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Lhorak and the Salamander


  Ahead the orange orb of the Sun hung low and large on the horizon casting long amber shadows in the dust. Its fat sunspots squirmed like black ice worms in spring.  


I had been riding for days in bleak terrain, dodging caravans run by tough brigands. The desert had been an endless succession of salts flats and rolling dunes in boulder-strewn scrubland.  Days were an unbearable purgatory of scalding heat, nights, restless cold nights in gullies, the only shelter from the icy winds that scoured a land of moraines and smoking volcanic pits.  I wondered, for the umpteenth time, if I had wandered from the claws of death to its jaws.   


I reached in a slit in my armor and drew forth the map. Flattening the wrinkled sheet, I squinted at the faint markings again. The map had been painfully gotten from the Geographic Guild’s archives. The yellowing sheaf showed elevations in ancient base-ten numerals. The land was so desolate, and its biome so scant, it remained nameless. I was somewhere between the coast and the unmapped mountains beyond. Only the distances had been awry. I knew the canyon couldn't be far and with luck a hamlet with water and forage. So a merchant had told me weeks ago at the last caravan outpost on the edge of the desert.


 Fugitive was too weak a term for my flight. Turmoil and vagaries of circumstance had made me a target in Dhent. The city had become too dangerous where the Hounds sniff the alleys for me. I was on my way to Sun City where icebergs float its bays and soldiers, I've been told, in demand. 


My mount paused now and then to nibble some scraggly growths of thorny raketa growing trailside. Her coat was shaggy caked with sweat and dust, shining purple in the twilight. 'Cerocii’ were one of few of creatures that drew water from the deserts' scarcity. Their horn was a favored medicine for ailments bots, and for taking the edge from thirst. Now, ironically, she neighed for water, unsatisfied by the scant vegetation. I urged her onward, feeling she might collapse at any moment. She took a few hesitant steps then stopped refusing to budge. I unsaddled, drawing sword from its scabbard. The razor thin blade quivered humming in the dry air. A few paces away from the dirt trail I severed stands of stubby grasses that poked through sharp rocks and cracked soil and piled them in front of her.


A snapping twig in the scrubs broke the silence. The first arrow shattered into splinters on my armor; the second glanced off my visor in a blur. I ducked just in time as a third arrow flew through the space above my head. Quickly I ran dodging towards a thicket of dried shrubs among boulders.
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