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INTRODUCTION

In the first volume of this series I covered the origin of the idea of Ka Sirtago and Poet. That was twenty years ago.

This volume has been released in the year 2025. It was 2005 when I wrote the first Sirtago and Poet story. I have been writing these stories for twenty years.

During all that time the characters have developed and changed. They have grown older and, in some ways, more cantankerous (as have I, unsurprisingly) but in some ways they are still the same characters that I wrote about all those years ago.

There is, however, one significant change the stories have undergone and that is the elephant in the room that I need to address.


The first half dozen stories were written in the third person, ostensibly from Poet's point of view. These early stories were shorter, the longest of which, Pieces in a Game, was around 12,000 words long.


The more recent stories are longer. They are all closer to 30,000 words and (and this is the important bit) they are told in the first person, exclusively from Poet's point of view.


I have absolutely no idea why I decided to change that. After a span of about ten years, since Pieces in a Game was published in the anthology SWORDS OF FIRE, I had not written any Sirtago and Poet stories. Ideas for tales would occasionally roll around the old bean, but I did not actually sit down to write one until 2021 when I wrote Frozen Doom, the tale that ends the first volume   in this series, BLADES AND ALCHEMY. That story was written in the third person.



I started writing the story that would become Through Dungeons Deep shortly after. I began writing it in the first person. I don't really know why I chose to do that, but it just seemed to work. Having the stories told in the first person seemed to be more direct and more intimate. I also started hearing Poet's voice all the more clearly in my head, much more so than when I was writing the earlier tales.



This direct connection to Poet seemed to galvanize the stories. It gave me a greater insight into the characters and it also helped to sustain the tales as they grew in length. The Sirtago and Poet tales that followed Through Dungeons Deep were all easily twice as long as the earlier stories and, consequently, they became far richer.


As I said, I do not know why I chose to do it that way but I am happy that I did and, for the foreseeable future, any and all Sirtago and Poet stories will be told in the first person from Poet's point of view.

I imagine Poet scrawling down these tales, reminiscences of a life unjustly lived, perhaps. In that way I was inspired by the FLASHMAN novels of George MacDonald Fraser. In those historical adventures Fraser had an unapologetic Harry Flashman near the end of his life, writing his memoirs full of the unvarnished truth of his escapades, rather different and far more scandalous than his official CV.

When I write a Sirtago and Poet story now I imagine the same fate for the author. Near the end of his life, somewhat well established (perhaps) penning his adventures in exactly the way they happened. An old man's fading memory notwithstanding, these are, I imagine, as close to the truth as we will get as far as these two characters are concerned.

Truth is a subjective term, of course, considering the fantastical nature of these tales.

Will there be more? Of course there will. There is a third volume in the works with one story already completed which will be accompanied by at least one if not two more tales.

It it my sincere hope that I will be able to write Sirtago and Poet tales for the next twenty years, at least.

Though, at this point, I have no plans to reveal Poet's real name. I imagine at this point even Poet cannot remember his actual name. It will remain an enigma for a long while to come.


THE FALL OF THE GOLDEN CITY


1: The King's Horses


It was the final evening of the royal coronation ceremonies in Hawmp'Fwey and the streets were still filled with carousers drinking their fill and pretty ladies hoping to benefit from – or lift – a soused purse.

For Sirtago and I – that is, Poet... just Poet – the only fillies we had our eyes on were four white Albachians that were currently tied up in the royal stable. We'd sold them to the crown prince three days ago. He'd used the sprightly horses in his crowning ceremony, Sirtago and I had used the coin to join the carousing. Tonight we were going to steal them back and then move on to Kandra to sell them again for twice as much.

I'd scoped out an overgrown fruit tree earlier in the week. It gave me access to the roof of the hayloft adjacent to the stables. Once up to the tiled roof I made my way carefully to the ridge of the gable. Keeping low, I scuttled like a spider across the loft, to the ridge of the adjacent roof. The connecting span covered a walkway down which royal family members strolled on their way to pick out their choice of horse for the day's ride.

Where the connector met the stable roof I abandoned the ridge and climbed under. The stable itself had a complex roof made of arches and buttresses, and the ceiling beneath it was interconnected with iron braces, hooks and other features. It was from these that I was able to traverse from one end of the structure to the other without being spied by any stable hands who happened to be unfortunate enough to draw mucking out duty during the festivities.

I was able to climb to the quartered stable where our fillies were being kept. I perched along an iron support beam, watched as the four nags were enjoying their evening under warm blankets and filling their bellies with copious quantities of hay. Balanced there, I could only wait until the agreed upon hour and hoped that Sirtago would arrive in good time.

I needn't have worried. Shortly before the city bell struck two, I heard Sirtago's voice in the distance merrily singing his favourite bawdy song (which I had taught him long ago in happier times in Trigassa). He sang enthusiastically and at the top of his lungs, sounding for all the world like a good-natured drunk making his way home after a night of carousing.

It was not entirely an act. Sirtago had downed several mugs of ale at the inn at which we were staying before we had set out. Both of us had enjoyed the hospitality of the tiny kingdom, but we were getting anxious to leave. The legendary city of Kandra, so tantalizingly close now, had not let go its hold on our imaginations. We were keen to show this provincial kingdom our heels.

The bell struck two. Sirtago's drunken song was louder now. He wandered up to the front gate, finished the final chorus with a great flourish, then called out: “Ho! Stable hands! Who is up this fine night who can help a poor, weary visitor to find his way home?”

Sirtago banged on the door and called a few more times before one of the aggravated hands left his stall raking duties and rushed to the main gate.

“Keep your voice down!” the stable hand hissed. “You disturb the King's horses!”

“I am a stranger in your kingdom,” Sirtago bellowed drunkenly from beneath a hooded cloak that hid his face in shadow. “I only wish to ask directions. I have gotten quite turned around. These cursed streets of yours all look the same to me!”

“If you keep shouting I will call the guard,” the stable hand hissed again. “Then you can call a dungeon cell your home!”

“Well, that's not very friendly,” Sirtago said. “I had been told stories of the great hospitality of the people of Hawmp'Fwey from far and wide. Clearly those people had never had the misfortune to encounter the misanthropic stable hands of this pissant little horse barn!”

While Sirtago was making a scene, I was watching the stable. Two other hands had come out of their hiding places and had approached the front gate from inside. Though all were relatively young, they had clearly sent the most junior to answer this drunken caller. He was standing before the closed gate and was looking towards the more senior stable hand with a pleading look.

That was what one of the things I was waiting for. We needed to know just how many stable hands were on duty and I counted three. Younger, probably inexperienced and without much in the way of training as fighters.

Their attention focused on Sirtago's ruckus, I slipped down silently from my metal perch and stood atop the stable. I managed to unlatch all four of the stall doors as quietly as a phantom. Then I waited for my second cue.

It came when the senior stable hand decided to take matters into his own hands. He marched to the main gate, pushing the junior hand aside.

“These are the Royal Stables!” the senior man announced. “It will not end well for you if you continue this futile caterwauling. Be on your way!”

“Or what?” Sirtago asked, still playing the drunken fool. “What do you think you can do to me, little man?”

The senior hand clearly had a modicum of misplaced pride and a temper easily pricked. I saw him snatch up a pitchfork from a pile of straw. Wielding it in what I am sure he thought was a threatening manner, he indicated for the younger hand to unlatch the gate.

The moment the latch was thrown open, Sirtago exploded through the opening, his mighty blade easily batting aside the straw fork and knocking the senior man unceremoniously on his ass.

I whistled then, to indicate that the stables had been unlatched. My whistle caught the attention of the third hand who reached into his shirt. Thinking he was going for a blade, I swiftly drew one of my own daggers and let it fly. It caught the third man, knocking his hand away from his intended weapon. Whatever it was he had reached for fell to the ground and then, to my surprise, it began scuttling along the floor to a pile of straw.

The man cried out in pain and anguish, pulled my dagger from where it had lodged in the back of his hand, tossed it to the floor and went chasing after the scuttling thing.

Sirtago, meanwhile, roared loudly and knocked down the other two stable hands. He grabbed the main gate and pulled it wide.


I leaped onto the back of one of the fillies. “Run, Bitches! Run!” I shouted in Trigassan. We had used that phrase to train them and, just like they were taught, all four of them let out a sharp whinnying sound and began kicking their way out of their stables.


Sirtago held open the main gate to let out the two riderless ladies. I spurred the one under me and she ran. I leaned low as we raced and snatched up my dagger, sheathing it before straightening up and bolting out of the stable

Sirtago was to grab the last filly, mount and high tail it out. I looked back to watch him mount when the third stable hand suddenly dashed out of a pile of straw, clutching the scuttling thing. The man collided with Sirtago. Sirtago's hood was thrown back from his face.

The moon was bright enough to illuminate Sirtago's exposed features. The stable hand stared at my friend and then broke into a terrified screech.

Sirtago, you see, bore scars that gave him a frightening aspect. Women and children were wont to scream in terror at the sight of his missing eye, his jagged cheeks and the one tooth that stuck out like a boar's tusk from beneath a twisted lip. Most men gave clear expressions of revulsion at the sight of Sirtago, but very few actually cried aloud. Our inconvenient stable hand was a rarity.

Sirtago grabbed his hood and covered his face before leaping onto the back of the filly.

We urged the Albachians on as we dashed through the moonlit streets to the docks where a ship waited for us. We had to be quick though. The ship was due to sail with the tide. It would not wait for long despite the gold we'd pressed into the captain's hands.

“He saw my face,” Sirtago said, pulling his nag alongside mine. “He saw my scars,”

“So I gathered from his screeching.”

“The simpleton was clutching a mouse, of all things!”

“A mouse?” I said. “I thought he was reaching for a blade!” I replayed the scene in my head. If the man truly was a simpleton, perhaps he was worried for the safety of his tiny companion. Simple he may have been, but he certainly complicated our getaway.

“There's no time to go back and kill him,” Sirtago said.

“It's bad luck to kill the feeble minded,” I said. “We'll have to think of something. We've got to get to our boat sharpish!”


“Run, Bitches! Run!” Sirtago roared in Trigassan as we rolled down the cobble way towards the docks.


The horses galloped up the gangplank as the last of the lines were untied and the anchor pulled up.

“You two cut it fine,” Captain Gravequist said through his bristly, black beard. “Another minute and I'd be through the strait and you'd be stuck on land.”

“I told you we'd be on time,” I said, pulling up my nag as it clomped around on the deck. “I'm shocked you doubted us.”

Sirtago dismounted, keeping his cloak pulled up over his head. The crew had seen his face already, so his reticence to be seen was odd. I reckoned the simpleton with the mouse had spooked him more than he'd cared to admit.

“Get these horses below,” Gravequist ordered his men. The sailors led the white beauties down a ramp to stables that were set up below decks. The captain turned towards Sirtago and I. “I'll take that coin now.”

“Half now,” I said. “The rest when we reach Bradex.”

Gravequist scowled, scratched his head. “I don't suppose you'll be jumping over the side mid-passage. Very well. Half now.”

I tossed him a leather purse that contained twelve gold Parins, the official coin of  Hawmp'Fwey, newly minted with a profile of King Zabidem stamped on it.

“Ugly sod,” Gravequist said as he examined the shiny coins. “I feel sorry for his queen whoever that turns out to be. She'll have to be half-blind and completely mad to think her betrothal to this loss a good thing.”

“The portrait does not do him justice,” I said. “His looks are even more unfortunate in person.”

I walked the ramp to the stables. We had ash and pitch prepared below, plus brushes to coat the filly's hides. By the time we reached Bradex our beautiful white nags would be a shade of black. The less remarkable our ladies were when we arrived in Kandra, the better our chances of selling them again once we located a buyer.

Sirtago was already spreading the ash over the fillies' hides. He still wore his hood up.

“What troubles you, my friend?” I asked as I joined in the work of transforming the horses.

Sirtago shook his head. “There's been entirely too much work on this trip,” he complained. “We've hardly had time for drink or feasting. Or wenches.”

“These ladies have kept us entirely too busy,” I agreed. “Like wives, but four of them.”

Sirtago grunted in agreement, but said nothing else.

“We'll get twice as much for them in Kandra, you'll see. Then we will sit back and see what pleasures the Golden City has for two such as us, eh?”

Sirtago nodded half-heartedly. I wondered then what sort of melancholy had got hold of my friend.

It's not easy being a prince so far away from one's kingdom, but Sirtago had chosen to flee from his duty years ago. As the Ka of Trigassa, he had the freedom of the realm, but should his father, the emperor, pass, then it would fall upon Sirtago to rule. In accordance with Trigassan tradition, the Emperor ruled in complete isolation. His every move was watched, his every decision questioned, even every bite of food had to be vetted by advisors and servants. He was watched minutely.

That was a fate that Sirtago could not bear to face. So as soon as he could, he had left Trigassa and taken me, his childhood companion with him. We had been on the road, putting distance between ourselves and the southern kingdom for two years now.

It had not taken long for rumours of the Golden City to fill our ears. We had been following the path towards the magnificent city of Kandra ever since. Now we were on the doorstep, eagerly anticipating the wonders that we would find within the city's walls.

Or at least I thought we had been eager. My friend's desultory attitude was like a dash of cold water. And, of course, it was up to me, as always, to bolster his mood.

Usually that was easy. Some mutton, ale and wenches were usually enough, but right now it seemed my friend needed something more.

We had finished with the horses and I had climbed up to the deck. The moon above made a pale blue day of the passage through the Strait of Tannit. The rolling sea sparkled under its light.

I spied a group of sailors repairing sail. They were deft with the needles and each had a leather palm to facilitate the needle through the thick cloth. One of the group was making a new palm, deftly sewing together bits of leather and metal.

That gave me an idea. I approached the man, flashed two shiny coins under his nose as I described what it was that I required.


2: The Road to Kandra


“What is it?” Sirtago asked the next morning. We were on the deck of the ship, forward, watching the shore get closer when I presented Sirtago with his gift.

“It's a mask,” I explained. “I paid one of the sailors to fashion it for me.”

“What's it for?” Sirtago asked.

“It's for you. It's to cover your scars so you're not recognized.”

Sirtago fixed his one good eye onto mine. “What's the point of it?”

“What do you mean, what's the point?” I asked. “It's to cover your...”

“I heard you,” Sirtago growled. “What I mean is... what is the point of covering up my scars? If I show my scars then I am a scarred man. If I cover them up with a mask, then I'm a man who has something to cover up. Most likely scars. So, what's the difference?”

I scowled at my companion and lifelong friend, uncertain why he was not grasping the simple concept. “The simpleton yesterday saw your face, yes?”

“Yes.”

“So, with this mask you would not be so readily identifiable.”

“Because it's covering my scars?”

“Yes!”

'But that's just stupid!” Sirtago went on. “If I'm a guard from Hawmp'Fwey, looking for a scarred man, would I see a man wearing a mask and think: 'That can't be the scarred man I'm looking for. He's wearing a mask.' Or would he think: 'There's a man with a mask. I wonder what he's wearing that mask for? Maybe to cover up some scars? I'd better stop and question him!' You see? Stupid!”

“It's not stupid!” I insisted. “Lots of people wear masks.”

“Actors wear masks,” Sirtago countered. “Syphilitics wear masks.”

“Well, maybe your imaginary guard from Hawmp'Fwey will stop and wonder if you are an actor. Or if you've got the syph. Either way, it would give us at least a couple of moments to bolt before he arrests us.”

“It's stupid!” Sirtago said, shaking his head.

“Just try it on!” I said, trying to bite back my frustration. I paused and took a breath. “Indulge me in this, will you?”

“I'm always indulging you,” Sirtago growled, but he tried on the mask. I had to help him get it on properly. Sirtago accepted my help grudgingly.

And damned if the mask didn't change Sirtago's whole appearance.

The side of his face that was not scarred was handsome, but few took note of that, so repulsed were they with Sirtago's hideous disfigurement. The mask, in covering the scars, revealed Sirtago's true features. True, the mask suggested that there was not something quite right about the other side of his face, but with his scars concealed, his unscarred visage took prominence.

It was a striking difference.


As he stood, staring at the approaching shoreline, I saw an attractive man, not yet forty summers old, whose leather mask gave him an air of mystery. “Gw'n'th's tears,” I breathed.



“G'wut's hairy ass,” Sirtago countered. “I feel stupid! And it itches. I can't wear this thing.”


“Why not?” I asked.

“The mouth is not big enough. There's no room for my tooth. The opening needs to be bigger.”

“The whole point is to cover your tooth,” I said. Sirtago sported a tooth that twisted and curled his lip as it grew from his upper jaw. It had always looked like a great boar's tusk and it was part of what gave him a fearsome, bestial look to all who encountered him. The mask covered it now, softening that impression.

“How am I to eat, then?” Sirtago asked, reaching up to remove the mask.

I stopped him, shaking my head. “Look around you,” I said. “Look at the crew”

“They don't like me looking at them,” Sirtago said.

“Look!” I insisted.

Sirtago turned around facing aft. All through the voyage the ship's crew were wont to turn away at the sight of the scarred Southern Prince. If they had to address him, or he them, they would invariably drop their eyes to the deck. Once the necessary business was concluded they would scurry away, barely suppressing a shudder.

Now it was different. And even Sirtago could see it.

The sailors stared back at him, most with expressions of surprise, some with wonder, a few even smiled at him.

Sirtago scowled at them in confusion. He was not used to anyone other than family and servants regarding him with anything less than fear or revulsion. Now he was faced with a boatload of men who regarded him with open expressions, with curiosity, with interest and even indifference. All of this was new to Sirtago.

He turned back to me and I could see that the experience had an effect on him. We had known each other almost twenty summers. I could tell that the change had a profound effect on him.

I also knew that he was not going to let me know any of that. He scowled at me, as was his habit when emotions were too confusing for him to process.

“It still itches,” he growled.

The boat docked at Bradex and we led the horses–now a dirty brown colour–wholly unremarkable, up the ramp and onto the deck.

I paid Gravequist the rest of his coin. He walked down the ramp with us to the dock. “How many more times do you reckon you can sell these horses?” he asked.

“The selling of them is easy,” I said. “Once they're cleaned up, the Albachians sell themselves.”

“It's the stealing them back that will get you two strung up one day.” Gravequist concluded.

“In Kandra I'm sure they'll sell for a princely sum,” I said. “Perhaps we'll buy a breeding pair and a place to raise their offspring.”

“In Kandra that will set you back a pretty penny,” Gravequist said. “Your watch yourself, Poet. The Golden City Kandra may be, but not all that glitters is gold.”

“I am moved by your concern, good Captain,” I said. “My companion and I will be just fine I am quite certain.”

Gravequist nodded, then turned to Sirtago who was tying the horses together. “The mask suits you,” the captain remarked.

Sirtago glanced at the man, but merely grunted in response. I shrugged an apology for my companion's taciturn reply.

Captain Gravequist gave us both a casual salute. “May Fortune smile on you both.”

I responded with a low bow that I had learned in Hawmp'Fwey. “May your winds ever be favourable.”

Gravequist climbed the ramp back aboard his ship. Sirtago mounted one of the fillies and I the other. We each led another on a lead of rope.

Bradex was a port town, but it was small and functional. The docks were lousy with carts and wagons as well as palanquins and gigs. We picked our way through slowly, avoiding the stacks of barrels and the throngs of ship hands, merchants and others either departing or arriving.

We found a cobbled road leading away from the docks and into the town proper. We mostly ignored the sights of Bradex, though I did note a few ladies who looked our way. Normally, t'was I who received the lion's share of that attention but I saw several comely lasses who peered out from under the hoods of their cloaks in Sirtago's direction. They were attracted, it seemed, by the mystery of the mask. Sirtago's unscarred features were striking enough to cause attraction to become open curiosity. I saw several women staring at my friend with unabashed interest.

Sirtago saw it as well, though he pretended that he didn't. He adopted his perpetual scowl .“These streets crawl with vermin,” he said, steering his horse around a group of men pulling a cart. “We should stop and secure the saddlebags.” He eyed a small group of comely wenches as he spoke. They returned the gaze of his one eye with both of theirs and smiles. One older barmaid even deigned to blow him a kiss.

“We mustn't stop until Kandra,” I said, suppressing a smile. “We won't want to camp on the road between here and there. Cut purses and horse thieves ply that route frequently on the lookout for unwary travellers. There will be rest enough... and wenches, I warrant... once we are secure behind the gates of the Golden City.”

Sirtago nodded at my reasoning, but he did look back somewhat wistfully at the interested group of ladies.

Bradex slowly petered out as did the tiresome traffic. Once we had the horses on the main road out of the port town our only fellow travellers were carts and gigs full of wares headed for Kandra.

There were two watering holes between Bradex and Kandra. The first watering spot was sparse and surrounded by rocks. We allowed the horses to drink their fill. As they drank, the combination of ash and pitch washed away from their noses. Letting them drink was a risk. We could only hope that no one paid us much mind and few did. The sparseness of the oasis encouraged our fellow travellers to take care of their needs in a workmanlike fashion. There was little conversation. Indeed, there was little to talk about.

The road between the watering holes was exceedingly dull and unremarkable. The land on either side of the road was flat and covered with scrub grass. I had heard that there were settlements along the way, but they must have been sufficiently far away from the road as to not be visible. Given the flat and arid state of the land I reckoned that the settlements were merely myth.

The second watering hole was much more lush. Several more travellers had joined us on the road from the first. Indeed, a very rich looking caravan had stopped. The drivers cooled themselves under the palm trees and several women went to the water to wash.

Sirtago and I watched them as our horses drank and ate grass. Two of the woman noticed Sirtago, whispering to each other between glances at the masked stranger.

Sirtago seemed content with their attention, but then he turned and regarded me with a curious expression. “Why did you not ask the sailor to fashion you a mask?”

“What?”

“You were there as was I when we sold the horses to the fool of a king,” Sirtago said. “If they could recognize me, then they would certainly have a description of you. So why no mask for you?”

I was puzzled by his question. “I've a common face.”

Indeed, I saw several men of my age and general description among our fellow travellers. There was a thin man with a beard and long hair driving a sheep cart that could be easily mistaken for me. Another carried water jugs. And another among the retinue of the rich caravan. Indeed, I could be anybody.

But not anybody was I, son of a former palace guard, raised up alongside the Ka, Sirtago, future ruler of the kingdom of Trigassa. “Do you want me to wear a mask?” I asked.

“No,” Sirtago shook his head. “That would be odd.” He went back to admiring the comely women at the water's edge.

“Those look like Albachians,” a voice said from behind me.

I whirled around, my hands reaching for my twin daggers. A man in gaily coloured silks wearing gold jewellery, a long black beard and a bright red turban stood behind me staring at our horses as they drank.

“...except they're not white,” he finished.

I forced myself to calm my muscles which just wanted to grip my dagger's hilts and find this man's soft spots.

“I thought Albachians were white” he finished, finally turning his gaze on me.

I admit I was startled. I had not heard him approach. My instincts are usually sharp enough not to let any man sneak up on me unawares.

“You think these Albachians?” I asked the man, laughing as I did (and trying to hide the nervous edge that tried to worm its way into my laughter). “These are common dray horses.”

“Really?” the man asked. He held my gaze for an uncomfortably long moment, before switching it back to the fillies. “They seem uncommonly spirited for drays. A bit delicate of ankle for mere cart horses.”

I was growing alarmed at this man's questions. I was running scenarios through my mind, trying to determine the quickest way to dispatch him and hide the body before anyone else noticed. But there was too much open space and not enough spaces to stow a brightly clad corpse.

“How much do you want for them?” he asked.

“They're not for sale,” I said too quickly.

“Oh?” the man switched his piercing gaze back to me. “You don't have a cart. What good are dray horses without a dray?”

I was getting wretched nervous at this point. I had to forcibly stop my hands from crawling towards my daggers. “They're not for sale because they're already sold. We're delivering them to a merchant in Kandra.”

“Are you now?” the man said, twisting his fingers in his long beard. “I know many merchants in Kandra. What is his name?”

“His name is Isanni,” I lied, giving the name of a long dead servant from the palace at Trigassa.

The man pursed his lips beneath his bushy, oiled moustache. “I don't know that name.”

“He's new,” I said, smiling to hide my nervousness. “That is... He's just setting up his business,”

Sirtago, noticing the man, approached. “Is there anything wrong?” he asked.

The richly dressed man took in Sirtago's appearance calmly, as if it were perfectly normal for a large, muscular man, wearing a broadsword in a decorated sheath to be sporting a mask that covered half his face. Most men would be taken aback by Sirtago, but this one was unnaturally cool.

“Wrong?” the man asked with a slight smirk. “Nothing is wrong. I was merely asking after your drays. Though in truth, I was actually seeking an excuse to walk in the sunshine. I am sorry to have disturbed your rest,” he said. He placed his hand over his heart and bowed low to the both of us.

As he did this, I caught a glimpse of at least two concealed knives about his person, one in a sash about his waist and the other tucked in one of his boots.

I had the distinct impression that the glimpse was deliberate on his part. He meant for me to see them. A warning, perhaps? Or a boast.

I also got the sense that he very likely had many more concealed about his person. He was too smooth and unflappable not to be dangerous.

He ascended from the bow with both hands outstretched. “I take my leave of you, gentlemen from the south.”

Sirtago started at that. “How did you know we are men of the south?”

The man smiled, walking backwards in a way that put me in mind of a snake slithering its way across the sand. “Your sword's sheath has designs that have a southern influence. Your accents, as well, betray your births. Trigassa, unless I miss my guess.”

Our shocked expressions were all he needed to confirm his guess. He smiled and nodded, then turned around and headed towards the rich caravan.

I did not take my eyes off the man's back until he climbed behind the curtains of his cart.


“Gwut's balls,” Sirtago breathed. “What did that dandy want?”


I shook my head. “He asked a lot of questions. Too many questions.”

Sirtago grunted. “Perhaps we should push on?”

I nodded, all too eager to put space between ourselves and our curious visitor. There was something unsettling about him, something that would be best avoided for the rest of the trip.

As we pulled the Albachians away from the water I was determined to try to keep as many of our less curious fellow travellers between us and the rich caravan.


3: The Golden City


The sun was setting as the Gates of Kandra came into view. Despite the lateness of the day and our fatigue and our sore rumps, the sight of the great gate and the open door quickened my pulse.

I marvelled at the great doors that glistened brightly in the waning sunlight. They were as tall as ten men, one standing on top t'other. The opening was wide enough to admit fifty men standing side by side. The great slabs were shiny gold decorated with reliefs depicting men in carts drawn by various beasts of burden. Interspersed between these images were dancing women bearing the rich fruits of the land.

“Look at that,” I said to my companion. “Solid gold!”

Sirtago grunted. “Gold plate, I'll wager.” Despite his contrarian attitude, I could tell that he was as excited as I was to finally be riding through the gates of the fabled Golden City.

Once we were through, we had business to see to. First was to find a reputable stable for the horses. They were still disguised as common nags so we could risk putting them up in one of the cheaper quarters until we were ready to unveil them. The second task was to find lodgings. We weren't too particular about those either. After sleeping on the deck of a boat, any place that had even the most rudimentary bed would be welcome until we could get our bearings.

As luck would have it, we found a stable that would see to the horses for the cost of a few of  Hawmp'Fwey's golden coins. The stable hands were fooled by the ash and pitch. They automatically put them in with some other dray horses.

“They don't know horses from the horse shit,” Sirtago muttered.

“That works in our favour,” I smiled, handing the slow-witted stable lads the two gold coins.

I asked about lodgings. They directed us to an inn around the corner. As luck would have it, the windows of the lodgings at the rear of the building looked down over the stables. I requested two such rooms and the innkeeper, impressed by the gold coin, duly provided. Another gold coin furnished us with a hot meal of mutton and several ales.

I noted that the other patrons seemed to pay mostly in coppers with the occasional silver. For a city that was famously made of gold, it seemed that few of its inhabitants actually possessed any.

Sirtago shrugged when I pointed that out to him. “We need to find the richer neighbourhoods,” he said looking around the inn. Those that imbibed with us this night were rail thin and garbed in shabby attire. Even the serving wenches were skin and bones. In Hawmp'Fwey, they had been plump and garrulous. Here they were hollow-eyed and reserved. They cast hungry glances at our rich meal

Indeed, most of the patrons ate parsimoniously of the perpetual stew and drank meagre tankards. Several of them gave us avaricious glances in between whispered conversations with their companions.

“We need to be careful in this quarter,” I observed. “We'd best keep our coin close and sleep with one eye open.”
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