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Prolog

The young boy looked up to his older sister
as the ground trembled yet again and squeezed her hand even more
tightly, “I’m scared, Lucinia.” They stood by a large fountain in
which stood half a dozen glorious stone statues of birds in flight,
their wings crystals with all the colors of the rainbow and
gleaming beaks of gold and silver.

The girl looked down at him, forced a smile,
and squeezed his hand back as she scanned the crowd looking for
their parents. They told her to stay by the little flower garden
with all the roses in their red and gold hues but after the first
rumbles and the strange fiery jets she couldn’t keep Locrutus still
and they found themselves wandering with the crowd toward the tall
spires of the Blackiron Tower, where important announcements were
often made by the Mouth of the Emperor.

“I’m scared,” Locrutus repeated and the
ground shook again, this time more forcefully and several people
nearby were thrown off their feet. He looked up at her with wide
eyes. “Are you scared?”

Lucinia nodded and continued to scan the
people all around them but there was a rising sense of panic and
fear from those nearby. An older couple looked up to the tower and
the man smiled, “This is Das’von, nothing terrible can happen
here.”

“They stripped Elucidor of his crown,” said
one voice in the crowd and there was a murmur of uncertainty.

“He wants revenge,” said another pointing to
the tower which shook as another tremble echoed through the great
King of Cities.

“No,” said a third looking nervously around
and speaking as though to convince himself more than anyone else.
“He is the finest Mage King in generations, he would not do
anything to bring harm to Das’von.”

Suddenly an arm was around her waist and
Lucinia found herself tucked away and bouncing back and away from
the towers. She looked past the hip of the person carrying her and
saw that her brother was likewise secure and being hauled to some
unknown destination. He looked at her, his eyes wide with fear and,
although his mouth opened and closed, she could hear no words. She
squirmed but the grip on her was quite firm.

“Stop squirming,” came a woman’s voice. “I’m
getting you out of here, something terrible is about to
happen.”

Lucinia stopped moving, turned to her
brother, and spoke firmly for she believed the woman, “Don’t
squirm.”

The boy nodded although his eyes opened even
wider as they jounced along toward one of the great Imperial
Circles where a crowd of perhaps twenty people gathered holding
hands, and a handsome young mage, wearing palace robes, was clearly
in the process of activating the magic of the stones.

“My parents,” said Lucinia trying to turn and
look up at the woman who carried them. The ground suddenly shook
with the greatest lurch yet and there was an enormous explosion
from somewhere behind them. The woman carrying them stumbled but
somehow managed to keep her balance and continued racing forward.
Now Lucinia felt a blast of heat on her legs and behind and,
looking ahead, saw the group of people frantically waving at the
woman and shouting encouragements.

“Hurry!” said a gray-haired man wearing a
cloth hat colored blue, with the ever-present symbol of a cheetah
on it.

“Come on, the spell, the spell!” said a
younger boy, not much older than her. He was jumping up and down in
excitement as he firmly held the hand of a woman whose face was
wracked with fear.

Lucinia felt the heavy breathing of the woman
as she staggered forward again, the ground now lurching almost
continuously, the great stones of the plaza began to shift and
crack as the people around the Imperial Circle stumbled but clung
to one another with tenacious grips.

“Hurry!”

“Hurry!”

Then the stones began to hum and Lucinia felt
the magic rising. She vaguely heard her brother scream and she
muttered soothing words although she could not say exactly what
they were. Then they were at the circle and the magic engulfed
them. All was silent.

“That was close, mother,” said the handsome
mage standing above them with a gentle smile. “Did you really have
to rescue them?”

The woman put down Lucinia with a thump and
the girl found her feet somewhat wobbly on the rough stone floor
upon which she stood.

“Of course,” said the woman giving the young
mage a stern look. “Could I let them die? Children?”

The mage smiled and bowed slightly, “It’s all
worked out for the best at least, mother. I applaud your spirit but
question your sensibilities. As I have in the past.”

“For the best?” said a gray-haired man who
bore a striking resemblance to the mage. “Your mother nearly got
herself killed along with the rest of the city.”

“Stop,” said the woman putting her hand on
his shoulder with a shake of her head. “It had to be done, I
couldn’t leave them.”

“Is Das’von gone?” asked Lucinia’s little
brother in a squeaky voice. Locrutus was still sitting and looking
up from the rocky floor where he had been deposited by the
woman.

“Yes,” said the young mage with a shake of
his head. “It’s gone, or, at least it is gone as we knew it. They
didn’t understand, they wanted to save the Empire, but it was
already too late. Shinamar knew, Elucidor knew, but they didn’t
believe them, and now, now, we are here.”

“Where is here?” asked Lucinia looking
around. They were in a large cavern, clearly underground, with an
irregular stone ceiling above them littered with little rocky
spikes. A great stone circle stood around them. Ten perfectly
shaped stones around a great central stone that was a glassy black.
Her eyes darted around the room and spotted an oddly shaped stone
in the corner, it almost looked like, could it be, it suddenly
moved ever so slightly and then its great head, horns long and
covered with dust, rose as it lifted its head. It was clearly a
minotaur.

“Your new home,” said the voice of the
creature. It was a woman’s voice but deep and resonating.

“Who are you?” asked Lucinia gazing at the
creature as it slowly stood, a thick layer of dust on its clothes
that stirred gently and dispersed into the air, creating a soft
cloud that slightly obscured her vision.

“I am Tinalius,” said the minotaur with a
slight bob of her head which dislodged yet more dust. “And you are
Lucinia and Locrutus. I have been waiting.”

The woman who had carried them away from the
danger strode forward and interposed herself between the great
minotaur and put a hand forward, “Waiting? No one could have known
we were coming. Explain yourself!”

“Time does not flow simply forward for the
children of Korakdum as it does for you,” said Tinalius and gave
her shoulder a firm thump, loosing an avalanche of dusty particles
that immediately filled Lucinia’s nose and made her eyes run.

“Achoo,” sneezed the girl.

The young mage stepped forward and smiled,
“You have been waiting, I accept this without question, Tinalius. I
am Araenus of Das’von, these are my family and friends. The
children I do not know although apparently you do. My question is,
why have you been waiting? For them? For us? For some other
reason?”

Tinalius nodded her great head once again and
dust came from it, “I have waited for the two children of the
family of the Golden Dragon, descendants of great Locrutus the
first Mage King who served at the side of the Emperor.” With this
she looked at the Lucinia and her little brother who was still
sitting on the floor and staring up with wide eyes. “You are two
children of that great line and are now here, in the darkling
lands, far below the Sands. They are for whom I have been waiting
but I welcome all of you to your new home.”

Lucinia looked at her brother and tried to
give a reassuring smile although she felt it was largely forced and
uncertain, “Father always talked about that, and we have these
medallions.” With that she reached under her jerkin and pulled out
a beautiful golden necklace shaped like a dragon in flight, its
wings spread out with little rubies for eyes. “We must always wear
these,” she said pulling her little brother to his feet and close
to her side.

Tinalius shook her head, “You no longer live
in the King of Cities, Das’von. The blue skies, the tall mountains,
and the great dragons are no longer your destiny.” She reached into
a pouch at her side, unleashing yet another avalanche of dust, and
pulled out a pair of necklaces with medallions which were golden as
well but did not depict a dragon but instead a long, segmented
worm. “You are now children of the Golden Worm and you shall dwell
here beneath the Sands for many generations. You will fall in love
with darklings of these lands and sometimes nomads from above. Your
children will practice the magic of Das’von here, you will teach
them the magic, the ways of the Old Empire but here is now your
home, winged dragons are no longer your heritage. You will not rise
to the surface and you will not attempt to rebuild what is gone.
Will you accept this?”

Lucinia reached forward a hand, as did her
little brother, they took the necklaces, and replaced their own
with them. Lucinia held the old dragon necklace forward to
Tinalius, “Do you want this?”

Tinalius shook her great head and smiled,
“No, best you keep it, it might prove useful someday.”


Chapter One

Two travelers stood atop a hill and looked at
the vast body of water before them. The sun was rising into view,
half displayed and half hidden, casting golden red and orange light
on the twinkling waves that stretched out endlessly before them.
The sound of waves lapping at the shore was interspersed with the
cries of gulls as they swooped over the water and a lone loon
called out a haunting wail.

One of the travelers was tall with a thick
head of brown hair and a wild, unkempt beard. He wore a light
jerkin and a slim blade was strapped to his hip as he glanced down
at some slight movement at his companion’s feet.

“Jon,” he said with a nod of his head in the
direction of the movement. “Lizard.”

The second traveler, this one quite a bit
taller than the first with a lighter brown crop of hair but an
equally thick beard and moustache, noted the direction his
companion indicated and shifted his stream in an attempt to hit the
creature.

The first young man likewise flipped his
wrist slightly and a stream of urine arched toward the lizard
although a goodly portion splashed onto the shoe of his
companion.

“Watch the shoe, Sorus,” said Jon and then
let out an enormous burp that seemed to echo across the water and
drowned even the cries of the gulls.

“Sorry,” said Sorus as his stream slowly died
out. He shook himself a couple of times to remove the final drops
and then farted loudly.

“Good one,” said Jon with a smile and
followed suit.

They looked at one another and grinned
broadly, “Burping and farting,” said Jon.

“The good life,” said Sorus tucking himself
back into his pants and buttoning up.

“Yep,” said Jon and also shook it clean
before tucking himself away. “Breakfast?”

Sorus glanced back over his shoulder to the
little fire that died overnight and the pan that still sat upon it.
“There’s a bit of fish left from last night, shouldn’t be too
crusty.”

“You see what’s left,” said Jon with a shrug
and another loud burp. “I’ll go fill up the exchanger with sea
water so we’ll have something to drink, seeing as you finished off
the wine last week.”

Sorus looked at Jon, put a hand on the bigger
lad’s shoulder, and gave him a firm shove, “I’m not the one that
finished off the wine.”

Joh stumbled slightly, turned back to Sorus,
grinning broadly, and reached out with a hand to grab him by the
collar, “So we’re going to have that argument again, are we?”

Sorus knocked Jon’s hand away with a quick
motion and dropped to a knee, driving his shoulder into Jon’s waist
as he used his other arm to pull on a leg in an attempt to tumble
the large boy.

“Oh no, you don’t,” said Jon twisting his
body so as to avoid the throw and taking hold of Sorus’s jerkin
from the back. A moment later the two were wrestling on the ground,
arms and legs thrashing and the sound of gulls almost a musical
accompaniment to the sounds of their exertions and their grunts of
laughter.

“I give,” said Sorus a few seconds later as
Jon managed to pin him down on one side and was pushing a knuckle
into his head with some force. “I give, you big lummox. If you
weren’t so damned fat, I would have had you.”

“Fat?” said Jon still twisting his
knuckle.

“You heard me,” said Sorus with a laugh. “Now
stop giving me those love taps on the noggin and get some water for
us to drink. Be careful with that exchanger the nomads gave us,
with your clumsy thumbs I’m always afraid you’ll break it and then
we’re dead.”

Jon let go of Sorus, pulling his hands back
and straightening the stiff jerkin that had a symbol of four
horseshoes facing each other and a sprig of mistletoe in the
middle, “I’m not the clumsy one. I had to show you how to unhook
that little nomad’s undergarments after you couldn’t manage.”

“I was managing just fine,” said Sorus
pointing his finger at Jon, pursing his lips and shaking his head.
“You just wanted them both for yourself. Always greedy, you
are.”

“Two is better than one,” said Jon with a
grin, lifting both his eyebrows twice, as he stood and strode back
to their camp where two horses stood cropping at the lichens that
grew along the shore of the sea. To their west was the great Sands,
the widest and most dangerous desert in the world, they had to eat
where they could along the shores of the sea where lichens and
other small plants eked out an existence. One of the two,
dark-colored with high haunches and an aura of pride about him
towered above the other, a two-toned, shorter but with thick
muscles and a broad chest.

Sorus watched Jon go and glanced down at the
fire looking at the crusty, black, half-filled pan that sat upon
the cold ashes, “Ughh.” Reaching down he picked it up and brought
it to his nose, inhaling with some trepidation as he gritted his
teeth. He shrugged and glanced to where Jon was walking toward the
salty waters of the sea and began looking around for something to
add to the mix of food and ashes in the pan. He found a few dried
pieces of seaweed they had plucked a couple of days ago, or had it
been last week? He couldn’t remember and added them anyway, “The
salt will kill the taste anyway,” he reasoned.

A few minutes later Jon was returning with
the water and Sorus threw a couple of somewhat dry pieces of horse
manure onto the fire, then lit it and the remaining ashes with a
bit of flint and his knife.

“Looks good,” said Jon with one raised
eyebrow and Sorus laughed.

“Looks like garbage,” he replied.

“We haven’t had a good meal since those
nomads took pity on us,” said Jon looking over his right shoulder
and down the coast.

“How much longer before we get to Tarlton?”
asked Sorus as the fire started the process of turning the salty
water in the jug into drinkable water. There were two containers in
the exchanger, one was for salt water and it was connected to the
other by a long hose made of dried leather and a rubbery material
the nomads harvested from plants of some kind.

Jon went over to his little bedroll which lay
on the ground, twisted and crusty with dirt and then to a large
pack that lay next to it. This he opened, rummaged his hand around
inside for a bit, and pulled out a folded piece of vellum upon
which was a large map. “How long since we saw those nomads? Didn’t
they say it was two more weeks until we got to the City in the
Sand?”

Sorus shrugged and looked out over the sea to
where the sun was now fully visible and the vibrant colors of the
sunrise were slowly fading, “It was more than a week ago, I think.
We saw that whale out in the sea, remember, that was what, four
days ago? And that was a while after we were with the nomads. Do we
know they weren’t lying? They have no love for Tarlton, do they?
They say the warlord has conquered many of the tribes, that they
will fight until the end.”

“True enough,” said Jon with a grin as he
scraped some of the ashes from the top of the food in the pan and
plucked out a bite to eat. “Still,” he continued talking, the food
spilling from his mouth as he spoke. “Why would they lie to us?
There’s nothing to gain unless they want us to starve. They gave us
enough supplies to last the journey, or so they claimed.”

“We have made good time,” said Sorus looking
ahead and up the coast. “I see no great columns of smoke from a
city. It is as big as the City of Spiders, Doria, you say,
right?”

Jon nodded again and his eyes drifted off to
the horizon as if he were looking at that ancient citadel even now,
“That it is, but without the towers of course, more spread out,
flat across the horizon, a huge harbor on one side and the desert
in all directions on the others. I’m not surprised we don’t see
smoke, there is little to burn in the city and they use the heat
from stones, amplified by old magic from the Imperial days. It was
one of the six great cities, or so they say.”

Sorus smiled and looked down at their own
campfire while shaking his head, “Magic from a thousand years ago,
still working today. Imagine what power they must have wielded back
in the Old Empire, before the fall.”

“No sense worrying about such,” said Jon
walking back over to his bedroll where he picked up the massive
stone sword lying next to it. It was immensely thick and long and
he slung it across his back for if it was upon his hip it would
drag on the ground. “Come now, Sorus. There’s no sense wasting the
day, we’re almost out of food and we need to reach the city soon.
Hopefully they can tell us more of the Golden Dragon medallion we
are supposed to collect for my brother.”

Sorus and Jon began to gather up their bits
of equipment scattered around the camp. The job was a quick one as
they had little left to pack after their long journey. It took only
a moment to saddle the horses and prepare for departure. Jon handed
Sorus what remained in the pan and watched as his friend ate a
quick breakfast. Sorus then shoved the filthy pan into a saddle bag
and they were riding to the north as the gulls still circled and
the waves still lapped upon the shore.

“You know, Jon,” said Sorus after they’d been
riding for an hour or so, looking at the beauty of the morning, the
waves coming ashore, and the birds singing.

“Go on,” said Jon picking at his nose.

“I was just thinking.”

“Bad idea.”

Sorus laughed, “Likely true, but sometimes
the thoughts come into my head unbidden.”

“Go on then, if you must.”

“Maybe, just maybe, burping and farting is
not a good way to go through life.”

Jon looked over at Sorus with an open mouth
and wide eyes, “Sorus! How dare you?” Here he paused and scratched
his beard and then his filthy hair, “Well, if it’s the last thing I
do.” This leaning over to one side in the saddle and narrowing his
eyes with exertion. “I aim to prove you wrong.”

Sorus laughed and put his heels to his horse,
“Away, away, before we are caught in the miasma!”


Chapter Two

The young acolyte of Ras carried a jug nearly
as large as the boy himself into the salty waters of the Bay of
Sharks while his two companions kept wary eyes toward the blue
waters of the aptly named body. “Go on,” shouted one; the boy
plunged into the shallow depths and began to fill the jug.

“Boys!” came a loud voice and the three
immediately jerked their heads to the south and saw the two
horsemen approaching. One rode a fine steed with a fierce look in
its eyes while the other was on a two-tone trotter well known in
Tarlton and the desert around it for their indefatigable endurance.
“Is this the City in the Sand?”

The boy in the water held the jug loosely in
one hand and nodded at the two bearded strangers, “Yes, who are
you? Nomads?” He knew they could not be so, as they approached more
closely, because even their sun-bronzed skin was too pale to be a
desert rider.

The two other acolytes reached down to their
sides and drew slim daggers.

“Just a pair of travelers, come from far off
Doria to visit, we seek an audience with the Warlord of Tarlton,”
said the taller of the two on the trotter with a wave of his hand
and a broad, infectious smile.

The boy in the water suddenly remembered the
danger of sharks, who were known to take young priests gathering
water for desalination, made the threat of the two riders pale by
comparison. He grabbed the half-filled jug and quickly scampered to
the shore. Once there he put his hands to his hips and spoke loudly
to the travelers, “It is the City in the Sand but you do not look
like Dorians, I see no spiders on your jerkins. We may be just boys
but we are acolytes of Ras and we know spells and can use our
knives, try no tricks with us.”

The rider on the trotter dismounted and
walked over to the boys; he was enormous, taller than any man in
the City in the Sand, but he was clearly just a young fellow
despite his scraggly beard and wild hair, “I am Jon Gray, emissary
of the Gray Lord of Tanelorn and this is my friend Sir Sorus
Nightwalk, Freerider and knight. We mean you no harm, I promise. We
seek an audience with the Warlord, important business.”

The tallest of the boys walked up to Jon, his
head barely making it past the elbow of the fellow and looked up
with a grin while running his dagger’s blade back and forth on his
arm as if sharpening it, “I’ve not heard of any of those places, I
thought you said you were from Doria?”

Jon shook his head, “Clean the wax from your
ears, lad, if you do not listen well, I’m sure your master will be
happy to clean them for you. I said we travel from Doria, not that
we are from there. But I have no reason to raise your ire. I have
been in Tarlton before, over a year ago, I traveled this way and
purchased my horse, no man could have better. Do you recognize the
breed?”

The boys all nodded their heads and each
smiled, “I have no reason to be angry, just suspicious,” said the
tallest boy, again taking the role of speaker. “The nomads raid
here on the southern banks of the bay now and again, taking boys,
but I can see you are not such. Nomad raiders keep better care of
their wares and even deign to take a bath now and again,” this last
with a wrinkling of his nose. “You are lucky the wind blows inland
and not from the south or we would have smelled you sometime
yesterday and had our knives at the ready.”

Sorus did not understand their words
completely although he had been practicing the language with Jon
for weeks; that said, he got the gist of the tone easily enough. He
spoke slowly and haltingly, Jon offering encouragement with a nod
and a glance here and there, but managed to make a sentence in the
end, “We have had only ourselves for company the last several weeks
and have not bathed since a group of nomads shared their tent with
us back then. Am I making sense?”

The tall boy shook his head, “You speak
poorly but I understand you well enough. There is water a plenty.”
He said with a wave to the ocean and sniffed again while screwing
up his face in a sneer. “There is no reason you could not have
bathed many times over.”

Jon looked at Sorus and scratched his
ill-kept beard, “No soap.”

“We do actually have soap,” said Sorus as he
scratched his own head. He realized his hair was crusty with grime
and shrugged with a grin. “We only have ourselves as traveling
companions and perhaps we did not notice.”

Jon shrugged his broad shoulders and laughed
loudly, “He’s the one that stinks, not me.”

Sorus turned to Jon and shook his head but
could not stop from laughing as well. He looked back at the young
acolytes and held his nose with his fingers.

The boys broke into concerted laughter, “If I
go a day without a bath,” said one with a glance at his companions
and raised eyebrows. “Master will box my ears and make me say my
prayers on my bare knees. You will not get an audience with Warlord
Ming looking in that state but if you wish to try, just keep going
along. You’ll get to the docks quickly enough and from there into
the city proper. Everyone knows the palace; you’ll just have to ask
directions. If you suppose the Warlord will grant you an audience,
who are we to tell you otherwise?”

“Well, Sorus,” said Jon with a look to his
companion. “It seems these lads imagine we are too straggly looking
to get an audience with the Warlord.”

Sorus looked at Jon for a long moment,
sniffed first the air and then under his own arm, “I think they
have a point. Perhaps a few weeks in the city to learn the language
better and make my words more easily understood before we talk to
the Warlord. You have been good teacher, that is true, I do not
complain, but there is nothing like living in a city for a time to
learn the language. Why, after a month in Doria I could speak
entire sentences without the ladies poking fun at me.”

Jon laughed aloud, throwing back his head and
the three boys started to laugh as well although they could not say
why, and Sorus laughed as well. “Well, I see no sense standing
around chatting with these fine young acolytes, they have water
jugs to fill, and we have important people to visit. One never
knows how many ladies in the city don’t remember me from my last
visit, a problem I aim to remedy. You’ll not be making beer with
that water by any chance? Or have a flask on your side? It’s been
months on the road and little to drink besides water and bad
wine.”

The boys shook their heads and the tall one
spoke again, “Just salt water from the bay to be boiled and made
fresh for the people. We gather it up three times a day.”

“See,” said Jon to Sorus pointing at the
three lads. “Imagine if you were back in Elekargul gathering water
at the river every day for the brew master, you’d be no different
than these lads.”

Sorus nodded his head and his gaze went over
his shoulder, down the coast, past the desert, and his mind
imagined that little lake. It seemed like a hundred years ago, not
just one, “You rescued me, it’s true and I know it.”

Jon walked over to Sorus and put his arm on
Sorus’s shoulder and laughed loudly again, “Perhaps I rescued you
that day, perhaps I did, but you’ve saved me more than once and I
imagine will again. There are no debts among friends. You owe me
naught, good knight. Now, let us find a tavern where we can perhaps
clean ourselves somewhat and get a heady spirit to drink, you
remember that whiskey Proteus served us, I know you do, we might
not find as good here but we will try. I think I still have some
coin the people in Tarlton will take.” With this he turned to lads,
“You are right, a good scrubbing is in order. A tavern, with a
stable to keep our horses. We have some coin but need nothing too
fancy, just simple, clean and honest, that’s all we ask. Any
advice?”

The boys looked at each other and discussed
it for a moment before deciding on an appropriate tavern and
quickly directed Jon and Sorus to it. As the two rode off the three
boys looked at one another and the boy who was originally in the
sea turned back toward it with a sigh of resignation, “I should
fill the jugs, I suppose. If we return to the high priest with
empty jugs and news of the two, we should only be half-punished I
imagine.”

“He will want to know,” said the taller boy
watching the two riders for a moment longer as they headed toward
the city. “The tall one, he has the look of danger about him and
the other only slightly less. I’ve heard of this Tanelorn of
theirs, the high priest was discussing it one night whilst I was
serving wine, something to do with Imperial relics but I don’t
remember more. Fill that jug and be quick about it, the sooner we
report this the better will be our reward. Someone as big as that
Jon fellow won’t go unnoticed for long and it’s better we are the
ones who tell the high priest than he learns we knew of it but said
nothing. I’ll want fish with my dinner tonight, I will. Things are
going to get interesting I think.”


Chapter Three

“Ahhh,” said Jon as the dark-haired girl
poured a bucket of water on his head and he sank down into the
soapy tub. They’d had to search around for a particularly large tub
but in the end it all worked out. “That’s nice,” he said and
slipped completely under the suds for a moment. “I’ve found
something strange down here,” he said emerging from the water and
looking up at the girl with a grin. “Would you like to reach down
and see if you can figure it out?”

“You paid for a bath, my lord,” she said with
a raised eyebrow and pushed him back down under the water with a
firm hand on the top of his head. “And nothing more.”

“He’s not a lord,” said Sorus from another
large tub where a thin young woman with her hair tied back in a
long tail was using a scrub brush on his back and quite vigorously
at that. “He’s just a traveler in need of a bath.”

The girl who held Jon under giggled and let
him up to breathe, “Don’t be saucy or you won’t get a good
scrubbing like your polite friend,” she said with a wink at
Sorus.

Jon spat out some water in a long arc and
cupped a palm of the warm and bubbly liquid before tossing it back
at her, “I’ve found saucy is the best way to be.”

“Now stop that,” protested the girl with a
grin and a flash of bright teeth while looking at her damp blouse.
“I’m to wash you, not the other way around.”

“Exceptions can be made,” said Jon turning
his body and smiling broadly at the girl as he raised his eyebrows
up and down. “I’m willing to pay a bit more coin to return the
favor if you’re willing.”

“Jon,” said Sorus as the other young woman
applied a bit more of the brush to his back. “Don’t be rude,
perhaps she has a lad in town. We don’t want you getting in trouble
like you always do.”

Jon looked at the girl and smiled, “As pretty
as you are, I’m sure you’ve got at least one fella on the leash
but, as I’m want to say, what you don’t know can’t hurt,
right?”

The girl giggled again, “You’re a smooth
talker you are.”

“And right handsome,” said the second girl as
she looked over at Jon’s torso, half revealed in the tub as he
strained up at the girl.

“He’s mine,” said the first girl with a look
at the second and a hand on her hip. “We decided salt and
fresh.”

Sorus looked over at Jon with his eyebrows
close together and one eye half closed, “Did I hear her right, salt
and fresh?”

“It’s a little game they play here,” said Jon
turning back around and sliding down in the tub. “To decide who is
to do something, like one-two with the fingers but they use a
little jug of water.”

Sorus nodded his head and gave a sly little
grin, “So your girl lost then?”

Jon threw back his head, laughed loudly, put
his hands on the side of the tub, and hauled himself out with great
splash that threw water all over the floor.

“Hey,” said the girl looking at the mess and
averting her eyes from his naked form. “I’ve got to clean
that!”

Jon took a stride over to Sorus’s tub and
pushed him under with a firm shove to the head.

“Don’t worry, dolly,” said Jon to the first
girl as he looked at the puddle on the floor and continued to hold
Sorus’s head under water. “Get me a mop and I’ll clean that right
up, then tell the man downstairs I’ll pay to give you a bath, if
you want, and you can join us for dinner tonight, we’ve been on the
road for two weeks without good food, a warm bath, or pleasant
company.”

The girl looked at Jon with wide eyes and
bobbed her head in the direction of the tub where Sorus was still
under water.

“Give me an answer first,” said Jon with a
grin as he held his friend under.

“Yes, yes, let him up!” said the girl putting
her hand over her mouth with wide eyes.

Jon released his pressure and pulled Sorus up
from below the water. The boy sputtered for a moment before
grabbing Jon by the hand, twisting his wrist with a sharp motion
and pulling the big lad half into the tub with a splash. Sorus
leapt from the tub and a moment later they were a tangle of arms
and legs as they smashed into the washtub sloshing water out in a
great wave.

“I give, I give,” said Jon laughing so hard
that his legs gave out from under him and he collapsed on the
floor.

“You’ll kill each other,” said the second
girl standing over them with her hands on her hips. “What is wrong
with you?”

Sorus looked up and laughed, “It’s a long
list.”

The girls both laughed loudly and the
dark-haired one said to her friend, “Go get a mop and let the boys
clean this mess up. We’ll be around if you still want to buy us
dinner but, I warn you.” This with a look at Jon, “I’ll not kiss a
fellow with a beard as unkempt as that. There’s a barber around the
corner who will make you presentable.” With that she whirled around
once and walked briskly out of the chamber.

The other girl followed but returned seconds
later with a mop and a bucket, “If you fail to do it properly, we
shall be in trouble and that will make us cross.”

Jon bowed his head, “Of course, milady, our
clothes?”

“Being washed and mended,” said the girl with
a glance down at his nakedness. “Best put them on before you get
your beards shaved if you don’t want to be arrested for exposing
yourself in public.”

Jon nodded, “Good advice. Now, Sorus, my
friend. There appears to be but a single mop and bucket which
leaves the cleaning only to one. Shall we play fingers for it?”

Sorus shook his head firmly, “Hardly, friend
Jon. You were the one that caused the spill and it is only right
and fair you clean it up. I shall retire to our chamber and change
into whatever clothes they’ve laid out for us and await your
return.”

“Now, see here, Sorus,” said Jon holding the
mop and poking it toward Sorus. “You know well and good all we’d
have gotten from those girls was a good bath if I hadn’t behaved
badly, it seems only fair that if you are to reap the rewards of my
efforts, that you should do the cleaning. After all, as you said,
I’m not keen on sharing and perhaps I’d like to have both for
myself.”

Sorus shook his head and grabbed the mop
handle, “I’ll mop, you set the bath to rights and empty the bucket
when it fills. A division of labor and a division of the
spoils.”

“Only fair,” said Jon bending over and
setting the tub back to its position as Sorus began to mop the
water up and empty it into the bucket. “Shall we have fingers for
which girl?” asked Jon.

Sorus shook his head again, “No, Jon, I think
the ladies have already made their choice in that regard and while
in Tarlton, we should do as the Tarltonites do, it is Tarltonites,
right?”

Jon nodded, “Well spoke, Sir Sorus. Do not
call them Tarltonians to their face lest you take a sword in the
ribs. They are somewhat sensitive on that topic as I remember from
my previous visit. Now, let me take that bucket you’ve so ably
filled and dump it out the window. Remember, look before you throw,
or there could be trouble.” With that he opened the window, glanced
outside carefully looking down, and then tossed the water out.

Working together they cleaned the place up
quite quickly and were soon back in their rooms putting on some
loose-fitting robes that someone left for them as their regular
clothes apparently had not yet returned from the laundry.

“Haircut and shave?” asked Sorus looking in
the polished silver tray that served as a mirror hanging on the
wall and turning his head from side to side. “I am a bit scruffier
than I realized.”

Jon nodded as he ran his hand through his
long beard and hair, “It’s been quite a while, hasn’t it?”

Sorus looked over at Jon and nodded in
affirmation. Soon they were sitting in a chair at the shop around
the corner as two barbers waited for instruction. “Leave a tidy
beard and moustache,” said Sorus looking in the mirror the fellow
held up and running a finger along his jaw. “I think it suits
me.”

“Shaved clean,” said Jon with a grin at his
friend. “Not the head though, the girls will need something to tug
on. Down around the tops of the ears I’d say, I’m a handsome devil
even with these long locks and an untidy bird’s nest on my
face.”

“A little longer for me,” said Sorus turning
his head one direction and then the other as he tried to imagine
what it might look like.

One barber immediately began to apply a
frothy mix to Jon’s face while the other set about with his
scissors on Sorus. Neither of the boys noticed a dark-skinned man
enter the room. He had a long blade on his left hip and a narrow
dirk tucked into his belt. He had a scar alongside his right ear
down to his jaw and a second from between his eyes and down past
his nose to his lip. He tapped the dagger in his belt with a left
hand missing its little finger. While Jon and Sorus did not see him
enter and take a seat, the barbers both did and looked at each
other quickly, continuing on about their business, not saying
anything to their clients.

“All done, sir,” said the barber working on
Sorus not long after. Jon had been done for several minutes and,
after paying for the services, was loitering near the door watching
and shouting hellos to any women who were fortunate enough to pass
close enough to be seen.

“Thank you,” said Sorus looking in the
proffered mirror and smiling at the tidy beard and moustache. “It
does suit me, don’t you think?” he asked looking back over his
shoulder to the man.

“Indeed, sir,” said the barber bobbing his
head up and down politely. “Quite the lady’s man, I’d say. Not as
handsome as your friend there, but a fine-looking gentleman.”

Sorus looked over to where Jon stood at the
door talking to a pretty girl and gave off a loud laugh, “Don’t say
it too loudly, he’ll hear and get a bigger head than the one he
already has … if that’s possible.”

“Impossible,” said Jon still chatting with
the girl but apparently able to hear Sorus and the barber.

Sorus laughed as did the girl who patted Jon
on the arm. Sorus stood from his chair and fiddled at his belt for
his coin purse.

“No need, sir,” said the man as he put away
his equipment while shaking his head. “Your friend has already paid
and quite handsomely indeed. You two come back next month and we’ll
fix you right up, we will.”

Sorus turned toward the door and started to
walk to Jon when the stranger stood up from his seat and interposed
himself, “If you’ll excuse me.”

Sorus stopped and Jon turned abruptly to look
at the man for the first time. “Yes,” said Sorus carefully
examining his dark features, long scars, and the blade on his belt
in the scabbard. His eyes went to the rack where his own slim sword
and scabbard were resting. “Do I know you?”

“No,” said the man with a slight bow. “I am
Thutmose. I work at the palace, for Warlord Ming.”

Sorus looked over at Jon who took a long
stride to stand next to his friend, “Can I do something for you?”
asked Sorus bowing slightly as Jon did the same.

“I would very much like to speak with both of
you … privately,” he said with the slightest of eye movements
toward the barbers.

“Of course, …,” started Sorus but Jon
interrupted, putting his hand on Sorus’s shoulder.

“We have dinner dates, Sorus.”

“You are staying at the Gull’s Cry,” said the
man turning to Jon and looking up at him while making firm eye
contact. “That is correct, yes?”

Jon narrowed his eyes and looked closely at
the man and his blades, “That’s quite right, Thutmose. I am Jon
although I suspect you already know that. This is Sorus.”

“It is true, I already know your names, but I
appreciate that someone taught you manners enough to introduce
yourself. I can arrange for the girls at the Gull’s Cry to be
notified you will, perhaps, be slightly delayed or, in fact, unable
to attend the dinner. I hope you will listen to my proposal; I
understand you have been traveling for some months and the appeal
of the fair sex is strong.”

“Of course, we will listen,” said Sorus,
following the gist of the conversation largely and looking at Jon
while opening his eyes wide in the hopes of conveying a
message.

“Don’t worry, Sorus,” said Jon with a grin
and a wink. “I can accept the loss of the ladies for an evening
without making any rude comments to our friend Thutmose here. I
have some manners after all, I was not raised in a brewery.”

Sorus pursed his lips and together and shook
his head barely suppressing a laugh, “I well know the noble
circumstances of your birth, Sir Jon. Now, Thutmose, you thought
somewhere private might be best.”

The Tarltonite raised an eyebrow and smiled
gently, “You speak our language well enough for someone not native
to the region. Yes, I have a place in mind. We will not be spied
upon and my message is important. I understand you both do not
speak our language fluently and I wish there to be no mistakes, no
misunderstandings that might lead to unfortunate consequences.”

Jon looked at the man, his scars, the blade
at his side, and then glanced at Sorus, “I heed your words and
share your desire to avoid any conflict. We have a mission here in
the City in the Sand although, unless I am much mistaken, I suspect
you know much about it, although how you come by this information
is something of a mystery, that perhaps, you will solve for me
eventually.”

“I will say no more while we are here in this
public place. If you will follow me?” said Thutmose opening his
palm toward the door with a slight flourish.

The three exited the barbershop while the two
men who just shaved Jon and Sorus looked at each other with raised
eyebrows, “Think we’ll ever see those two again?” said the first as
the door closed with a click.

“Best we don’t talk about it,” said the
second making a little motion with his hand. “That was the
Warlord’s man, Thutmose, you know that as well as me. Those two
lads are in for it, I’d say, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

“Either in for it or up for some great
reward, the big lad, he looked like he can handle himself if it
comes down to it and the other boy looked ready enough.”

Another customer came into the shop and the
two looked at each other and said nothing more about the
incident.

Thutmose led Jon and Sorus outside to a
nondescript carriage that was apparently waiting for him. Once
inside Thutmose gave instructions to the driver.

Sorus looked at Jon but he shrugged his
shoulders, “I was only here for a short time, it’s not like I know
every street in the city.”

Sorus looked at Thutmose and started to ask
something but the man shook his head and quietly spoke, “Not here,
even in a private coach there are ways to listen in on a
conversation. The one who sent me has enemies here in the City in
the Sand and it is well known I am his agent. Wait until we arrive
at our destination. I promise, no harm will come to you, I am a
nomad and you are my guests.”

Jon looked at Sorus and nodded, “No nomad
would intentionally harm a guest. His reputation, and that of his
family, would be forever sullied.”

Thutmose smiled and nodded slightly although
the curve of his lips turned slightly down, “That is true, in
theory at least, but the convention has been taken advantage of
from time to time when expediency is considered more important than
reputation. I assure you; this is not one of those times and my
master is a nomad through and through, although not born in the
desert.”

“It is rare, is it not, to accept someone not
born in the desert as a nomad?” asked Jon with a quick glance at
Sorus.

“It is not usual, yes,” said Thutmose his
fingers tapping gently on the dirk in his belt as he spoke. “But
not unheard of. If a visitor proves of exceptional quality and
provides a great service to my people, that person might well be
adopted into the tribe. Some of the great nomads of our history
have been such.”

“What tribe are you?” asked Jon casually
looking the man over. “I see no emblem upon your shirt.”

“I have given up my tribal affiliation in
order to serve my master, who, likewise prefers not to be
associated with one nomad tribe or another. It serves our purpose
to be allies to all.”

Jon sat in silence and said nothing for a
moment and, to Sorus, the logical question seemed to be with what
tribe the man used to affiliate himself but he kept his mouth shut,
following Jon’s lead.

The carriage came to a quiet halt, Thutmose
opened the door and gestured with his hand. Jon and Sorus exited
and found themselves on a narrow side street before a row of
single-story buildings. There were few people around besides the
three of them and the carriage driver. Once Thutmose exited the
carriage, a crack of the whip sent the single horse that pulled it
off and they stood alone on the narrow street. The nomad led them
up half a dozen steps to a plain wooden door which he unlocked with
a small key. Once inside he closed the door and turned the deadbolt
lock with a quick motion.

“I like you, Jon Gray,” said Thutmose with a
small bow. “You do not ask more questions than are necessary. Your
friend as well. Knowing when to remain silent is a rare quality and
one your reputation did not indicate.”

Jon held the nomad’s gaze and nodded his head
ever so slightly, “My reputation is not one of tact and
diplomacy?”

Thutmose laughed aloud, “No. Wine, women,
song, and sword but it is a foolish fellow who judges a man by
reputation alone. You are Sorus Nightwalk and I know little of you.
I work for Warlord Ming and he wishes to discuss a certain,
delicate, matter with you.”

“That is good news,” said Jon as Thutmose led
them into a small chamber where a number of comfortable chairs
awaited. “We came to Tanelorn for the express purpose of meeting
the Warlord. My brother has asked me to retrieve something and it
was suggested that only the Warlord would have the information and
wherewithal to help us get it.”

“Whiskey?” said Thutmose walking over to a
table where a number of decanters, filled with various colored
liquids stood ready to be poured into tumblers.

“Why, I don’t mind if I do,” said Jon rubbing
his hands together and looking at Sorus with a big smile. “I do
have a reputation to uphold.”

“Sorus?” asked Thutmose looking over at
him.

Sorus nodded his head and could not help a
smile from crossing his face as he looked fondly at the liquor, “I
would not mind. We have been on a long journey with few
luxuries.”

“Yes, you come from the City of Spiders,
Doria, that is my information at least.”

Jon took the offered glass and immediately
gulped down half of it in a single swallow, “Ah, yes. Good whiskey
that, and yes, we come from Doria by way of the desert, up the
coast on horseback, two months journey at least, more perhaps, we
lost track of time a bit.”

“Good,” said Thutmose pouring himself a drink
and sitting down in a chair near the two while taking a small sip.
“I am pleased our information is correct. While in Doria you
visited a small village called Iv’s Folly, this is also true?”

Sorus glanced at Jon and the two made eye
contact for a moment but said nothing.

“It is important that I know whether or not
my information is accurate,” said Thutmose taking another small sip
of his own whiskey. “If I present you to the Warlord and you do not
have the information he seeks, if you have not even been where we
suspect you have been, if you have not spoken to whom we hope you
have, and if you have no knowledge of a certain bauble that
interests the Warlord, then both your time and that of Ming will
have been wasted. I do not wish to spend time on fruitless
endeavors. If you have not been to Iv’s Folly and you do not know a
girl and her green-haired guardian, then you may go now with no
hard feelings. I will have a coach take you back to the inn and the
waiting women. I’m sure you will have a pleasant evening.”

“We have been there,” said Jon glancing at
Sorus his finger gently caressing the tumbler although he did not
take another sip for the moment. “But, before I speak freely, I
would wish to learn what the Warlord wishes to know about the girl
and the bauble and, more particularly, what he plans to do about
it.”

“That is not for me to say,” said Thutmose
flipping his left hand and fingers in the air. “I take you at your
word. I will let the Warlord know you have information he seeks and
arrange a meeting.”

“He is not here?” asked Sorus looking around
the room.

“He had other business this evening,” said
Thutmose with a quick shake of his head. “I apologize for
interrupting your pleasures but it was imperative I be certain you
had the information Ming seeks before arranging a meeting.”

“We can go?” asked Sorus taking a larger sip
of his whiskey and starting to stand.

“You may go,” said Thutmose again waving his
hand but then flattening his palm face down. “But I suggest you do
not talk about this meeting with anyone, not a pretty girl, not a
mangy bootblack, no one. There are others in this city who wish
harm to the Warlord, powerful others, and they would not hesitate
to use you to get to him.”

“We were seen talking in a barbershop,” said
Jon with a shake of his head and a loud guffaw. “You are an easily
recognizable fellow and if you work for the Warlord, word of our
meeting will spread quickly enough if the barbers in Tarlton are
like those in every village I’ve ever frequented. Now, pour me
another whiskey, are there rooms here? Girls? It seems comfortable
and well-stocked with things I enjoy. We will stay here if you
agree and the Warlord can come at his leisure. We have nowhere to
go, no one to see except pretty girls and, perhaps you can arrange
that while we wait.”

“That does seem a practical solution,” said
Thutmose getting up and taking the decanter in hand. He brought it
over and poured another large dollop for Jon who raised his
eyebrows.

“We have been in the desert for quite some
time,” he kept his arm extended with the glass in it.

“Jon,” said Sorus his eyes darting around the
room.

“Months,” said Jon with a calm but insistent
sort of tone.

Thutmose poured another splash into the
glass, “I see your reputation is not entirely undeserved.”

“No,” said Jon grinning broadly as he brought
the tumbler to his mouth for another long sip. “It is not.”

“Would you like more as well, Sorus?” said
Thutmose turning to him and holding out the decanter.

“Just leave it,” said Jon with a wave of his
hand. “We’ll take care of ourselves for the rest of the evening,
unless you can scare up some fair company.”

“I will arrange something, there are rooms to
which you might retire.”

“Our clothes are being laundered at the inn,”
said Sorus leaning back in the comfortable chair while smiling at
Jon’s confidence. “If they could be picked up? Our things? Our
horses are at the stables.”

“All will be arranged,” said Thutmose with a
deeper bow and with that he put his own glass down on a sideboard
and left the two boys on their own, quietly closing the door behind
him.

“Excellent,” said Jon and he brought the
tumbler to his mouth and took a long sip. “Delightful. Absolutely
delightful. Sorus, the road has been rough but the reward is always
worth the trip. Here we sit in comfort, whiskey in hand, women
presumably on the way, and perhaps even someone to play a tune, do
you suppose they have musicians on hand?”

Sorus laughed and took a sip of his own
whiskey, “Jon, I don’t know how you do it. No matter how much
trouble you get into, soon enough you are sitting in a comfortable
chair, sipping a fine whiskey, and waiting for pretty girls to
attend your every disgusting desire. Three hours ago, we were
covered in filth, without a friend in town, with no hope of meeting
the Warlord and finding this Golden Dragon medallion of your
brother’s.”

“It’s a gift.”

“A curse,” said Sorus shaking his head but
not neglecting the delicious drink in his hand. “You’ve had life
too easy.”

“I agree,” said Jon downing the rest of his
whiskey in a single, enormous gulp. “I’m more than willing to bet
you’ll refuse me when I ask you refill my glass and I’ll have to do
it myself. It’s a burden being me, I tell you.”

Sorus rolled his eyes and took a sip of his
whiskey, “You’ll never change.”

“I hope not,” said Jon and put his feet up on
the table.

“Jon!” said Sorus sitting up in the chair and
leaning forward. “At least take your boots off, what would your
mother say?”

“You’ve never met her; how would you know
what she’d say?”

“I know. Take your boots off.”

Jon did.
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