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“It never bodes well to face death before breakfast,” said Drood, rubbing warmth back into his arms and stepping over a patch of prickly pear. “That’s what my pappy always said.”

Rom trudged beside him, big and stalwart and pale under the desert moon. “I thought your pappy always said, ‘Church is no place for a man.’”

“He did say that,” replied Drood.

Rom steered around some spiny redthorn scrub. “And, ‘A penny saved won’t buy much.’” 

“Yep. Sounds like him.” Drood plopped onto a flat boulder, leaning his bow beside him. “I think he also said something about ‘A wise man knows when it’s time to hang up his spurs and move to a warm beach.’”

Rom stopped, scanning the night around them. He thumbed the pommel of his sheathed sword. “Well, seeing as how neither of us ever earned his spurs—”

“You know what I mean,” said Drood, rummaging through one of his many pouches.

“I do,” said Rom, sitting down beside his friend. “We’ll get there. I promise. Right now...”

“We’ve got a job to do, I know.” The smaller man’s shoulders slumped, hand still deep in a pouch. “But...the Florisky Coast... Gentle waves. Drinks in coconut shells. You, with your tavern. Me, making little seashell oil lamps...”

The big swordsman chuckled.

“Hey,” said Drood. “People love those.”

Rom gave a well-creased grin and looked off into the night.

Drood found what he was looking for in the pouch and pulled it out. “You have to admit, though. Pappy’s words do seem to fit our current predicament.” 

“Yeah, well, do me a favor and keep your pappy to yourself ’til we’re done with this,” said Rom, getting up and brushing off the seat of his trousers. “You’re not the only one who’s hungry. Besides, the way little Shully told it, it shouldn’t be much further.” He saw what his companion held and shook his head. “What are you doing?”

“What?” The bowman made a weak attempt to conceal his hand’s contents.

“It won’t work, you know,” said Rom.

Drood uncovered the object and examined it: an ornately gilded box, so small it could hold only a dozen coins or a few thumbnail gemstones. The moonlight cast an eerie shine to its filigree. “It might. I mean, there’s no one out here but us. I figure we toss it down a snake hole and be done with it.”

“Nope. Forget it,” said Rom, starting off again. “You’ve tried, and tried, and every time that cursed thing finds its way back to us.”

His smaller companion stuffed the box back in a pouch and hurried to catch up. “Doesn’t mean we should stop trying,” he mumbled.

They followed the stars due west toward the canyon lands, where little Shully had spied something horrible enough to get two tired campaigners out in the dark after it. A breeze kicked up, scattering sand across the men’s boots and bringing with it a smell different than the dry dust they’d been breathing these past few hours. Both knew that smell. As many battlefields as they’d trodden, it was a smell they could not forget.

Rom wrinkled his nose. “We’re close.”

“There,” said Drood, peering into the gritty wind.

The swordsman looked where his sharp-eyed friend pointed. “I see it.”

Low down toward the western horizon, a glow. From here, it appeared small, just a weak red smudge in the darkness. But, even at this distance, it sent Drood’s spine tingling and tightened Rom’s throat.

“That’s no campfire,” whispered Drood as the breeze died.

“Never thought it would be,” said Rom. “Little Shully wouldn’t have been death-white in her ranting if she’d only stumbled on herdsmen cooking dinner.”

There was a creak of flexing wood as Drood strung his bow. “What then, flame serpent?”

“Nah,” said Rom, “we’re too far south.”

The archer studied the distant glow again. “You don’t think... Not a dragon?”

Rom rubbed his stubbled chin. “Shouldn’t be. Not way out here. There’s no mine in these parts. No castle. Nothing worth burning or stealing for a hundred leagues.”

The fetid breeze picked up once more. Something small and fluttery sprang from a twisted tree to disappear into the night. Somewhere in the cold dark a fox cried at the moon. In the east, a faint line of palest gray showed dawn’s approach—a pleasant reflection of its foreboding red counterpart in the west.

Rom thumbed his sword’s pommel some more, eyes fixed on the red smudge. “Whatever it is, it doesn’t smell friendly.”

“No, it does not.” Drood took the cap off his quiver, adjusted his pouches, then hefted his bow. “Well...” he added, “we’ve come this far.”

“Too late to turn back,” said Rom.

The archer clicked his tongue. “I didn’t say that.”

“Come on,” snorted the big man.

They marched toward the glow, slipping into an easy, accustomed gait that let the slighter bowman keep pace with the tall warrior. A familiar energy spread through them, like the anticipation of reuniting with an old friend.

A fight was coming.

Rumors, bar songs, and tavern tales had it that taking care of terrifying things for simple village folk was what Rom and Drood did best. It was a reputation that always got to places before they did. And one that their best efforts failed to eliminate.

The warriors kept on beneath the sparkling sky, the stink of death growing stronger with each passing minute.

“Still,” said Drood, “I could do with a bite to eat.”

When they reached the canyon, the light in the east had grown, though true dawn was a long way off. The moon still shone bright in a clear sky, and the western horizon still loomed dark. The wind became more insistent, urging them to turn around and go back the way they’d came. But the glow and its reek drew them on.

And now there was noise.

A horrible grinding, wrenching, and sucking rumbled up from the canyon. They first took it for a river, its rushing echo distorted by distance. But, as they peered over the cliff’s edge, that theory evaporated along with their energized, old-friend-reunion feeling.

“Definitely not a flame serpent,” Drood said in an awed whisper, “and definitely not a dragon.”

“Nope,” said Rom, lying on his belly beside his friend, peering over the edge.

The ground was cold, but not as cold as the chill sweat tickling their spines. Hundreds of feet down, at the base of a sheer rock escarpment, flowed an undulating, throbbing, shapeless red mass. A glob of spilt crimson molasses, big as the village they’d just left, cast a light making the surrounding desert a distorted hellscape. As the men watched, it consumed everything in its path—grass, scrub, cactus, even broad stands of iron-hard acacia were engulfed by it. They didn’t burst into flame or wither at its approach. They simply disappeared into the incessant, creeping tide. A streak of lifeless black followed in its wake.

“Still hungry?” asked Rom with a humorless grin.

“Explains the girl’s fright,” said Drood, edging back from the precipice. “Don’t know what that is, but it sure feels...”

“Evil,” Rom said. He followed his friend to shelter beneath a stand of gnarled junipers. “Ideas?”

Drood shook his head, staring down the length of the canyon.

Rom rolled his tongue around his mouth, thumbed his sword pommel, and scratched the ground with a juniper twig.

The creature’s grinding rumble hummed in the air. All the other desert sounds of their night’s trek were gone.

Drood watched his friend with that stick and suddenly stood. “I’ve got a plan,” he said, eyes twinkling.

Rom cocked an eyebrow.

“Really,” said Drood. “I do.”

Drood had Rom hack off a twisted branch thick as his arm. Then he led them trotting along the canyon edge. They didn’t stop until well ahead of the flowing doom and the bowman found a spot he considered satisfactory.

“The desert got me thinking about that campaign we were on back in Pamarran,” Drood said, grunting as he hefted a rock into place. “Remember?”

Rom propped himself against his thick branch. “When we hired on as scouts for that bloated colonel?”

“No,” said Drood, wiping his hands on his trousers. “After that, when we switched sides.”

“You mean when you played hero to that doe-eyed farm girl,” said Rom.

They stood above a section of canyon where the walls pressed close to form a narrow channel. It was perfect for what Drood had in mind.

“Yeah, well, she seemed worth it at the time. Anyway, you recall how we trapped the colonel’s brigade against the river?” Drood’s eyebrows raised expectantly.

Rom considered, looked at the branch in his hand, the
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