The Ecology of the Sathla
Compiled between 2781 and 2790 by Emir Savash ibn Zufar,

Envoy of the Sultanate of Har’Akir to the Realm of Luxur
I hereby relate my observations of the serpentine race known as the Sathla.  This account is drawn from nearly a decade spent as Ambassador of Har’Akir to the Reconquered Realm of Luxur, the largest Sathla kingdom on Vales.  May it please my Lord, the Sultan Mavoud Alouda.
Note appended by Speaker Jesserek of the Luxur Council of Orthodoxy: This is the last report written by that meddlesome mammal before we engineered his disgrace and execution at the hands of his liege lord.  From now on, we must take proactive steps to influence the nomination of Akir ambassadors to our nation towards less observant and more pliable candidates.

Physical appearance

The enduring image of Sathla
, even for relatively close neighbors, is that of a hybrid creature with the head, arms and torso of a human completed by a giant serpent body instead of legs.  That shape is indeed the most commonly observed, but by no means the only one:
- The afore-mentioned individuals with a human torso and snake body, known as the Yan-ti (meaning more or less “Human-top” in Old Mykelian), who make up a large portion of the warrior and artisan castes.  Some have four arms, others a snake head instead of a human one.
- The Naga, sporting a human head (often with slit pupils and forked tongue) at the end of a thick serpent body some four yards long or more.  These are considered especially holy as they most resemble Udjo, the Sathla god, and are frequently trained as priests, sages or philosophers.
- The Yan-tash (“Human-stained”), who have a basic humanoid shape with one or more serpentine traits: scaled skin, slit pupils, forked tongue, serpent tail, hinged jaw, etc...  They are often viewed negatively for their lack of serpentine body, and many end up in the servitor or slave castes; a few manage to rise to power as spies, adventurers or ambassadors.
There are occasional occurrences of even more outlandish individuals, with for example snakes instead of arms or two heads, but most of these are either killed at birth (see Life Cycle below) or set aside for the experiments of Sathla wizards.

Sathla skin and scale colors vary considerably according to local climate and ancestry.  Individuals from pastoral areas often have emerald green scales (with or without a paler belly stripe) while jungle-dwelling Sathla will display the same whorls of vivid colors as tropical snakes.  The full spectrum can thus be found, and combinations of colors will usually repeat in later generations.  Skin tones (when skin is present) also vary along the entire range known to humans, plus several shades unique to Sathla, including green, blue and purple.
Life Cycle and Diet
Regardless of body shape, all Sathla females lay eggs in small clutches of three to six, no more than once a year.  After being laid, all eggs are immediately taken to the nearest temple, where acolytes carefully wash them, inscribe them with prayers to Udjo and write the parents’ names on the shells.  The eggs are then brought back to a special heated and guarded chamber, which is often shared by the extended family or even by the whole neighbourhood (for poorer families).  There the eggs will incubate for roughly three months under the watchful eye of an older female, who for this task has command of numerous house slaves and a squad of young male guards.
Through a phenomenon ascribed by the Atumna clergy to the will of Udjo, most eggs of a clutch hatch within a few minutes of one another.  This event is known as the First Challenge, and is closely watched by the parents and extended family.  When hatchlings emerge, malformed ones are killed at once by the parents; healthy offspring then start fighting their siblings, which means death for any weak ones.  On average, no more than half the hatchlings from any given clutch will survive this ordeal.
Young Sathla are raised by their extended family as much as by their parents; they also spend a fair amount of time in the company of clergy, for the priests of Udjo provide them with their first lessons of mythology and literacy.  Because of the competitive and often violent ways of Sathla society, the young are usually grouped by age category and not allowed to mix with older individuals before they reach adulthood, at around 25 years of age.
  Until then, they remain with their clutch-mates and receive indoctrination through the learning of much historical and religious lore, along with basic philosophy, social etiquette and several languages.
Every year, from adulthood until reaching very old age (which is called the Last Skin), each Sathla will shed his skin as snakes do – this only occurs over scaled parts of the body, not parts with human-like skin.  This shedding commonly takes place in the spring over a few days and has long been incorporated by clergy into the religious rites of Udjo governing renewal and rebirth.  Shed skins are considered very personal and meaningful possessions – they are typically worked into keepsakes or braided into necklaces for amulets.  They are also used to wrap important gifts, i.e. those prepared for marriage proposals or major alliances between Houses.
Ageing does not affect Sathla as it does humans: instead of experiencing a gradual loss of physical abilities, old Sathla become more lethargic and spend increasing hours basking in the sun, to regulate their weakening thermal control.  Their intellectual capacities are rarely if ever diminished by old age; indeed, I have witnessed individuals who were perfectly alert and lucid mere seconds before their passing and literally died in mid-sentence.
Sathla diet is meat-based and similar to that of large snakes like pythons and boas.  Small creatures like fish, birds (and their eggs) and rats are preferred because they can be consumed whole and alive with minimal fuss.  Sathla will eat most other meats from larger animals like humans do, but generally raw and always through the use of cutlery or rending the meat with their claws, since they lack teeth that can bite off and chew large portions.

Social Structures
Author’s note: there is more variety on this subject between different nations of Sathla: while what I observed is fairly constant in Sathla societies of Vales (Luxur, Mykele and the Holy See), the Rajahdan and Lulipayat empires in the east are said to follow slightly different customs.

Sathla place great emphasis on (in decreasing importance) the family unit, the individual and the nation.  The latter is often perceived more as a vehicle for family ambitions than as a goal to work for.  The overwhelming factor in any situation is the rank, the place an individual occupies in the hierarchy of a group.  Sathla are constantly – some say unconsciously - jockeying for position in their family, workplace, temple, etc..  They seek public advancement, power and wealth for themselves and their family.  Life to a Sathla is an endless game of chess (the national pastime, not surprisingly) and success in life is measured not only in the climbing of the ladder, but also by how often one arranged the “accidental” fall of rivals off that ladder.
The Sathla concept of family (or House) tends to be broader than in many human societies.  In Luxur, it is considered odd if all generations of a family (five or more) do not live under the same roof or in the same compound.  Distant relatives, individuals “adopted” through marriage or political alliance, retainer mercenaries, entire servant / slave families – all can be found in a Sathla House.  Most Houses have dedicated colors, a crest and extensive family histories.
On an individual level, intelligence and cunning are respected to a far greater degree than physical strength or even wealth.  The pinnacle of Sathla society is not viewed as the position of General-Dictator or Emperor, but rather as the oligarchs who chose, nominated and will control that leader.  Scheming and acting behind the scenes are second nature to Sathla (closely followed by ruthless efficiency), and one of their many proverbs on the subject goes:
“Each Sathla has three hearts: a false heart in his mouth for all to see, a second heart under his scales for House and allies, and a third heart - his real one, his true one - known to him alone.” 
This mindset should always be remembered by outsiders when dealing with Sathla.  Their diplomats are extremely skilled, for the entire race learns from the hatching to conceal true feelings and emotions beneath a placid veneer of civility.  That façade will never prevent sudden and all-out aggression when Sathla feel it is to their advantage, or to send a clear message - regardless of considerations like the length of past good relations or the balance of power. 
  

This harsh nature is not only reflected in the upbringing of their young or their constant competition: their criminal codes list few possible penalties except exile, enslavement or execution.  Indeed, the worst crimes in Sathla society include failing at carrying out a conspiracy (since the author of a successful one decides who is a criminal), mishandling of inscribed eggs or shed skins, heresy and bringing shame to one’s House or government.  Few if any rules are prescribed for slaves, who live and die (more often the latter, after much suffering) at the whim of their owner.  Foreigners found guilty of crimes on Sathla lands or against Sathla fare little better, unless they can offer quick and generous compensation to plaintiff and court alike.

Religious Beliefs and Other Races
Sathla all over Theeurth worship Udjo the Serpent in his dual male-female aspect.  The male aspect of Udjo is the embodiment of guile, trickery and ingenuity.  The female aspect embodies protection, justice (for Sathla) and continuity.  No significant community of Sathla worships any other gods; those few that do are swiftly enslaved or converted at sword point by their orthodox brethren when discovered. 
  Religious orthodoxy (not to be confused with the Orthodoxy Council – see next section) is a strong tradition in Sathla societies, who associate it with their continued survival in a world of unbelieving mammals or misguided scaled cousins (namely the Saurus race).  It’s interesting to note that Sathla do not bother to differentiate much between mammal species: their different reactions to such species stems more from historical relations and existing competition for resources.
Sathla in general, but especially their priests and philosophers, bristle at any suggestion that their race is a hybrid between man and snake.  The dogma of Udjo is quite clear on the subject: Sathla came into existence long before their excitable mammal neighbors, who are but incomplete copies of the physical harmony reached by Udjo.  That is why the pejorative label “Mammal” is often replaced by the more polite “Scaleless” when addressing humans and other races.  This is done in the interest of preserving relations only, not out of any respect or deference towards non-Sathla.  Truth be told, most Sathla cannot (in their monumental arrogance) understand why other races don’t simply bow to the inevitable superiority of the Serpent Folk.  This confuses Sathla diplomats and traders, who nevertheless maintain a serene mask for the sake of good manners.
Udjo (especially in his male aspect) teaches that all creatures come into the world with a defined place in the grand scheme of the gods, but that all can and should strive to move upwards along any axis that they can excel at.  This means that the core of virtue resides in victory, while defeat or failure is the mark of sin.  Losers are to submit to the exactions of the winners, both to preserve social order and to buy themselves enough time to turn the tables on the victors one day.  Conversely, winners are taught to keep reaching higher, without turning their backs on those they have already stepped on along the way.

While not particularly militant about their religious beliefs, Sathla will react strongly to any attempt to convert other Sathla to another religion.  When other races are concerned, any desire to preach the dogma of Udjo is balanced against the potential negative effect of doing so.  Typical Sathla foreign policy will include religious conversion to the Atumna faith as an added clause in a pact of assistance signed with a non-Sathla nation.  A non-Sathla convert will be given many more rights than a non-believer, but at the same time will be looked down upon in a bemused way – the way an adult would treat a child trying to emulate his elders but still needing firm guidance and occasional punishment.
Religious rituals and sermons are usually well-attended by Sathla, again more out of a sense of convenience than religious fervor.  Rituals incorporate much interaction between the faithful as well as multiple opportunities to observe one’s betters and lesser.  A clever Sathla will thus leverage religious duties into better information and strategies against potential rivals.

Military, Magical and Intelligence Operations

Sathla enjoy warfare and all things military almost as much as they enjoy espionage and convoluted plots.  War is to them a primal expression of an individual’s climb up the social ladder, the ultimate game of chess where pawns bleed and die for their king.  Sathla military units are usually grouped in the following categories:
- Infantry with scale mail, shield and either scimitar (in forests) or spear (in open terrain);

- Cavalry, as a smaller force of Yan-tash riders and Yan-ti officers on Panka beasts;

- Sathla Archers, specially trained skirmishers equipped with light armor and compound bows;

- Sappers, usually drawn from low-caste Yan-tash soldiers.

Sathla tend to favour large numbers of light forces, for maximum mobility in all types of battlefields.  They do not excel at sieges or naval conflicts (although they will happily commit sufficient numbers to win in these situations), but are very efficient at guerrilla warfare and raiding.  Training is rigorous, all the more so because officers are generally promoted from the enlisted ranks instead of through a separate stream.  This increases the natural competition between individuals to intense levels: a Sathla soldier’s common joke is that “the battlefield is safer than the barracks: out there, it’s clear who’s trying to kill you”.
Magic fascinates Sathla, both as a tool for advancement and as something any individual can be born with, regardless of caste or birth.  Sathla histories mention numerous disadvantaged or Yan-tash individuals who achieved greatness against all odds because they possessed magical talent.   Considerable resources are spent in the search for magical artefacts from previous ages, and state-sponsored arcane training is well-funded.  Sathla mages tend to focus on a few preferred schools: Illusion is an overall favorite, with Enchantment and Divination as close runner-ups. 

Intelligence is usually a priority of Sathla governments, receiving at least the same resources as military forces, if not more.  Most Sathla communities have no second thoughts about developing and maintaining extensive infiltrations of neighboring nations, even those who have been allies for a long time.  The most human-looking Yan-tash available are often sent on regional spying and information-gathering tours, to provide early warning on any event or project that could threaten Sathla interests.
For example, the Realm of Luxur maintains a secret organization called the Council of Orthodoxy, on which sit the current Dictator-General, his closest advisors and several high-ranking clergy from the Holy See of Udjo.  This council has its own troops, networks of informants and resources; its function is to serve as a backup government, spy network and secret police.  The Council of Orthodoxy is rumoured to have been the guiding hand behind several high-profile incidents in recent years, including the unsolved assassinations of prominent non-Sathla leaders in the region and the theft of Leatherwing eggs from the Kingdom of Mekebele.
�  “Sathla” is used equally for the singular, plural, masculine, feminine, nominative or adjective modes


� Sathla live on average slightly longer than humans, with a maximum life span of around 120 years, but lower fertility and social customs keep their population growth lower than other races.


� The ongoing war between Luxur and Keferis is a case in point: no more than three days before the siege of Khafour began, Luxurite ambassadors were still assuring their human neighbors of  “a long-term cordial rapport”…


� In fact, the very existence of Sathla regions worshipping other faiths than Atumna has been used in the past to initiate war with neighboring communities of other races, after accusing them of “corrupting scaled brothers”.


�  There can be considerable rivalry (and at times covert conflict) between Sathla Illusionists and Diviners; this usually results in only one of the two types of mages being assigned to any given military unit instead of both.
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