission to do what I asked them to do for me?” He brushed a hand across the Sand Mountain glyph on his cheek. “I would have thought that if Aju’an is too fearful of the Ima’s wrath to do what is necessary—I’m sure Qwasigara will have no trouble carrying out my request, if you call him.” He gave him a brittle chuckle. “The western clansmen are a hard, practical people, not like us soft, pampered Speir’dina, you know.”

<<Oh, Kasha, this is so terrible! What’s wrong with him?>>

<<I don’t know, Shalla, but we need to find out.>>

“Nobody is killing anybody here today, Amsi,” Nathan said as he reached for Phillip’s hand. “I just came to get you out of here. Bring you back where you’ll be with friends—”

Without warning, Phillip violently slapped his hand away and leapt to his feet, backing away with a vigor that contradicted his starved condition. “Don’t touch me, Nathan. For the sake of your bondmate, you can’t form the link with me.”

Careful to move slow and keep his voice calm, Nathan said, “Calm down, Amsi, I just want to help you—”

“If you really want to help, kill me! You can’t help me otherwise, you shit for brains Amadan!” Still moving away, he shook his head, his voice rough with emotion as he continued, “I know Aju’an and Rhys over there think I’ve gone crazy, but I’m not, damn it Amsi, I’m not! 

“Yoey is addicted to some vile substance the wizards and their minions have been putting in our food. It wants the drug—craves and demands it—might even kill someone if it doesn’t get what it calls its ‘Medicine’, its ‘treats’.”

Treats, damn, there was that word again. What were these “treats’ everyone kept talking about? Nathan frowned and forced his attention back to what Philip was saying.

Caught up in his narrative Phillip’s agitation increased as he paced, trying to make them understand. “The damned stuff doesn’t affect me as Yoey’s host but it makes Yoey—my slave—sort of. My Shalla will answer any questions I ask it; we can even make kavay and ‘taste’ the things the Dahz Elm Master brings me to analyze for his damned wizard benefactor, but it isn’t my Yoey doing these things.” 

Choking on a sob, he sank back down on the bed, tears streaming down his face. “We aren’t a partnership any more, Nathan—we’ve become this horrible, unnatural—thing! I don’t know how else to explain what’s happening to us.”

Looking up he stared Nathan straight in the eye, his lips forming a hard line. “But what I do know is that this substance they call Thaufda, the ‘sweet hunger’ is highly poisonous and very addictive to Khutani—especially young Khutani. So if you value your bond with Corha don’t you dare touch me. If your Shalla tastes us the craving might be transferred through the link to it, too.”

He snorted on a laugh that ended in a sob. “I don’t even know if my Amla would be strong enough to resist its allure. I know the others here weren’t. They crave the substance, too.  Oh, Amla, I wish—”

Nathan felt cold chills running down his spine. By all the gods of Caldon and Timorna he wasn’t going to touch Phillip-Yoey. If all this was true, Phillip had no fear of that. But right now he needed more information... 

Nathan reached behind him, pulled out the chair and sat, placing his hands, with tentacles retracted, on his thighs where Phillip could plainly see them. “I believe you, Amsi, and for now I won’t try to form a link with you, so relax. But how did all this start?”

Phillip took a deep breath. “It started because I’m an arrogant, stupid prick, as the Armachda always said I was. Even though Tess-weh tried to warn me, in her roundabout way, I didn’t understand—or chose not to understand her warning. I thought I was so much smarter than the pale little wizard and his changelings, who finally re captured me in the desert and the other two who brought me to Tiebarai. 

“When the Cabal’s emissaries came to fetch me from the outpost cell and brought me to a Tiebarai prison in Sopang District, my captor gave me a taste of its miseries then showed me around the city, brought me to Dahz Elm, flattered my scientific curiosity by having the people working there explain some of their projects to me.”

“Your speaking of Wizard Vahkan, right?”

Philip paused and stared. “Yes, it was that treacherous shit Vahkan, but how did you know?”

“I’ve met him,” Nathan admitted coldly. “It took us a while to get wise to his tricks, but we finally did, and he’s being dealt with.”

Philip thought about his answer and at last barked out a wheezing laugh. “He wanted me to forsake the Alliance and work for the Cabal. I thought if I went with him and listened to his attempts to sway me to his side I could bargain for better conditions for my imprisoned clan brothers, and the few Speir’dina still alive from Barak’s raid on the base I met while being held in Sopang.

“And being the innocent dupe that I am, I played right into the damned wizard’s hands, because he was drugging our food the entire time—and I never suspected—until it was too late.”

Nathan sat back, stunned. “Did they know about you being a kashallan?”

“Not at first, I think. Me being a kashallan was a bonus he hadn’t counted on till he discovered that when he came to get me at the desert outpost. The one of us Vahkan and his supporters originally wanted, was Dr. Phillip Singey, the noted eco-biologist of the G.U. 

“One of the Dymarians taken north and imprisoned—probably Riggs—must have told them I came from a wealthy family back in the G.U. My captors figured I must be tired of living under the ‘primitive’ conditions I’d been forced to endure since being stranded on Timorna among the savages, so they reasoned I would jump at the chance to have a better life.

“Vahkan, representing one of Tiebarai’s warring political factions, hoped to offer me that, if I agreed to forsake the Alliance and help them regain dominion over their world.”

“What did you tell the puke?”

“Oh, here’s where I thought I was being so damned clever. I let him take me out into the city on occasion. I listened as I was wined and dined and my host spoke of his plans. But all that time they were dosing my food with Thaufda, a drug they were developing to neutralize the Khutani presence on this world. 

“I don’t know if Maker Qwaltamis has told you—I think Dunnagh may know—Gladdris and my Amla being so close—anyway Tinguss told me that the Khutani aren’t indigenous to this world. Their ancestors were sent here at the time of the Great Wars to help salvage what they could from a dying planet. And then they sort of got stuck—or abandoned here—Tinguss says they can’t remember. But from the Cabal’s point of view the Khutani really are alien invaders—like us.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that, but that was centuries ago. The Khutani are just as much a Timornan species as any other on this world, by now.” 

“And I would agree with you, but unfortunately most ghostlanders do not. Vahkan and the ones working for him, the people who addicted us to Thaufda and forced us to work on developing other lethal poisons definitely want to destroy us—all of us—no matter what they might say.”

“All that’s very interesting, but I still don’t get how they planned to addict and make all the Khutani their slaves. The makers aren’t young children. They are ancient beings with tremendous Psy. They may not even be susceptible at all to this stuff.”

“Yes, but the Cabal were still experimenting, Nathan, and if given the chance they will continue to experiment, till they get it right. Surely you know about our suffering Amsi being held elsewhere here?”

“Yes I do know—and I have no idea what to do about them, because right now they won’t let me or any of our people get near them. When I tried to talk with them a while ago their leader kept demanding their ‘treats’ and then spat black kavay at me when I came too close.”

Philip barked an ironic laugh. “That doesn’t surprise me. They wouldn’t trust you—or any of the Alliance men after having endured Vahkan and his brutal minion’s care for a long time.”

“Yeah, you may be right about that.” He had also figured out that they were the remnants of the swarm that had attacked and killed some of the kindred while they were on their way to Tiebarai, but he doubted if Philip knew about that. He had probably only heard the guards talking about the other Khutani, and now wasn’t the time to tell him about those deaths.

“In a way me, and, yes even Dunnagh-Tani, have been their lab rats,” Philip was saying when he brought his attention back to the matter at hand.

Dunnagh? He was his love since their shared childhood on Caldon, and the first kashallan among them. Was Dunnagh in danger once again? Nathan felt a shiver of dread slide down his spine. 

Unable to mask the shock that appeared upon his face, Phillip let out a mirthless laugh. “Yes, probably your Dunnagh—as well as me, ‘Mr. Snoot,’ the lab rat, may the Unseen Ones, curse me!”

“Stop that, Phillip. Beating yourself up about this isn’t going to help us find the missing puzzle pieces, the cabal has dropped in our lap.”

Puzzles, Tess-weh had mentioned a puzzle he needed to solve. What had she told him...

Nathan clapped his hands together, making the other kashallan jump. “Stay with me, Phillip. Focus! Tell me more about how you think this Thaufda stuff works?”

Phillip took a deep breath, and repeated, “Yes, focus. I think what happened to Dunnagh-Tani may have been a mistake—or the Changelings were too stupid to follow instructions properly. Or maybe Barak had other plans—” He shrugged, then went back to mindlessly stroking his belly.

“Yeah, Barak’s plans aren’t important now; I already know, firsthand what they tried to do in Riath. Keep your focus. What are you trying to tell me about Dunnagh-Tani?”

“I’m saying that even though he might seem well, Dunnagh-Tani may still be infected with the remnants of the poison he was given during his imprisonment. If Thaufda, in a lower dose was ever slipped into his food in future—like they did to us—then he could be enslaved, too. 

“The addiction probably wouldn’t kill him that’s not what they want anymore. The master at Dahz Elm knows how useful the symbionts can be for their research. That’s what they wanted with Yoey—a slave that will do mindlessly my bidding, and in turn I will do their bidding, or they will withhold Yoey’s ‘medicine.’ And-and I can’t do that—let the little One suffer.” Phillip’s voice broke and he covered his face with his hands.

Taking a deep breath at last, he continued, “At first I didn’t realize what was happening. Even when they returned me to my cell in Sopang Prison, when I refused to help them further, I thought I’d won—the Great Dr. Singey triumphs again!” 

He chuckled, inviting Nathan-Corha to join him in his little joke. “I didn’t clue in to why Vahkan gave up so easily on us. By then he didn’t need my compliance. Yoey and I were already his slaves. He knew I would yield to his commands—or his minions would make us suffer for our disobedience.“ He coughed and reached for the jar of water on the table by the cot. 

Nathan leaned forward and pushed it closer. With trembling fingers Phillip took a long drink. When he put it down, Nathan asked quietly, “Is some of Yoey’s ‘medicine’ in that jar?”

Phillip took another drink and chuckled. “You better hope so, the way we’re starting to feel. If we get too agitated you will need to get out of here. We can’t always control it—it hurts.” Philip pointed to several dark splashes on the wall by the door.

“Black kavay?” Nathan asked.

“Yes,” he admitted. “After we were brought here my guards used to play a little game with me—coming in taunting me—with holding Yoey’s dose,” he let out a harsh laugh. “We stopped that. We played our own little game—they didn’t like it.

“After they started pushing our food and drink through a slot in the door I tried to starve myself, but I’m such a coward, just another pampered, soft Dymarian, in the end. And beloved Yoey, it cries so pitifully—hurts so much when I deny us food and water—I just can’t let my bondmate suffer.

“But I—we don’t want to hurt anybody, either. Amsi, please do as I ask; kill me. We don’t know how much longer we can go on like this before the craving gets too strong and we go crazy or kill someone.”

<<Oh, Kasha, this is so terrible! Even without forming a link with him I can taste how much our Amsi is suffering. I want to help him.>>

<<I know you do, Shalla, and so do I, but until we speak to the Makers we dare not.>>

<<I’ll be careful—I promise.>>

<<I know you would try, but we have to wait. Our Elders would want us to do that, Shalla. The Makers need to savor this problem before we do anything rash.>>

Returning his attention to Phillip, he asked, “What happens when Yoey gets a dose of its Medicine?”

“When they first give it to us they control the dose. It’s just enough to take the edge off our craving. That begins a period when I can persuade my bondmate to answer their questions or help them taste something they need for a project. If they are pleased with our work then they will let us have more of what Yoey needs, and then—Yoey goes—away, and leaves me here in this hell—alone.”  

“And if they’re not pleased with your efforts, what happens then?”

Phillip shuddered. Holding his belly he rocked back and forth sobbing. “Then we suffer until we promise...” 

Nathan swallowed, trying to keep from blubbering himself. Over by the door Aju’an’s head crest was flattened to his skull, Rhys’s eyes flashed with anger, his fists clinched, his mouth set in a hard line. Crowis and the Cousins had quietly come into the room during Phillip’s recital and were now crouched along the far wall focused and as still as the stone they leaned against.

When he thought he could finally control his voice, Nathan said, “As I said before, nobody is killing anybody today.” Deciding to try and lighten the mood, he added, “Besides what would I tell Ishka if I go back without you, eh?”

Phillip snorted. “She’s a Clan woman; she will understand. And besides she has my co-husband Mah’lu Chang to take care of her.”

“She’s still gonna miss you, Amadan, so stop talking like this.” Maybe there wasn’t anything in that jar but water, Nathan thought, because he could see the signs of Phillip’s growing agitation. He’d risen and was now pacing back and forth clutching his middle with both hands again.

“So you’ve become a soft Dymarian, too—or a coward. Well if you won’t do what’s needed get the wizard there to do it.” He brushed a hand across the glyph on his cheek. “Elder, help me!”

Nathan turned and noticed for the first time Qwasigara watching them from the doorway. “Sit down, Phillip-Yoey!” he commanded, his voice cracking like a whip. “Focus! We’re not finished here. I need to make a report to the Hunt Leader and our Elders, and listen to what they have to say about this problem. Then we will decide about killing.”

Phillip returned to the bed and flopped down, making the frame groan in protest. Turning next to his guards, Nathan said, “One of you go find some of the dosed food they’ve been feeding him and bring it to him.”  Aju’an dipped his head crest and hurriedly left.

When the Warlinga was gone, Qwasigara stepped into the room and crossed to stand in front of Kashallan-Phillip. “I agree with the Khutani—this time, Kinsman. These Ghostlanders can’t be allowed to win. Too many have suffered at their hands. They can’t have you. For the sake of your bondmate, you will find away and continue to fight them Speir’dina. You are claimed by the Twisted Grass and Sand Mountain Clans of the Real People, be strong and don’t shame us with your whining.”

Reaching out a clawed hand before Nathan could stop him, the old wizard placed it on Phillip’s middle. In the next moment power radiated outward and into the trembling man’s body.

“Rest, Khutani. My magics will give you some peace for now.”

With a long sigh Phillip lay back on the cot and closed his eyes. 

Nathan stood, glancing around unsure what to do next. He needed to go. He needed to get out of here—report, but he couldn’t just leave him ...

Coming forward Crowis picked up the blanket that had fallen to the floor and covered the tormented man on the bed. Phillip took in a deep breath and turned on his side, facing the wall. He seemed no longer to know or care who was still here in the room with him.

“Go, kashallan-Nathan I’ll stay here with him.” He glanced at the Cousins. They nodded. “Nytaka and Qwayku will stay with me as well. One of us will find you if there is need.”

“What will you do when he wakes up?”

“Make sure he eats and drinks, read to him from my journal, or tell him stories about our time in Fa’Hanzoi to distract him.” He smiled at the young warriors accompanying him. “I’ll even let them beat me at dice—or throw me around the room in a training bout if it will help distract him until the next dose of his medicine is due. We will manage, Kashallan.”

Nathan grunted and headed out of the cell. Mah’zam, he was going to blow the damned place up once they got Philip-Yoey out of there.
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Nathan-Corha staggered down the hallway away from kashallan Philip’s cell. When he was out of sight he leaned against the pitted wall trying to sort out the chaos of emotions roiling within him. He had no idea how to deal with all this, and wasn’t sure the Hunt Leader, or even Amla Qwaltamis would know. He doubted if one of the Khutani had ever contracted something as horrible as a life-threatening addiction before.

He hoped Tizu would get here soon. it wasn’t fair maybe to add another burden to his already heavy load, but damn it he needed to talk to someone he knew well and could trust.

Still lost in thought as he crossed the open space by the entrance, he stopped when Aju’an, with Zinndele in tow hailed him from the direction of the building they thought maybe was a lab. Aju’an looked worried his head crest was nearly flattened atop his scaly head. Wondering what problem he was going to have to deal with next, he headed in their direction.

Nathan motioned with his chin to the cook house. “Did you find some food and this Thaufda stuff we can give Philip-Yoey when he wakes?”

Aju’an’s crest dipped a little lower. “I did, but I’m not sure I would trust one of these filthy pukes to give him the medicine properly.”

Yes, that might be a problem. This Tomail and his men were a surly lot they might give his Amsi a lethal dose in spite of his threats. Feeling helpless and frustrated, he said, “I suppose I could put Tomail, or whoever, in the link with me to see if that might be a problem.”

“You could do that, but, Honored One, this one says he knows the correct dosage to add to kashallan Philip’s food and drink. Ze says ze wants to help, if we will let him.”

<<We could always put this Zinndele in the link instead of Tomail, Kasha. I would be able to tell if ze is lying to us.>>

<<So you could, Shalla, so you could.>> Focusing hard gray eyes on the ghostlander, Nathan said, “If you were one of the ones administering this Thaufda to him at Dahz Elm I’m sure you do know his dose. But I’m curious, why would you want to help us—him now?”

Zinndele thought about his answer for a long moment before ze gave Nathan an answer. “I would like to help, because Dr. Singey was generous with his knowledge, without demanding anything in return from me. He treated me like a colleague or a favored student, not a low ranking slave, fit only to perform menial tasks, which Master Tah’uusik was prone to do. Notable Choska, another assistant, and I appreciated that. It was unique in my experience, and refreshing.”

“Pretty words, ghostlander, but if he was so good to you, why were you one of the ones who administered to him that Thaufda stuff? Surely you knew the risks.”

“I did; that is true, though I underestimated the ruthlessness of our Benefactor. I was caught up in his trap as much as was the doctor. To prevent being banished from the project all together I had to go along with what Master Tah’uusik ordered me to do. But in secret Dr. Singey and I were studying Thaufda and experimenting with an antidote.” 

Nathan wanted to believe zer, but... “Why would you risk so much for a stranger—an alien and enemy of your people?”

Zinndele shrugged and then chuckled. “Because I am above all, what your relative would call in your language, ‘a scientist.’ Thaufda was a substance developed in ancient times from a rare type of fungus. Its properties can be beneficial—if used properly. And, like many medicines Dr. Singey told me of, that your own alien people use, it can be addictive and lethal if used improperly.

“Dahz Elm’s patron wanted us to focus on a substance that would render helpless, addicted, and eventually kill our ancient enemy. From his own, or another’s study of scholarly writings he thought Thaufda, with some added ingredients, might be adapted for that purpose.

“When he learned from another informant that the doctor was a notable authority in a related field he wanted Dr. Singey’s help. We didn’t know about his Khutani sla—symbiont at first. But When wizard Vahkan found out about the Khutani, the doctor became a subject as well as an informant. 

“I counseled Master Tah’uusik against him being given Thaufda, but that decision was not mine to make. And when he was entrusted into our care his symbiont was already craving the substance. We learned that Vahkan began giving him Thaufda while he was incarcerated in Sopang. We had no choice but to continue administering it by then. His symbiont already was needing a fairly large dose of it.”

“Did you know about the other Khutani being confined at Mah’zam?”

“No. Master Tah’uusik may have, though not at first, I think, but neither myself nor the other assistants would have been privy to that important of a secret.”

Nathan stroked his chin, thinking. This Zinndele spoke well, giving thoughtful answers without making a lot of excuses. He wanted to believe zer, and by all the gods of Timorna and Caldon he desperately needed somebody’s help right now. “I want to believe you, Distinguished Zinndele, but just to ease my mind about your honesty would you be willing to make the link with me?”

Zinndele hesitated, taking a long moment to consider zer answer. Letting out a big sigh ze finally said, “If it will ease you and your warriors’ minds and help Dr. Singey then yes, I would be willing.” Ze gave Nathan a nervous smile. “I believe it is my duty, as a scientist, to experience this link for myself. What must I do to prepare?”

Nathan motioned to a quiet place in the shadows near the cook house. “Come over there with me and hold out your hands. If you are telling me true then you have nothing to fear.”

Sometime later Nathan led Zinndele back to the cell where Philip-Yoey had been held. Before entering, the ghostlander took one look inside the filthy cell and turned back to Nathan. “Exalted Kashallan, it would be best to get the doctor out of Mah’zam as soon as possible. This whole compound is contaminated with disease and garbage. 

“I’ve done the best I could to prepare his dosage free of contaminants, but the lab and medical facilities here are deplorable. 

I don’t have the proper equipment and medicines here to treat my new patient properly and I fear for his health the longer he remains in this disgusting squalor.”

“I would agree with you, Distinguished, but where would you suggest we take him—provided we can coax him to come out of his cell, that is.

“He was asking us to kill him and threatening my men with black kavay if they didn’t do it for him before when we tried to take him out.”

Zinndele glanced once more into the cell at the twitching man upon the cot. “I see, his condition is much worse than when he was with us at Dahz Elm. These brutes must have treated him very badly and he has given up hope of resuming our research to find a cure for his affliction. I hope I can change his mind about that.”

“I hope you can, too, Distinguished.” Motioning for a suspicious and scowling Juba and Ingazi to move aside he led the way into the cell.

Taking charge once they were inside Zinndele crossed to the little wicker table and motioned for Crowis to move aside his writing materials so ze could set down the basket of jars and other containers ze had brought with him from the Mah’zam lab and cook house.

Taking supplies out of the basket ze held up a clear glass bottle half-full of a dark purple liquid for them to see. “This is Thaufda, once the fungus has been distilled down to a thick liquor. In this state it has a very pleasant sweet taste and odor, which is why it can be so easily added to food and drink without a person’s knowledge.”

“Is that why it’s called the ‘sweet hunger’?” Crowis asked, leaning forward to see what Zinndele was doing more clearly.

Recognizing an interested student, Zinndele smiled. “Yes, I’m sure that is why the medicine is called that by the common people.” Setting aside the bottle for the moment, ze mixed another powder ze had brought with some water in another empty vessel. “But before we dose the bowl of porridge we have also brought the doctor to eat, we should check to see his tolerance level first. We don’t want to give him too much—or too little.”

An eager Crowis bent closer to watch the process. “And how will we know that, Distinguished?”

“By the color the rohkin powder turns when he spits into the container.”

Prepared container in hand Zinndele sat down on the chair beside Philip’s cot and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Wake up, doctor, uh, Philip-Yoey, I believe it grows time for a dose of your inner companion’s medicine. Come sit up and let’s see how much you need.”

At the sound of Zinndele’s voice Philip-Yoey turned from the wall and shakily sat up to face zer. “Z-Zinndele? Is that really you? What a surprise; how did you find me?”

“Yes, it is really me, Exalted Doctor; I am not an illusion. Your friends and relatives have brought me to see you.” 

Philip glanced around the room and saw Nathan, Crowis and the cousins watching him. He rubbed a hand across his face, his expression vague. “How? I sort of remember you finding me, Nathan...”

Touching his arm to help him focus Zinndele held up the container of the now liquid rohkin powder, and handed it to him. “Here, mentor, you can ask them more questions when you are feeling better. Let’s see what you need for now.”

Philip took the container and obediently spat into its murky contents than handed it back to Zinndele. “I think you will discover that the results are different than our findings back at Dahz Elm. The people here haven’t been careful with my dosage.”

Zinndele took the container and turned away to study its contents under the better light of the lamp Crowis had been using to write by.  As ze studied its contents zer face flushed purple with outrage and concern. Controlling zer emotions at last ze adjusted the number of drops of Thaufda ze dripped and stirred into his meal. Zer voice controlled ze turned back to Philip-Yoey, handed him the dosed porridge, and said, “You are correct, Exalted Doctor, they have increased your dosage, whether through ignorance or Wizard Vahkan’s orders, I am unable to say, but I believe I have made the adjustment correctly.

“I believe some of your Alliance leaders are coming and wish to talk to you, so hopefully I have given you a dosage that will make that possible. When they are finished I will give your inner companion more if needed.”

Philip nodded and began to eat.

When he was done and handed the empty bowl back to Zinndele, Nathan came a little closer and said, “The Distinguished has recommended that we bring you out of Mah’zam and take you back to Dahz Elm for further treatment, you alright if we send for a litter and do that, Amsi?”

Philip considered the question and then nodded. “I would like to get out of this place, but what about the others? You know about our relatives—”

Nathan sighed. “Yeah, I know, but as I
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