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      Alexander’s Den: a place very few people knew about and even fewer actually ventured into willingly.

      Thomis stared at the building, knowing just how cliché the line sounded in his head. But in this case, it was oh so true.

      The place wasn’t a sketchy dive like one might expect, nor was it posh and only somewhere the exclusively rich went. No, it fit somewhere in-between. Everyone here had a story; some wanted to tell it, and some didn’t.

      Still, it wasn’t where Thomis wanted to be.

      The tavern sat at the base of a cliff one would hesitate to call a mountain. It seemed as if wood had merely fallen off the hardscrabble rocks above and piled up into a shape that resembled a building, except that there were no trees on the arid landscape.

      Thomis took one last deep breath of the dry air as he stared at the structure. He shook the dry canteen at his side, wishing he had just one more drop to swallow and loosen up his voice before he went inside. It had been a long, hot walk, and all along the way he’d been asking himself why he was making the trek. Would it be worth it?

      He adjusted the thick strap of the bag he wore across his chest so the weight of it would hang on a different part of his shoulder and give the other a chance to rest. A breath of sand whipped across the desert and threatened to spew grit in his eyes. It seemed almost as if the larger universe threw rocks at him to tell him he shouldn’t be here and keep him away.

      With gentle pressure, he pushed at the throbbing spot on his head where a deep ache had settled. Hopefully once he got inside and out of the sun, it would subside.

      The hinges creaked in a long, yowling announcement as he pulled the door open. Thomis felt as if every eye in the room was on him as soon as he walked in. He knew that wasn’t true since most people in here wanted to keep their heads down and out of trouble. Still, he felt as if he was being watched, especially by long-time regulars who might have their questions. He looked at the slats of the wooden floor as he traversed to the counter on the other side of the room. The bartender saw him walking through the smoke and moved to intercept him.

      “Do ya for something?” the bartender asked. Thomis didn’t know the man. Strange. Alexander wasn’t known to have much employee turnover. Very few made it out after being employed at the Den. It was a lifetime position.

      Thomis kept his voice brave. “I need to speak to Alexander.”

      “That right?”

      “Yeah. Yes.” Thomis kept his eyes on one particularly black knot in the wood of the counter. It twisted in such a way that made him think that whoever had cut through this piece had had a heck of a time doing it. The glossy sheen made Thomis think that the bar must have been recently replaced.

      “No one speaks to Alexander.”

      Now Thomis raised his eyes and met the bartender’s gaze. “Unless they are on the list. Check it. I’m on the list.”

      The bartender rolled his eyes as if to say, “Yeah, sure you are,” but he took two steps to the side and pulled out a thick board with a rusty nail sticking out of it, which split a piece of parchment with a wide hole. “Your name?”

      “Rastin. Thomis Rastin.”

      The man’s lips moved as he scrolled with his finger down the paper and read each name. Thomis could tell there weren’t nearly that many names actually written on the list, but then he saw the bartender’s yellow eyes. It made Thomis’ heartbeat quicken. The instinct to back slowly away nearly overtook him.

      The bartender blinked before looking up. His eyes once again looked human. “Don’t see your name on here.”

      For a moment, Thomis thought about threatening the bartender. Fortunately, he quickly remembered what he was pitting himself against if he did. He made the decision not to make the challenge. “I don’t suppose Alexander ever makes any exceptions, does he?” Thomis smiled, hoping that some of his Welesh charm would help.

      The bartender didn’t look amused. “Never,” he said with a roll of his sneering lips.

      “I use to be his partner. We built this place together.”

      “Sure ya did.”

      Thomis backed away from the counter, nodding as he went. “Okay then. Well, I was certain me name would be on that list. Guess he wouldn’t be caring about the dragon egg I found either then, would he?”

      The man’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Dragon egg?”

      “I can always find another buyer,” Thomis tried hard not to smile, “if Alexander’s not interested in it.”

      The bartender’s eyes narrowed on him, but Thomis didn’t care. Rather, he put on the goofiest smile he could muster. A real Welesh grin, the type to make the girls in his village swoon at what a lovable oaf he could be. He lifted his eyebrows, waggling them just for good measure.

      Thomis didn’t think the man was falling for it.

      “I’ll be right back,” the bartender said. “You best not be lying about the dragon egg.”

      “Would I lie about a thing like that to you?” Thomis called after the bartender’s retreating back. After the bartender disappeared, Thomis turned, leaned himself against the counter, and crossed his arms over his chest. Now to wait. He had to remain confident that Alexander wanted to see him.

      He hoped. It took the remains of his grin off his face along with any cheer in his mood. That made his headache re-establish itself in the front of his skull. He knew the last thing he needed was stress.

      He certainly had never planned on coming back here again.

      Alexander’s Den hadn’t changed much. There were still curtained booths where people hid away hoping to gain a moment of privacy for whatever dealings they thought they were getting away with. Sometimes it was a chance for an interlude or a quick affair. Most people didn’t want much, only a taste. Thomis had been the facilitator on several of those deals where people wanted to bend the rules but not fully break them. Most people were cowards, feeling naughty by dipping their bare toes in the water but never going for the full skinny-dip.

      That had been one of the reasons why Thomis had left and never looked back.

      Another had been Alexander’s appetites.

      Thomis pushed his mind away from that mental trail while looking around the rest of the room to see what had and hadn’t changed. The gambling tables were moved from where they once had been placed. Separated even. Now the richer clientele sat on one side, and those hoping to change their fortune assembled in hopeful prayer on the other. On the cupboards behind the bar, the magic monkey still played above the din, banging away on his little drum, yet producing enough sound as if five bards performed. Damnedest thing Thomis had ever seen. Alexander kept it to spare the cost of actually paying people to play. Anything to save a coin.

      While the magic monkey was an impressive piece, Thomis knew that Alexander kept the real curios in his back room. Everything out here was just for show.

      “Alexander says ya can come on back. He says he’s been waiting for ya,” the bartender said.

      Thomis couldn’t help his smirk. “Told you he was expecting me. Me name should’ve been on that list.”

      “Whatever.”

      He ushered Thomis around the counter; Thomis already knew the way, but why poke the bartender and potentially irritate a dangerous man?

      The back room was relatively empty of living beings, save for a couple of older gentleman playing a friendly game of blackjack while sipping wine from long tall glasses which twisted as though the glass itself had had too much alcohol. Each of them wore a black suit, showing they were obviously off-worlders. Respected enough to be invited to Alexander’s back room, and they’d been here long enough that the objects around them in the various cabinets no longer struck their awe. Maybe they’d even become regulars here. Thomis nodded with a charming smile at them, then continued after the bartender.

      Meanwhile, the leathery wings of several different types of dragons hung from the ceiling. The lights behind them shone through and cast the room into a myriad of diffused colors. Accompanying skulls hung from the walls, several holding candles behind their eye sockets or within the holes that were once the dragons’ nostrils. Just for kicks and giggles, a couple candles were impaled on the lower front teeth of a skull with a major underbite. Necklaces with huge gemstones or strands of beads and feathers hung from the mouths of other skulls, blood of their former owners still splattered across the objects.

      The bartender stopped while Thomis walked slowly along. When Thomis realized that the man waited for him, he grinned, “Just checkin’ things out.”

      “Shocks everyone the first time. But that wouldn’t be you… his former partner who helped him build this place.”

      Thomis withheld the snort he felt rising along with the glib words he wanted to add about the bartender disbelieving Thomis’ story. This was far from his first time in this room. “Just checkin’ it out,” he repeated softly.

      The bones displayed at the back room became more humanoid as Thomis followed the bartender though a door which exited into a mountain tunnel. Many who first saw it surmised that it must be a natural tunnel to a cave. Thomis knew otherwise; he’d worked this mine before Alexander came along, bought the mountain, and closed the mine. Well, it hadn’t been Alexander doing the legwork but rather just providing the funds behind it all. It still galled Thomis for the part he had played in it.

      Another trip down memory lane he didn’t wanted to take right now, and Thomis narrowly avoided the turnstile that lead off in that direction.

      As they went deeper into the carved tunnel, the man ahead of him
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