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“Messenger  from Valhoal,  my Lord,”  announced the Captain to  his 
left.

Waving off the interruption, Lord Barrin returned to his maps and 
charts, eager to find an advancing course suitable for men of arms and 
the wagon trains that would follow. Only when a great shadow fell 
across his table did his head jerk up and his eyes sought the skies. 
Throughout  the  camp,  horses  reared  and  danced  in  fright  as  the 
airborne predator circled towards the clearing outside of camp.

“Damn! Settle those horses!” Barrin roared to his men even as they 
tried to soothe the much-riled beasts.

With no other pause, Barrin and a few of his men began to stride 
through  the  field  just  as  the  great,  black  gryphon’s  paws  hit  the 
ground. A thrum seemed to shiver through the earth, announcing its 
presence.  Thrusting a fist up, Barrin and his men halted in a single 
footstep, waiting for the messenger to come to them.

Watching the  great  spread of  the  gryphon’s  wings  warily,  Barrin 
listened as his men began to question the Rider’s presence. “How do 
you  know  it  is  from  Valhoal?”  one  questioned  and  Barrin  almost 
smiled at the mercenary's ignorance.

“Have you not heard stories of where the Black Gryphon takes its 
rest? Though Riders hold loyalty to none, always the Black Gryphon 
returns  to  Valhoal.  It  is  said  the  Rider  and  the  Queen  have  an 
unquenchable thirst for one another,” chuckled another.

Lord Barrin kept his features remarkably still as his narrowed eyes 
watched the gryphon’s wings fold into his sides. The Rider, as graceful 
on their feet as the gryphon was in the air, dismounted in one smooth 
movement, pulling the riding helmet from their head and leaving it 



Jewel of the Desert

2

and their gloves tucked into the thick, dark braid wrapped snuggly 
around the gryphon’s neck.

“Have you not met the Rider of Xzaryth, then?” Barrin’s Captain 
asked with the barest of sly smirks.  When the other man shook his 
head,  he  chuckled,  “Then  perhaps  you  will  learn  why  there  is  an 
affinity between the Queen and this messenger.”

His own smile could not be fought any longer and Barrin awaited 
patiently as the lithe figure of the Rider approached. Black hair was 
cropped short to the skull and matched well the dark brown skin of the 
Rider’s face. When last he had come into contact with this legendary 
Rider,  the  skin  had been a  shade lighter  so  it  was  easy for  him to 
surmise  that  the  desert  conditions  of  Valhoal  had  been  enjoyed  at 
length by Rider and gryphon.

As  the  features  of  the  Rider’s  face  became  clear,  a  low  breath 
escaped the collective men at his back, causing the Captain to chuckle. 
For never had a soldier seen a Rider more beautiful or more proud 
than  Sarrie,  Rider  of  Xzaryth.  With  her  high  cheekbones  and  full 
mouth, one could imagine themselves in her arms for years. That is, 
until  they  caught  the  fire  burning  in  those  large,  ebony  eyes  that 
seemed to engulf all around her. Her affections were best not sought, 
for  she  had love alone for  the  greatest  gryphon the  skies  had ever 
known. Once together, it was decreed then and there that they would 
need no other.

When  Sarrie  had  walked  a  fair  distance,  she  suddenly  stopped. 
There was no reason for her to have so little  protection when Lord 
Barrin,  exalted  warrior  and  leader  of  mercenaries,  had  so  much. 
Nodding  to  her  in  understanding,  Barrin  ordered  his  men  back  to 
camp as he strode forward to meet the petite messenger.

Despite standing a head and a half  below his  own height,  Sarrie 
stood  with  her  back  straight  and  her  eyes  alert  as  he  slowly 
approached. Barrin had learned long ago that one did not move too 
quickly  when  a  gryphon  was  waiting  anxiously  at  their  back.  No 
matter how fast a man thought he was, the power in those legs would 
prove deadly in a single spring. Best not to chance it.

“Lord Barrin,” Sarrie said, bowing her head in greeting.
“Rider Sarrie,” he replied, returning the gesture.
“I have been sent with an invitation from Queen Thalon of Valhoal. 

She requests the pleasure of your company as soon as you are able.” As 
she spoke, Sarrie’s luminous eyes trailed up and down Barrin’s body, 
pausing only on his dark blue eyes when she stretched out a hand with 
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the folded letter addressed to him.
Feeling a frown twist his lips, Barrin was cautious in taking the note. 

If there was one thing known of Queen Thalon, it was that she was not 
one for formality nor even pleasantries. She was a woman of action 
and  was  unafraid  of  blood  and  violence.  As  well  she  might  be, 
considering she and a small number of her people staked their claim in 
the roughest parts of the desert and fought tooth and nail to keep it. 
Through their unwillingness to compromise and their ruthless natures, 
their territory had grown and eventually become the small country of 
Valhoal. Under Queen Thalon’s tight control, it was easy for the people 
to prosper.

Knowing  that  Thalon  had  an  entire  nation  devoted  to  her,  that 
would bleed themselves dry if she so desired it, Barrin could not help 
but wonder what need she would have of a disgraced Lord and his 
mercenaries. Yet, as he unfolded the thin paper, he wondered if that 
was what she desired at all.

Lord Barrin
Son of Lord Bascal and Lady Gryn
General of the Desert Eagles Mercenary Company,

I,  Queen  Thalon  of  Valhoal,  the  Desert  Jewel,  request  your  council  most 
immediately regarding a highly personal matter. If you would be so kind as to 
travel the distance from your current locale to the city of Valhoal, it would be 
my pleasure to provide for you a place within the palace. It would cause me 
great relief if you were to send with my messenger a word of reply, so that I 
may look to your coming, or lament your absence.

Thalon
Daughter of the Sun and the Sand
Jewel of the Desert
Queen of Valhoal

Queen Thalon had always been known for her directness, so the length 
of the missive did not at all surprise Barrin. Rather, the titles used to 
address  it  were  more  mystifying.  She  had  also  never  been  one  for 
pompous displays.  Despite  only  having a  brief  encounter  with  her, 
prior  to  Valhoal’s  rise  from the  desert  sands,  he  knew her  to  be  a 
discerning  judge  of  character.  That,  alone,  would  earn  her  respect. 
Titles were nothing more than a flamboyant gesture. Which meant that, 
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whatever she was asking of him, it was to be done in a very proper 
manner.

“How  did  Queen  Thalon  appear  when  she  sent  you  with  this 
missive?”

An ebony eyebrow raised slightly on Sarrie’s gracious face. “How 
do you mean?”

“Was  she  distressed  at  all  when  she  sent  you  off?  Too  formal, 
perhaps? Is there something wrong in Valhoal,  is  what I’m asking,” 
Barrin finally growled without taking his eyes from the words printed 
in Thalon’s own hand. She hadn’t even trusted a scribe to dictate the 
missive for her. Something was not quite right in Valhoal if Thalon’s 
own staff could not be given this task.

Sarrie was silent for a moment. Long enough for Barrin to raise his 
eyes and narrow them suspiciously at her carefully blank features. At 
last,  after  much  obvious  deliberation,  she  spoke  slowly  and  with 
careful use of words. “The Queen and Valhoal are in a great state of 
prosperity. The trials and tribulations of the Rising are now put to rest. 
Queen Thalon is  still  new to the position of  Queen however.  If  she 
sends for aid from one whose opinion she values, I think it wise for 
that person to give whatever aid she seeks. What answer would you 
have me take to the Queen?”

His mind worked at a furious rate as he calculated the time it would 
take him to make his way to Valhoal and the goals of his men in the 
meantime. Not a coin could be wasted on a fruitless venture. Already, 
in the brief time of peace in the surrounding nations, their assets were 
running thin.  Another  few months  of  this  and they would have to 
make their way to the belly of the beast, where zealots slaughtered one 
another  over  mere  territory  disputes.  It  was  a  place  Barrin  had no 
desire to take his men.

“You may tell the Queen I have not the resources available at this 
time to make such a lengthy journey. Nor could I do so without the 
accompaniment of my men.” Even as Sarrie bowed her head a little, 
Barrin sighed. “I am sorry. It is an honor to think she may value my 
opinion so highly, but my opinion is that I must remain with my men. 
Not even the position of mercenary guarantees an endless living.”

“Very well,” Sarrie said before throwing her right arm off to the side.
Barrin  staggered back  a  few steps  when he  saw the  sun-bathing 

gryphon leap to his feet. With the agility of his cousin, the mountain 
lion, he took giant steps to reach his Rider. Behind him, Barrin could 
hear the exclamations of his men, and the sounds of swords coming 
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unsheathed filled the air.  Even as Xzaryth’s  wings unfurled and an 
angry hiss erupted from his throat, Barrin threw up a hand to halt his 
men. At the same time, Sarrie’s eyes lit with a furious fire and Barrin 
knew that if any one man made any form of attempt on Xzaryth, they 
would answer to her.

“The law of all the land is that, should any one man lay hand upon a 
messenger, their life is forfeit. Since I come at the bidding of Thalon, 
Queen of  Valhoal,  it  is  to  her  you would answer,”  Sarrie  hissed in 
warning,  her  dark  eyes  spearing  every  man to  the  place  he  stood. 
Turning then to Xzaryth, she cut down a hefty satchel strapped to her 
saddle between the gryphon’s wings. “As for the sum needed for you 
to make the trip, the Queen has spared no expense.” Tossing the bag to 
Barrin,  she continued,  “Most of  them are idiotic  trinkets she would 
never  wear,  but  the  jewels  used  to  make  them  are  of  no  flawed 
design.”

With eyes wide in surprise, Barrin hastily opened the bag to find 
jewelry that would still the heart of any royal woman. Gold chokers set 
with rubies,  bracelets  adorned in emeralds,  and hairpieces accented 
with the purest pearls weighed down the bag. With that small sum 
alone, Barrin could see his men and horses fed and housed for half of a 
year. Even with how much they enjoyed their drinking.

“I... Am I needed that badly?” he asked in a voice too low for his 
men to hear. It was as if a chill had run up his spine, reminding him 
the mortality rate of those living in desert conditions. If the sun and 
sand did not kill one, the scorpions and snakes would not find the task 
difficult. Could it be that Thalon was already lost to the world she had 
tried so hard to improve?

Sarrie’s lips pressed together as she studied him through slightly-
narrowed eyes. “I would say ‘need’ is a strong word. With or without 
you, Queen Thalon will carry on. But if you wonder if your presence is 
that much desired, you would be correct. As for the condition of your 
men,  however,  I  cannot  speak  for  the  Queen  as  to  their  ability  to 
accompany you. One man travels faster than many. And speed would 
be most gracious for the Queen. If you insist on their coming, I suggest 
this to you: do not wait for them. Travel the road ahead at your own 
pace and not theirs.”

Barrin nodded slowly, indicating that he would heed her counsel. If 
time was of the essence, then it would indeed be a good plan to settle 
his men down elsewhere and return to them when his business with 
Thalon was concluded. Having made his decision, he raised his eyes to 
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meet the steady gaze of the Rider.
“You may tell Thalon to expect me in a month’s time. I will station 

my men first before turning toward Valhoal.”
Sarrie bowed her head in acceptance of the message. Turning to the 

Black Gryphon, she mounted up with ease, removing the riding helmet 
and  gloves  from the  neckband as  she  went.  Pulling  the  items  into 
place, her gloves weren’t even all the way on when Xzaryth’s wings 
began to unfurl at some silent,  unseen signal from his Rider.  Barrin 
backed up even as the beast turned towards the vast expanse of land 
where it had landed. Taking a few great bounds across the open land, 
it seemed absolutely effortless for the gryphon to find his way into the 
skies. Once more, a great shadow fell over his encampment as Xzaryth 
and his Rider turned southeast.

“My Lord?” inquired the voice of his Captain a moment later.
“Break camp. The men are to head for Synair. They are to wait for 

me there.”
“And you, my Lord?”
Barrin turned his head to meet the eyes of his Captain. “Once they 

are settled there, I will make for Valhoal.”
It was a declaration with many unseen consequences.
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Between the sun and sand, Barrin had lost count of the days. When the 
sun shone upon him, it felt as if the heat lasted for days. And when 
night descended, the cold seemed to seep into his blood for weeks on 
end. There was never a middle ground in such an environment. One 
extreme was offered right after another. It was the perfect home for one 
such as Thalon, if he remembered her well enough.

Guessing roughly on it  being his  seventh day beneath the desert 
sun, Lord Barrin trudged through the sand beside his exhausted horse. 
Their water consumption proved to be the only way in which he had 
to  accurately  measure  their  travels  by.  And even  that  was  proving 
more and more difficult to keep track of as his body protested against 
the meager measurements for himself and the horse.

As the golden disc descended rapidly towards the western horizon, 
Barrin’s  mind  shot  out  a  string  of  curses.  His  planning  had  been 
meticulous, he was sure, and he had calculated the journey to be only 
seven  days,  including  the  extra  day  he’d  added  on  for  any 
inconsistencies or unforeseen events. This day would take up the last 
of his rations if they did not make it to the city by nightfall.

Suddenly, like shadows rising up from the desert, four black shapes 
materialized against the sun, heading northeast. For the first time all 
day, Barrin forced himself to a stop. Already his legs were trembling 
from the endless walking in the hot desert heat. Though he hated to do 
it, he knew that he’d have to ride the horse the rest of the way.

Like many dust storms he had seen thus far,  the sand kicked up 
behind them, leaving a clear path in the direction they were coming 
from. They were moving fast and Barrin’s eyes narrowed as they came 
close enough to be studied. Four light-weight riders. Not even a hint of 
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traveling  supplies  on  their  wild-eyed  steeds.  It  wasn’t  until  their 
horses  came  to  a  dancing  halt  surrounding  him,  however,  that  he 
noticed  the  golden  knots  hanging  around  their  necks.  Valhoal 
Warriors.

Even exhausted as he was, Barrin crossed his arms over his chest in 
the shape of an X and bowed slightly toward the Warrior directly in 
front of him. The man watched back with one dark eye trained steadily 
on him while the right eye drifted off to lazily study his comrades. A 
faded white line pulled down the corner of his right eye, explaining its 
actions clearly.

“Lord Barrin of the Desert Eagles?” the dark-skinned man with the 
lazy eye asked in a thick desert accent.

“I am,” Barrin answered through dry, cracked lips.
“The Queen has been expecting you. Follow us.” Nothing more was 

said as he turned around his ebony stallion and began heading into the 
dust cloud the four riders had left in their wake. None waited for him 
as they, too, traveled into the storm of their own making.

Scrambling quickly into the saddle, Barrin urged his horse forward. 
With as much speed as he could muster, the old war stallion lunged 
after  his  brethren,  knowing  full  well  that  they  would  take  him 
somewhere with plenty of  water  and food.  Barrin was of  the same 
mind.

In little under an hour, Lord Barrin finally entered the tremendous 
gates  surrounding  the  city  of  Valhoal  and  the  entire  oasis  around 
which their  great  wall  was  built.  The  sun had faded fast  and long 
shadows were settling easily around the squat stone buildings as they 
traveled the deserted streets. Barrin listened to the familiar crunch of 
gravel  as  their  horses continued towards the center  of  the city at  a 
more leisurely pace. Such a soothing sound was it, Barrin nearly dozed 
off in the saddle just as he had done many times before.

They  arrived  at  the  palace  soon  enough  and  when  Barrin 
dismounted, he obediently handed the reins of his mount over to a 
stablehand. After their time in the desert,  nether he nor the stallion 
were particular about who took care of the horse at that moment. So 
long as he was properly taken care of.

Following at a halting pace, Barrin barely heard the Warriors inform 
him, “The Queen has requested that we show you to your rooms. This 
night  you are  to  rest  well.  Servants  will  be  at  your  behest  for  any 
refreshments you may need. When you awake tomorrow, the Queen 
will be immediately informed. You may have your meeting with her 
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then.” Barrin nodded in acknowledgement, but all he really thought of 
was a hot bath and real food.

That night was the first he had spent in a real bed in a very long 
time. Oddly, that made it the most restless night he’d ever spent. The 
mattress was too soft. Fresh sheets smelled too foreign. Servants’ feet 
scuffling  in  the  corridor  was  enough  to  make  him  jolt  every  few 
moments. Even the sound of the fire in the firebox was nothing like he 
was used to.

At last, when Barrin felt he could take it no longer, he slipped from 
his bed and dressed in a loose tunic and his worn breeches. With the 
stealthy stride  of  a  practiced killer,  Barrin  stole  from his  room and 
traversed  the  palace  on  the  balls  of  his  feet.  Once  he  reached  the 
ground level, he bypassed all the servants in order to slip out into a 
side corridor. It took him mere moments to find the stable from there.

The only creature who took notice of his trespass in the barn was his 
own alert mount. At hearing his approach, the stallion raised his head 
silently  and  flicked  his  ears  in  greeting.  A weary  smile  tugged  at 
Barrin’s lips as he entered the stall. For a few moments, the beast did 
nothing but examine his rider for any sign of urgency. Finding none, 
the warhorse finally released a soft exhale from his nose that Barrin 
knew was a question.

So  long  had  they  been  partners,  it  took  no  words  for  Barrin  to 
answer.  With  his  left  hand,  he  stroked the  horse’s  neck in  a  gentle 
caress  that  caused the  animal  to  bow his  head in  pleasure.  After  a 
moment more, Barrin placed his right hand on the broad shoulder and 
gave a little shove. Immediately, the horse sank to the ground inside of 
the stall.  With a comforted smirk, Barrin stretched out in the sandy 
stall and used his mount as a pillow. He was asleep within moments.

Lord Barrin was awakened at dawn by the movement of his horse. 
The beast had sensed something that the exhausted human had not. 
Gathered by the door of the stall were brown-skinned young boys who 
served as  stablehands.  Impish smiles  spread across  the faces  of  the 
younger  ones,  while  the  older  boys  appeared  uncertain  as  how  to 
handle this invasion into their daily life. Blinking the sleep from his 
eyes, Barrin pushed himself to his feet and strode past the small group 
out into the main stable. He said not a word to anyone as he quickly 
retreated to his room where he was certain the servants had prepared a 
fresh bath and were already worried at his disappearance.

When he arrived back at  his room, however,  it  was to find three 
serving  women  smiling  slyly.  In  their  own  language,  one  woman 
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turned to her sister workers and said a few smart words, causing them 
to  giggle  behind their  hands.  Sorely  tempted to  ask what  she said, 
Barrin thought better of the idea and led them through the doors to his 
own guest chambers. Every man learned, at one time or another, that 
what amused a woman was often the actions of a man. He didn’t need 
a translation to know that he was at the wrong end of that jest.

Barrin was just climbing from the lukewarm bath when one of the 
serving women shyly backed into the room. In halting Common, she 
explained, “My Lord, you are ... requested ... by the Queen. When ... 
you are ... prepared, I am to ... escort you ... to her garden.”

“I’ll be along in a moment,” Barrin assured her.
Without waiting for her to leave the room, he dropped the towel and 

pulled on a pair of fresh breeches. A crimson blush spread across the 
maid’s  dark features and she rushed from the room even as Barrin 
pulled a silk tunic over his scarred body. Moments later, he was fully 
adorned in his best clothes and had his more ceremonial weapons at 
his side as he followed the young woman through the palace.

Unprepared was a mild description for how Barrin felt as the girl 
suddenly  led  him  into  an  open  corridor  with  naught  but  pillars 
creating  the  outer  wall.  On  the  other  side  of  those  pillars  was  a 
luscious wall of vibrant green fronds and the scents of exotic flowers 
assaulted his nose in an instant. Clearer than the birds singing in the 
blossoming  fruit  trees,  the  sound  of  flowing  water  rang  true 
throughout the courtyard garden. In the center, Barrin found a large 
pool that was obviously fed by an underground spring. Paving stones 
had been placed around the crystalline source, but it could not disguise 
the true origin of the waters.

“This is why we are here,” a lilting voice proclaimed as she drifted 
to his side, well out of arm’s reach. “The oasis we found is the only one 
for many leagues in this desert. Only here are we able to survive. And 
only  those  of  us  bred  of  desert  sands  realize  that  nothing  is  more 
precious than water.”

Inwardly cursing himself for becoming too distracted, Lord Barrin 
turned to face Queen Thalon. Crossing his arms over his chest once 
more, he bowed deeply to this highly feared monarch. A predator in 
her own right, her beauty was just as deadly as a jeweled blade.

“Queen Thalon,” Barrin murmured as he rose out of his bow.
The young Queen’s  lips  quirked into  a  small  smile  and a  bright 

gleam entered her  nearly-black irises.  “Come,  Barrin,  and leave the 
formality for those who have the patience for it. You and I are beyond 
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such things, are we not?”
Lord Barrin’s brows rose questioningly. “I had thought so. And then 

I read a peculiar missive that was dripping with titles. Did you really 
think you must worry me so in order for me to come?”

“Yes,”  Thalon  answered  simply.  “And  if  I  judge  right  by  the 
conversation Sarrie relayed to me, I did well to send the jewels. Else 
you would still not be here.”

“True.  But  much  like  yourself,  Your  Majesty,  I  have  duties  and 
responsibilities  to  my  men.  Though  I  must  extend  my  gratitude. 
Without your financial contribution, I’d have had no choice but to take 
my men into the belly of the beast. And we both know how that would 
have turned out.”

A small sigh escaped the Queen’s lips. “That we do.”
For  a  few  moments,  they  watched  the  flowing  water  in  silence. 

Oddly, though Barrin had encountered her only a handful of times—
the first in a dire situation, at that—he was comfortable beside her. The 
space between them was natural  for  them both.  Silence that  would 
stretch out with anyone else seemed simple and easy to each of them. 
But there were still things that needed to be said.

“Why am I here, Thalon?” His voice was low and barely pitched 
over  the  noise  of  the  water.  There  were  still  servants  wandering 
between the plants and they should not bear witness to the familiarity 
between their Queen and a relative stranger.

As if she was thinking the same, Thalon’s dark eyes roamed around 
the garden. Satisfied that everyone was out of hearing range, her gaze 
locked meaningfully on Barrin’s. Instead of answering, she searched 
the depths of his eyes. For what, Barrin wasn’t sure.

Yet, the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up when she 
began with, “I have a duty to my people, Barrin. A responsibility that 
is mine alone. And yet, it is something that cannot be accomplished by 
myself. Not in a way that my people would accept.”

“Do  not  dance  around  it,  Thalon.  Neither  you  nor  I  have  the 
patience for it. Why have you asked me here? For what purpose do 
you seek my aid?”

Thalon’s dark eyes were ripped away from his and found their way 
to the water. She wasn’t really seeing it, however. There was a distance 
in her irises that Barrin knew meant that she was trying her hardest to 
find the words to say what needed to be said. It was something Barrin 
could not hurry along, but also something he truly had no intentions of 
waiting out.
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He wasn’t given the opportunity to walk away, however.
“There you are! I have found you at last in this maze of a fortress,” 

exclaimed a voice in a thick desert accent.
Barrin caught the immediate irritation that flashed across Thalon’s 

face just before they turned to face their intruder. Having schooled her 
features into a perfectly polite mask, Thalon held up a hand towards 
the  thin,  good-looking  man  that  approached.  “Lord  Barrin,  this  is 
Prince Haziin of Quadeesh. He has been visiting me for some time.”

Dropping her hand before the eager young prince could grasp hold 
of it, Thalon surprised Barrin when she placed a hand on his forearm. 
“Prince  Haziin,  this  is  Lord  Barrin,  General  of  the  Desert  Eagles 
Mercenary  Company.”  Barrin  barely  kept  himself  from  raising  an 
eyebrow at the trace amount of pride in her tone.

“A mercenary?” drawled the prince, his eyes gleaming with mirth.
Instinctively,  Barrin  drew  himself  to  his  full  height,  though  the 

younger man was half a head taller than himself. With his back ramrod 
straight, he eyed the prince in a way that had left many men shaken. It 
was obvious, because Barrin made it so, that he was assessing every 
weakness.

The youth was a good five years younger than the aged Mercenary. 
His tall frame was simply that: a frame. Wiry muscle was attached to 
thin bones. A good build for a messenger, it made him light and easy to 
carry across the desert sands. As far as any true battle went, however, 
he was made for cowardice. His hands had held a weapon probably 
only during the year of proving himself a man that was tradition in his 
lands. Afterwards, he had clearly laid aside all blades and taken up the 
work of a politician. Which made his presence in Valhoal all too clear.

It was also starting to clear up Barrin’s own arrival.
“Yes. My profession is built on bloodletting. It is a skill I was born 

with and I felt no need to discard it for a mediocre life at Court. We 
each have our  talents,  and I  use  mine as  often as  possible,”  Barrin 
replied  calmly.  From  the  corner  of  his  eye,  he  saw  the  amused 
expression cross Thalon’s features once more.  Haziin,  however,  was 
not impressed.

“Yes, well, skills vary with each person. And suited to each types of 
professions.”

“Indeed,” Barrin replied without missing a beat. “And I do not envy 
you yours. At least those I consider my enemies make their intentions 
known. The game of politics holds no such assurance and even less 
honorable players, so I’ve discovered.”
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The look upon Haziin’s face became murderous and Thalon quickly 
stepped in.  “Though I  would much enjoy continuing to linger here 
with you, I’m afraid that I have duties to perform. I will dine with you 
both this evening. Until then, I bid you good day.” Grasping hold of 
Barrin’s hand quickly, she smiled with more warmth than necessary 
and  said,  “Thank  you  for  being  here,  Lord  Barrin.  I  am  deeply 
grateful.”  With  that,  she  turned  on  her  heel  and  the  regal  young 
woman glided back towards the columns and disappeared into the 
fortress.  Even  as  she  vanished,  Barrin  placed  the  folded  bit  of 
parchment she’d slipped him into his pocket.

For a mere moment, the two men stood in strained silence before the 
prince announced, “Much like the Queen, I also have duties that need 
my attending. Good day.” Turning on his heel, his long legs quickly 
traversed the garden and he, too, found shadows to vanish into.

Once Barrin was certain the youth was truly gone, he removed the 
note  from his  pocket.  His  eyebrows rose as  he read Thalon’s  quick 
instructions.

Stables. High noon. ~ Thalon

Though he was certain that he would get his answers shortly after high 
noon, Barrin could not help but inwardly groan. He’d already spent 
days out in the desert sun and high noon was the worst time of day to 
be beneath its glare. Yet, it was also a time most everyone would be 
seeking shade and shelter from the blistering heat. Only at that time 
were they sure to have a few private words. But damn it for being so.

Feeling his stomach rumble, Barrin chose to linger in the garden no 
longer  and  therefore  retreated  to  the  stone  corridors  of  the  desert 
palace. Even as he strode through the dark corridors—each one barely 
lit  with  a  few torches,  so  as  to  keep the  temperature  ideal—Barrin 
pondered  what  the  Queen  had  in  store  for  him.  And  pulling  her 
original missive from his pocket, his eyes scanned it warily, in search of 
any clues  that  would attest  to  her  demeanor.  There  were  little,  but 
what was read between each line seemed to confirm his suspicions.

After eating a light breakfast of juicy fruits and cool water, Barrin 
found himself itching for action. It had been years--five at the least--
since he had been confined to a luxurious environment. Palaces and 
royalty had never done much to impress him. Nor did being restrained 
to a single place. Action was required and so he did the only thing he 
could think of: scout out his surroundings.
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Once the aging mercenary had created a memory footprint of the 
main Keep in his mind, he moved out onto the battlements. Already, 
he found holes in the security of the Keep. Since the Rising had passed, 
the Warriors were growing lazy or they just did not know enough of 
strategy.  Should  a  night  raid  ever  occur,  Barrin  knew  immediately 
where the breaches would be. Which meant he had no choice...

“Who  is  your  Commanding  Officer?”  Barrin  demanded  as  he 
entered  the  guardhouse.  A frown  pulled  at  his  lips  as  he  saw  the 
Warriors gathered around a low table with dice sitting before them.

Most of the Warriors ignored his intrusion. Some pointed at a man 
smoking a long,  thin pipe in the corner of  the room. When he was 
revealed by the underlings, the man rose to his feet and looked down 
his pointed nose at Barrin.

“I am the officer in charge at the moment. Have you something to 
report?” he drawled in a clearly patronizing tone.

Lord  Barrin’s  gaze  sharpened  on  his  and  he  raised  an  eyebrow. 
“Perhaps I should be speaking with someone of more wit. The name of 
your Head of Security and where I may find him. Now.”

As if he had struck a match, each Warrior rose to his feet. Scowls 
abounded on each face and they created a threatening wall of flesh. 
Barrin did not bother to flinch. He had seen their kind often before. 
Though he would surely come out of this fight severely harmed, he 
would not  leave without  teaching them a  lesson each.  Should they 
bother to push this further.

The man with the pipe drifted closer, a congenial smile curling up 
his thin lips but his eyes gleaming like a viper’s. “And who, may I ask, 
are you to be issuing such orders?”

“Ach de vila Kuf, sote Quif.”
Barrin turned quickly to watch the entrance of the lithe Rider. At the 

same  time,  the  Warriors’  eyes  all  widened  at  her  announcement. 
Suddenly,  without  any provocation that  he  could see,  each Warrior 
crossed his  arms over his  chest  and bowed deeply to Barrin.  Sarrie 
smiled like a sly fox as she came to stand beside him.

“What did you say to them?” Barrin muttered.
Stifling a chuckle, the woman responded, “I reminded them of who 

you are. As the Queen’s guest you are to be treated as if you were the 
Queen herself.” It was a lie. Barrin could hear the hidden meanings in 
her voice and knew that  she would never tell  him the truth of  her 
words.

Shaking his head, Lord Barrin returned his attention to the Warriors. 
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“Your Head of Security?” he demanded again.
“Shaq Quiel. He lives in the palace. Near to the tower.”
“I can show you the way,” Sarrie interjected. “Quiel and I know each 

other well.”
Barrin  raised  his  eyebrows  at  that  remark  and  the  Rider  simply 

rolled  her  eyes.  Without  another  word  to  the  Warriors,  Barrin  and 
Sarrie made to exit the guardhouse. It surprised him even more when 
all of the Warriors saluted his back as he walked away.

Sarrie said not a word to Barrin as they once more wove between 
corridors towards the northeast corner of the fortress. A watch tower 
built  into  that  corner  was  the  oldest  and  most  revered  part  of  the 
palace.  It  rose high above the city and was kept stocked full  of  oil, 
kindling,  and a wood pyre.  Should Valhoal ever come under attack 
again, the pyre would be lit and all of the surrounding tribes would 
descend on their enemies like a vicious pack of wild dogs. No mercy 
would be given. No quarter shown. They didn’t survive the Rising by 
being careless.

It made more sense than anything else Barrin had seen of late that 
the Shaq’s quarters would be as close to the tower as he could get. In 
but mere moments—with no small amount of aid from Sarrie—Lord 
Barrin  had the  Shaq convinced on taking a  tour  with  him.  For  the 
remainder of the morning, the two scarred veterans discussed sentry 
placement and proper defenses both for castle and city alike.  When 
those topics were thus dried up, they moved swiftly into the defense of 
the country’s borders, which were extremely vulnerable. And before he 
realized it, Barrin found high noon was upon him.

The  stable  seemed  entirely  deserted  when  Barrin  entered  its 
shadowy depths. There was someone about, however, for he found his 
steed and another waiting with saddles upon backs. As he neared his 
horse,  a  robed  figure  emerged  from  the  shadows  beside  the  short, 
ebony mare. A smile pulled at his lips as he instinctively recognized 
Thalon’s unique grace.

“Your  Majesty,”  he  greeted  with  a  small  bow  of  his  head.  She 
returned it silently before turning to her horse.

Without another word she mounted up and urged the mare to the 
opening of the stable.  Outside the heat was a shimmering wall and 
Barrin’s own horse shook his head mournfully as they made to follow. 
Knowing  that  Thalon  would  not  subject  them  to  this  without  due 
cause, however, Barrin raised not a qualm against the venture as they 
traveled through the city side by side.
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Not a word was spoken between them until after they were through 
the gate and turned east. Only then did Barrin’s curiosity outweigh his 
patience. Yet, he had not the opportunity to voice his question before it 
was answered.

“I wish to show you something, Lord Barrin. Something few in this 
lifetime  will  ever  witness.  And  something  fewer  would  find  as 
meaningful as we two.” She looked back at him then and he was able 
to see clearly her dark eyes over the veil she had repositioned across 
her face. He bowed his head in acknowledgement and they continued 
on into the desert in silence.

More quickly than he thought possible, Barrin realized that the sand 
of the desert was fading as the desert surface became more rocky. The 
gold was fading to be replaced by a dark orange and red tint.  And 
against the horizon, Barrin did not know how he’d never noticed the 
oddly shaped cliffs and mountains rising from this dry sea.

Suddenly, a fierce cry rang through the air and his horse reared up 
on his hind legs. A vast, black shadow engulfed the riders and Barrin’s 
eyes shot to the pale sky. The only thing he was capable of seeing was 
the great, golden feathers of the bird as it soared over his head. It was 
as if his mind refused to work from that moment on. Though his horse 
shook  with  fear  and  adrenaline,  Barrin  was  far  too  mesmerized  to 
move.

Talons  the  size  of  his  torso  flexed  above  his  head  before  the 
incredible  wings  that  were  easily  four  times  his  body  length  back-
winged and the airborne predator brought them to bear on another. 
Rulers of their own realm, the two golden raptors clashed in midair, 
locking  talons  in  an  effort  to  push  and  shove  against  one  another. 
Suddenly, the larger bird rolled and took them straight towards the 
ground. And at the very last second, it released its smaller opponent. 
As one, their wings flew out to their sides and they defied all reason as 
they soared again into the cerulean sky.

Even as his eyes followed them with all the shock he felt writ upon 
his face, two more eagles came into view and another artful display 
took place. It was only when he realized that he was getting closer to 
them did Barrin notice that Thalon had taken the reins of his reluctant 
horse and had begun to lead him to those mountains. Barrin felt no 
desire to question her and instead returned his attention to the most 
magnificent sight he had ever seen: the mating rituals of the Desert 
Eagles.

It was several more minutes before the two riders and their mounts 
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were secured inside of a shallow cavern at the base of a mountain. A 
hidden stream ran through the rock beds that gave the horses a bit of 
comfort.  Which  was  especially  beneficial  when  their  riders  slipped 
from the cave.

Leading the older mercenary up the side of the mountain, Thalon 
stopped a fair distance above the ground. It was high enough to watch 
the scene unfold, but not high enough to call attention to themselves. A 
fact  Barrin  was  most  grateful  for  when  two  more  aerial  predators 
clashed with one another.

For several moments, they watched in silence as the golden rulers 
displayed their skill and mastery of the skies. At last, however, Thalon 
said in a low voice, “I often wondered why it was your company was 
named the Desert Eagles when none of your men originated from the 
desert.  Then  we  came  here  and  I  learned  why  the  name  was  so 
appropriate.”

“There is a reason this land was considered uninhabitable. My father 
and I, when I was just a boy, traveled these sands in a caravan. We 
were to set up a suitable trading relationship between our King and 
your neighbors to the southeast, the Washanii. For six days, all I heard 
tell of was the viciousness of the Desert Eagles. And their territorial 
disputes with anything else that crossed their lands.

“Of course, being the age I was, I had to see them for myself.”
His  eyes  did  not  even  see  the  young  queen,  so  fixated  on  the 

overlarge raptors were they. A young male, who looked more copper 
than  gold  yet,  dove  through  the  air  towards  a  strong  female.  She 
wasted not a moment on him and instead spun in the air to clash with 
an older, larger male. That this particular male was experienced could 
be seen from the immediate back-winging he performed, pulling the 
female up by her own talons. The higher they flew, the further their 
plummet. It was a technique used to impress any potential mate, from 
the male perspective. For the females, the plummet was a test of will. 
Any  male  that  wished  to  mate  could  not  let  go  until  the  female 
released him. Which made mating season the only time in which there 
was  ever  a  steady  stream  of  deaths  in  the  Kingdom  of  the  Desert 
Eagles.

“I snuck away from camp in the middle of the night, taking only 
what supplies I thought would get me back by morning. All day the 
caravan runners spoke in hushed whispers about the Kingdom being 
only half a day’s walk to the west. It was all I needed to know.

“It took me only a few hours to enter into the Kingdom’s territory. 
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I’ve  never  been  more  fortunate  in  my life  that  something  else  had 
captured their attention before I did.”

Thalon  looked  away  from  the  Eagles  in  order  to  study  her 
companion with a raised brow. There was an undercurrent to his voice, 
Barrin knew. It was the tiny tremor of an old fear. An old fear and a 
much deeper respect. Of all the beings Barrin had ever faced, none had 
earned his respect more than the Desert Eagles.

“Nothing is as brave or as foolish as a desperate pack of dygons. 
Being six  times the size of  a  wild dog,  they’re  the only things that 
would dare to enter into the Kingdom with malicious intentions.

“They were after  the hatchlings.  Must’ve been,  or  else they were 
simply  in  the  wrong  place  at  the  wrong  time.  But  as  soon  as  the 
Kingdom saw the four of them slinking in around the mountains, they 
went into a rage that would make the heavens tremble.

“It was strangely beautiful,  their viciousness. How organized and 
deadly they were. The males, actually, were left with the young. They 
were smaller and less powerful than the females. Each female rose up 
into the air until they were but a speck in the sky. Then, with cries that 
could make your  ears  bleed,  they plunged straight  down,  one at  a 
time, talons at the ready.

“Four of them latched into the dygons. Their talons sunk straight 
into the flesh around the spine. I was amazed that they knew where to 
make their strike without any damage done to themselves. Then they 
lifted the beasts as high into the air as their wings would allow.

“Then came the blood rain. Taking turns, female eagles flew in from 
all sides and sunk their talons into the creatures. They came away with 
scraps of the creatures that had so dared to provoke them.

“When all that was left of the dygons was strips of meat and bone, 
the Desert Eagles dropped them into their nests for their young to eat. 
After that, a male sentry was posted on each peak, so that they may 
watch all  who approached. To this day, I  do not know how I came 
away unscathed.”

There was silence between the two humans for several moments as 
they continued to watch the dangerous mating dances of the desert 
rulers. It was a magical sight to behold, certainly. No other creature 
had ever captured Barrin’s attention so completely. If someone desired 
him dead, then they could have succeeded in that moment with no 
notice on his behalf. Such was the incomparable beauty of the deadly, 
winged predators.

“I named the company Desert Eagles,” he whispered, “because of 
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what I saw that day. Not because of the violence or ruthlessness, but 
because of the fear. There is an inherent fear in the heart of every being, 
I imagine, for the wellbeing of their kin. Brothers, sisters, daughters, 
sons, mothers and fathers. They fear for one another the same way any 
person would fear for another. And they would do anything to keep 
their family safe.

“It is because of that courage and loyalty that I started my company. 
I wanted to be sure that the same values and morals would be instilled 
in  my men.  Especially  within  a  profession  where  bloodshed is  our 
livelihood. Life is a gift, not a right. It can be taken just as easily as it 
was given.”

Thalon  lowered  her  eyes  to  the  ground  below,  her  dark  irises 
avoiding Barrin’s entirely. If it weren’t so obvious that she was keeping 
something from him, he might not have noticed.  Now that  he had, 
however, even the eagles could not distract him. She had asked him 
away from his men for a reason. It was time to get answers.

Yet again, however, she spoke before his demand could be made.
“Those are the same values I find each day within my own people. 

But  it  was  not  me,  I  fear,  to  teach them such nobility.  Gratitude is 
something I have little of in any way. And yet, I find myself grateful 
that I did not exist in any way different from how I was. Much would 
be different were I not born a slave, I know. Though I cannot forgive 
those who have treated me thus, I  can at least acknowledge and be 
grateful for the lessons I learned while in their grasps. The same for my 
people.”

Barrin knew not what to say to the quiet words and so he chose to 
remain silent. That there was a horrific past behind the years leading to 
the Rising, Barrin knew well, though he was not privy to much of it. 
Only  one  critical  decision  of  his  had  made  his  link  to  her  world 
binding. A link that called him away from even his responsibilities to 
the side of a woman whom he barely knew.

“Yet, from the Rising’s end, I have had to learn more than I ever 
wished about the world my captors resided in. It is a strange thing, to 
be a queen where once I was merely a king’s concubine.”

Barrin shifted uncomfortably at hearing this admission. At least in 
his old home, the lovers taken on the side were known as mistresses 
and at least had a chance to refuse. Maybe.

“It is a world with many rules that I do not understand. Though I 
shall  never  again  dance  to  a  song not  of  my own choosing,  I  find 
myself being subtlety bent in directions I never thought I would go.”
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Though Barrin knew the words she would speak next would be the 
answer he sought all morning, the disgraced Lord could not find it in 
him to allow her to say it. Not yet. Not when he had not yet come to 
terms with the question she would raise. So it surprised him not when 
he  remarked,  “The  young  prince’s  gilded  words  are  working  their 
magic then?”

A snide exhale expelled itself from Thalon’s nose and she rolled her 
dark eyes at the bright sky. Before her gaze met his, however, a soft 
sigh fell from her lips. “Young,” she mused to herself. “There was once 
I time I thought of myself as young. Now, even a man three summers 
my senior seems a child to me.”

Turning to meet  Barrin’s  steady gaze,  Thalon’s  shoulders  pushed 
back and a calculating gleam entered her obsidian irises. “Haziin is a 
fool. But one I cannot afford to make an enemy. Guided by his father’s 
hand, he lingers here in the hopes that I may take him as my king. 
What he does not realize is that I cannot. My people would not allow 
it. They both dislike and distrust him. It is not a match that would be 
condoned. No matter what an alliance with Quadeesh could do for 
Valhoal.”

“You have already discussed this with your people?”
Barrin  needed  no  explanation  to  know  that  Thalon  did  nothing 

without  consulting her  people.  Unlike most  Royalty,  she was never 
under the delusion that everything given unto her was entirely by her 
own doing. Without her people, there would be no Rising. No Valhoal. 
No Queen. Yes. Thalon knew well what it meant to extend gratitude to 
every meaningful thing in her life.

“I have. We are a young country and we could do with the support 
of  an  established  nation  such  as  Quadeesh.  But  we  would  also  be 
vulnerable to their will. Subject through our alliance to a will of their 
own. Neither I nor my people are willing to take the risk. Haziin will 
never  become  our  king.”  Thalon  fell  silent  then  and  returned  her 
attention to the eagles.

Glancing at the scene that seemed suddenly very prophetic, Barrin 
witnessed  again  the  copper  male  attempting  to  lock  talons  with  a 
female  many  times  his  strength  and  agility.  Once  more,  he  was 
brushed aside like a biting fly. Turning from him, the female instantly 
locked talons with another male bearing down on her.

Though she seemed young for the male, it seemed that their mating 
was very well designed. As they rose ever higher, they were in perfect 
harmony with one another. Each downward sweep of their wings was 



Hollow Ryan

21

timed  with  the  wind  and  air  currents.  Unlike  other  females,  who 
forced their mates quickly into the plummet, this female allowed the 
male to carry her higher. It was a strange sight to behold, to Barrin’s 
mind.

The  male  was  not  young,  but  seasoned.  He  had  no  reason  to 
perform incredible feats in order to impress this potential mate. Yet, he 
guided her up each current and upward draft they came across. Even 
more surprisingly:  she continued to follow willingly.  And before he 
knew it,  Barrin  realized the  two eagles  had flown higher  than any 
others.

Suddenly, with no real warning issued, the female twisted violently 
and forced the male into a downward spiral. Barrin’s heart began to 
beat fast as he watched the two birds become a single golden streak 
racing  towards  the  desert  sands.  With  every  heartbeat,  they  grew 
closer  to  the  ground.  And  when  Barrin  thought  she  would  finally 
release the male ... she didn’t.

His  breath  came in  a  soft  huff  as  his  body became riddled with 
adrenaline. As if his own will could be imposed upon the male eagle, 
he silently prayed that he would release himself. To let go her talons 
before she killed them both. Silently he begged the majestic eagle to 
heed his words: that she was not worth his life.

The eagle knew something he didn’t.
When  it  seemed  that  their  deaths  were  absolute,  Barrin  nearly 

looked away. To see the death of so aged and vibrant an eagle was akin 
to grinding his childhood admiration under his heel. But he could not 
look away. He couldn’t even blink. It was the only reason he was able 
to see the greatest miracle of his life.

Mere feet above the floor of the desert, the female suddenly threw 
out her wings. In the same instant, the male’s own wings spread into 
the air and they each put all of their power and desire to live in the 
downward strokes that took them out of their suicidal dive. Together, 
they powered against their own certain catastrophe and rose into the 
air once more.

Only when Barrin witnessed their talons still interlinked could he 
find it in him to breathe again.

The entirety of the world had stopped right then. Bursting with this 
one exhilarating moment, there was no more energy left for anything 
else in the world, Barrin was sure. For how could any magic be wasted 
on anything less perfect? Nothing could compare to those two Desert 
Eagles  blazing  across  the  sky  and  denying  death’s  kiss  at  the  last 
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possible moment.
And yet, the world did not stop. All around, eagles still danced in a 

pledge of partnership and loyalty. Below him, he knew the horses were 
still drinking and shuffling around nervously in their enclosure. Beside 
him, though she was just  as  mesmerized as he was,  Thalon shifted 
slightly in a way that allowed her to see him better.

At  long last,  however,  Thalon said,  “Valhoal  has  a  queen that  is 
accepted and respected by her  people.  Little  has been asked of  her 
since the Rising. But a request has finally been issued and it is one that 
cannot be denied.” With a look of steely determination, Thalon’s eyes 
bored  into  Barrin’s  dark  blue  irises.  “Valhoal  has  a  queen,”  she 
announced. “Valhoal still needs a king.”
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Lord Barrin sat  silently at  the table as  a  minor feast  was presented 
before the queen and her guests.  Had he been able to focus on the 
meal, he might have found some meager gratitude for its simplicity. 
Instead,  he  ate  mechanically  without  tasting  what  he  put  into  his 
mouth.  His  mind  was  far  too  distracted  to  linger  on  anything 
inconsequential.

“Lord Barrin? Lord Barrin?” the thick accent repeated as though the 
mercenary were hard of hearing. Which, in that moment, he truly was.

“Yes?” Barrin demanded in a rougher voice than he had meant.
Prince  Haziin’s  back  straightened  in  his  chair  and  he  glanced 

surreptitiously  at  the  Queen.  She  did  not  look  at  either  man  and 
instead seemed particularly interested in her meal. It gave Haziin the 
added desire to look upon Barrin with false politeness.

“I asked how long we might be expected to enjoy your company,” 
he asked with a wide smile.

Barrin was hard-pressed to keep his features smooth as he caught 
the implication. Thalon was right, Haziin was a fool. And a dangerous 
one, at that.

“I have been given freedom to remain at the palace for as long as I 
desire. But I have pressing concerns that force me to leave in two days’ 
time. Though I must extend my gratitude, Your Majesty,” Barrin said, 
turning his attention to Thalon, “for your wonderful hospitality and 
especially for the gracious offer.”

Thalon  bowed  her  head  knowingly.  “For  you,  Lord  Barrin,  no 
borders to this country exist. The gratitude of an entire people is yours. 
And I feel its warmth more keenly than most, I assure you.” Each word 
was soft and sincere. Not at all how one stranger would communicate 
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to another. And not how one should present themselves before another 
guest; much less a too-eager suitor.

Choosing  the  wisest  course,  Barrin  bowed  his  head  in 
acknowledgment but said nothing. Haziin was watching him closely 
and Barrin had not the energy or focus at the time to pick a battle with 
the  younger  man.  Especially  when  the  outcome  of  such  a  contest 
would likely be something neither man truly desired.

The rest of the meal was passed in silence on Barrin’s part. Very little 
conversation existed between the queen and her nuisance guest. When 
at last a distant bell signaled a general time to retire, Barrin was happy 
to slink from the company of others and retreat to the solitary space 
that was his room.

Once secured behind the closed doors, the mercenary began to pace. 
In rhythm with his even breaths, his legs counted out each inhale and 
exhale from door to window and back. All the while, his mind was far 
less organized.

Though he had suspected what ‘highly personal’ matter Thalon had 
to discuss with him, part of him never believed it to be a possibility. 
Even discounting the fact that he made his living as a mercenary, the 
fact that he was disowned by his family should have been enough to 
keep her from seeking him out. The life he had been born into had long 
since vanished to him. Now he could no more fit into that world than 
the young queen could. To have him in such a position was to place a 
grudge  against  any  from Valhoal.  It  would  be  a  disservice  to  both 
Thalon  and  all  of  Valhoal  to  accept  her  offer.  And  it  would  be  a 
betrayal to himself and his men.

Minutes  or  hours  could  have  disappeared  in  the  rhythmic 
movements of his pacing. However, there came a time where Barrin 
became too anxious  to  relax.  The  pacing was  too  rhythmic.  Such a 
simple stride was no longer enough as his mind worked at a feverish 
pace. Having spent all day sitting still and silent, it was something the 
mercenary could no longer endure.

Slipping silently from his room, Barrin once more headed for the 
stable. Perhaps caring for his comrade in arms would release some of 
the adrenaline building inside of him like a raging mountain hoarding 
its molten treasure. Just as he reached the main corridor, however, a 
footstep almost as soft as his own captured his immediate attention.

Turning on his heel, Barrin followed the unknown person as quickly 
as he dared. Every time he had fear of losing them, another scuff or 
sigh would announce their location. After only mere moments of this, 
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he was quite certain of whom he followed and to where they were 
headed. And why.

Pushing open the door as silently as possible, it surprised Barrin not 
at all to find himself on the uppermost battlements of the main Keep. 
Below him, lit by dim torches in the blackness of night, rested the city 
that had forged its way through fire and blood to earn this respite. A 
respite that could take them into eternity, if they so allowed it.

“Look,  Barrin,”  whispered  the  cloaked  figure  at  the  battlement’s 
edge.

Taking a deep breath, Barrin strode silently to where she stood. In 
the palest silver of moonlight, he noticed for the first time that her hair 
was uncovered. Like a long, black sheet, the dark mass cascaded down 
her back. Waves running through the mane captured the moonlight on 
their crests, while the blackest of night took shelter in the valleys. It 
was the first time any man had had occasion to see her hair free of its 
customary veil since she became queen, Barrin suspected. And to allow 
him this sight was a manipulation technique, he was certain.

Attempting to focus his thoughts, Barrin came to stand beside her 
and  he  looked  out  at  the  city  that  so  captivated  her.  “I  see,”  he 
murmured into the silent night.

“Do you?” she challenged quietly. Turning from the view, she locked 
eyes with the older man. “Do you really see it? For what it is?” Her 
eyes were swimming with emotions Barrin felt uncomfortable laying 
any claim to.

“It  is  your home. Your people.  Whom you’ve brought so far and 
who you dare not disappoint now. Yes, Thalon, I see it for what it is.”

She shook her head slowly. “No, you don’t. If you did, you would 
see a nation that owes you its life. A nation that owes you, alone, its 
freedom. An entirely new race of people who would not be able to lie 
peacefully in their beds each night if you hadn’t set them free. What 
you really see below you, Lord Barrin of the Desert Eagles, is a nation 
that loves you more than they will love any other being in this world.”

Barrin turned from the scene, shaking his head vehemently. “No,” 
he barked in a gruff tone. “What I see are people whose lives became 
their  own  when  I  did  my  job.  A people  who  are  grateful  that  a 
mercenary exists because it meant that their masters were slaughtered 
by myself and my men. Nothing more. They owe me nothing. But to 
you,  the  woman  who  rose  out  of  a  crowd  and  led  them  into  an 
existence all their own, they owe everything. And they would accept 
anyone you would have at your side. No matter if it was a stablehand 
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or a prince. Do not confuse their loyalties, Thalon. It is you they love 
above all others. You are the jewel of the desert. More precious than 
even water to them.”

Thalon turned her head so that she could look out over the sleeping 
city.  A  contented  smile  played  with  her  lips  while  her  fingers 
unconsciously twisted a piece of her long black hair.  “Yes.  They do 
love me. And yes, their loyalties are obvious throughout the known 
world. But you are mistaken if anything is more precious than life.”

Raising her eyes to his again, she continued softly, “Water is life in 
the desert. Through the scorching heat and in face of its many dangers, 
life is all that is precious here. And you are mistaken in believing that 
my giving them a home in such a harsh environment would ever earn 
more of their emotions than the one man who broke their chains and 
gave them a life of their own. They adore you, Barrin.

“Which is why I can take no other to be my king.”
Bowing his head, the mercenary closed his eyes with a heavy exhale. 

Speaking to his worn leather boots, he sighed, “You do not know what 
you are asking of me.”

“Yes, I do. I also know how unfair it is. Though I owe you my life, I 
yet ask more from you than you should rightly give. For that, I am 
sorry.”

“But you’re not rescinding your offer,” Barrin stated in a stronger 
tone, raising his head to meet her steady gaze.

“No. I am not.”
“Why?”
Thalon lowered her  eyes,  allowing her  gaze  to  sweep across  the 

battlements  to  the city  below once more.  In  a  whisper,  she replied, 
“You know why.”

“You are their queen, Thalon. You can have any man you choose. It 
doesn’t have to be me.”

The smile that pulled at her full lips was almost sad. “Yes, it does. 
There is only one reason I am Queen, Barrin: my people. Without them, 
I am queen of nothing. Without them, Valhoal is but sand in the desert. 
I need them, Barrin. Far more than they will ever have need of me. The 
Rising  is  three  years  past.  We  have  made  our  stand  and  have 
succeeded in claiming our home. All of our hardship is at an end.

“But if I do not cement our place now, fifty more years will see us 
returned to the sand. Or worse. Valhoal is young. Because it is young, 
it is weak. For me to make it strong, I must marry. I must produce an 
heir. I must secure alliances. And because I must do all of these things, 



Hollow Ryan

27

I must also ask for your help.
“It is a cruel thing I ask, I know. To offer you a role in the world you 

determinately left behind. But I must ask it because my people need it. 
There is nothing I would not do for them, Lord Barrin. If asking you to 
marry me and become part  of  the world you so despise  is  what  it 
takes, then I will drop to my knees here and now and beg it of you.”

There was steel in her eyes. Barrin could see the hardness of those 
onyx gems and he knew in his blood that she spoke the truth. Nothing 
in the world would keep Thalon from doing what she must for the 
sake of her people.

“Your people are not mine, Thalon.”
“They can be,” she urged before he could finish speaking.
“Don’t ask this of me. Do not ask me to leave behind my men; my 

company. Do not ask me to give up my freedom in order to chain me 
here. I am not yet battle-weary enough to place any roots. And I am 
not  young enough to jump blindly into this  challenging world you 
have entered.”

“That is why I can have none but you, Barrin. You are not blind in 
this world; whereas I very much am. You have allies and ties that I do 
not. Disgraced or not, your blood is noble and the other nations will 
respect that. And because you are free, I know you will not abuse the 
freedom of my people.

“I am not asking you to give up your company or your men. I do 
not even ask that you stay here. All that I ask is that you roam under 
the  Valhoal  banner.  That  you  make  the  vows  that  will  cement  our 
place. And that you give me a child who will carry our values into the 
next generation of Valhoal.  That is all  I  ask of you, Barrin. Nothing 
more.”

He couldn’t look at her. Couldn’t meet her earnest gaze. Dared not 
see the absolute sacrifice in those ebony irises. What she offered was 
sweet bliss: the freedom to do as he willed but with the title that would 
keep her land from sinking beneath the waves of the desert sands. It 
was a compromise that would allow for no responsibility on his part. 
Any man would be foolish to turn it down.

Thalon had no idea what she was getting into.
Royalty could not be bartered away. It was not a priceless gem that 

she could exchange for his seed.  No matter her pretty words,  there 
would be no walking away from a commitment such as this. And there 
would be no turning back once the decision had been made.

“Have you ever loved a man, Thalon?” he suddenly asked.
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The young queen’s head drew back in surprise. “No. Why?”
Ignoring  her  question,  Barrin  continued,  “If  you  loved  another, 

would you still be asking this of me? If you loved someone whom your 
people did not approve of,  or adore,  would you sacrifice your own 
happiness just to appease them?”

A lengthy silence fell between them that Barrin was grateful for. It 
meant that Thalon was truly thinking about what he asked. What she 
answered, however, was not unexpected.

“Yes. If I loved another with all my heart and soul, I would still ask 
this  of  you.  Most  especially  if  my  people  did  not  accept  him. 
Understand, please, that I am not Queen for sake of being their ruler. I 
am Queen because they believe I will always do my best by them. For 
that reason, and that reason alone, I will ask you one more time.”

Turning to face him, Thalon grasped Barrin’s large, calloused hands 
in her own and looked deeply into his midnight blue eyes. The words 
were soft and full of hope. “Will you marry me?”
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“You are returning to your men.” It was not a question as the Rider 
entered the stable. With her appearance came the distinct scent of the 
Black Gryphon, causing many of the stabled beasts to toss their heads 
and stamp their feet in distress. Sarrie pretended not to notice.

“I  am,”  Barrin  answered  without  inflection.  He  wanted  nothing 
more than to have the queen’s closest confidant leave him to himself. 
The last thing he needed was another reminder of what she offered 
him. Of what he must refuse.

“Will you be returning?” Sarrie questioned as though she truly did 
not know the answer.

“I have little intentions of such,” Barrin admitted. She would learn 
from Thalon soon enough. Barrin had not the makings of a king. And 
had no ambition to do what was needed for the newborn country.

It surprised him when Sarrie’s face fell. In her dark eyes, he caught a 
glimpse of despair before she quickly averted her gaze. For the life of 
him, the mercenary could not understand her own thoughts or feelings 
on the matter. Of course, similar to Thalon, she did not force him to 
ponder it long.

“It is a pity that you cannot envision a life here. Especially since this 
place has a way of transforming you once you have opened your heart 
to it.”

Barrin stood straight and closed his eyes. His jaw strained as he kept 
the  words  he  desperately  wished to  say  behind his  clenched teeth. 
They would do no good to be said aloud and his patience had not yet 
entirely abandoned him.

“Xzaryth and I had no intentions of finding this place to our liking. 
When I was sent with a missive for the new queen, it was with great 



Jewel of the Desert

30

reservations that I took the job. What the sun would do to my dear 
Xzaryth, I did not wish to know. And how I would feel being in so 
exposed  an  environment  weighed  heavily  on  my  mind.  There  was 
also,  of  course,  the  added  dangers  associated  with  the  Kingdom 
nearby.  But  I  had  never  turned  down  a  mission,  no  matter  the 
difficulties involved. I wasn’t about to start.

“Then we saw it. Like the ocean but made of air, this absolute sea of 
blue extended out before us. A sky so clear and so bright, it made my 
heart ache with its beauty. We could fly forever, I thought. Absolutely 
free with nothing to interfere in our bliss. It was in that moment that 
Valhoal began to feel like home.”

“Your freedom is the most important thing you and Xzaryth share, 
is it not?” Barrin demanded as he shoved a blanket into his saddlebags.

“It is,” Sarrie confirmed.
“Then you will understand when I say that it is not any intention of 

mine to give up what freedom I hold for myself and my men.”
“Yes. Of course I do. But you will also understand when I say that 

the last thing I ever thought myself to do was the one thing I fled from 
with swiftest speed: form roots.” Allowing her eyes to bore willfully 
into his own, Sarrie said, “I was never meant to be earth-bound, unlike 
my mother and the other women of my tribe. All who have come to 
know me know this is true. Yet, Valhoal has a way of climbing inside of 
your heart and twisting your own desires. Even to the point things you 
once despised become a need of their own. One your heart will not 
deny.”

With nothing left to say, the dark-skinned Rider slipped from the 
stables with less noise than a breath of air. Lord Barrin was left with 
her words rolling over one another in the back of his mind. Despite the 
fact that his decision could not be reversed, he found that he would 
ponder the strange phrase much for the rest of his life.
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Barrin  pulled  at  the  collar  of  his  shirt  as  he  entered  the  grandiose 
banquet hall. The style of Synair was often filled with many layers of 
unneeded clothing. Each was made of rich material that was often as 
uncomfortable as it was beautiful. And though Barrin had falsified his 
measurements  when  purchasing  the  outfit,  the  seamstress  had 
obviously seen right through his lies and given him something that 
would fit  as  tight  as  every other  shirt,  tunic,  and coat  worn by all 
others in the luxurious palace.

Stopping just inside the door, Barrin’s eyes grazed his surroundings 
with a hint of distaste pulling at his lips. Brightly lit and filled with the 
sounds of music and conversation, he allowed his eyes to pick out each 
guard and his post, singled out every servant and objective they were 
carrying out, and immediately fell on the royal family that consisted of 
a widower king, his three sons, their two wives, and the six children 
the  oldest  sons  had  between  them.  Only  the  youngest  son,  Prince 
Graydin, noticed the appearance of the anxious mercenary.

Dispatching himself from the royal entourage, Prince Graydin wove 
through the crowded hall in order to approach his long-time friend. 
With a weary smile, Barrin embraced his friend’s forearm and sighed 
at the pleasure of seeing him once more.

“I  almost  did  not  believe  you  would  accept  the  invitation,  Lord 
Barrin,” the Prince remarked as he slowly led him towards the head of 
the hall. “I know how little these occurrences are to your liking.”

“And I appreciate the subtle offer of allowing me to stay away, Your 
Highness. As it stands however, you’ve been housing myself and my 
men  for  far  longer  than  any  city  should  be  forced  to  handle.  If 
attending this evening’s invitation is one way to atone for that curse, I 
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am willing to do so.”
“Well your presence is much appreciated,” Prince Graydin assured 

him with a wide grin. “Of course, you know that I must subject you to 
a tedious round of introductions.” Barrin rolled his eyes and motioned 
for the Prince to lead the way.

After several minutes of being led around the room entering into 
irrational small talk, Prince Graydin eventually led Barrin to a table 
towards the head of the banquet hall. Laughing and exchanging stories 
at the table were a group of six men. Two were short and fat, looking 
like they were brothers. Even the way they were balding was similar, a 
white  crescent  hugging  the  back  of  their  skulls  while  tufting  out 
behind their  ears.  Another man was built  big and thick like a bear. 
Even his shaggy black hair reminded Barrin of winter fur.

Once Graydin had made the introductions, they settled into seats 
beside the bear-like man. Almost instantly, they were enfolded into the 
tales and the gossip. Suddenly, a far-too-familiar subject was brought 
to Barrin’s ears.

“I have had word from my cousin in Quadeesh. It appears Prince 
Haziin has finally returned home,” said one man with a hooked nose 
and olive complexion.

“Where has he been all this time? It’s been nigh a year has it not?”
“He  has  been  in  Valhoal.  That  new  desert  country  forged  in 

Kingdom  territory  about  two  or  three  years  ago,”  the  hook-nose 
answered.  “He’s  been trying to  win over  the  hand of  the  beautiful 
young queen they have there. It appears that he was unsuccessful.”

The mention of Valhoal was enough to trigger the Prince’s memory 
and he turned to the mercenary. “You were in Valhoal not long ago, 
were you not, Lord Barrin?”

Hesitant  to  confirm,  Barrin  answered  slowly,  “Six  quarter-moons 
past, yes.”

“I thought I had heard as much. So you were present when Prince 
Haziin was still trailing after the queen with gems in his eyes?”

“And filling his pockets, I heard,” muttered one portly man.
Diplomatically, Barrin answered, “I had the opportunity to meet the 

youngest of King Heshiin’s sons, yes.”
Graydin leaned forward suddenly, eager to discuss the details with 

his friend. Though he forsook the life of a Lord, Graydin was always 
well  aware  that  Barrin’s  mind  was  equally  political  as  it  was 
mechanical.  To  get  him  to  reveal  such  a  trait,  however,  was  the 
challenge.  Somehow,  only  Graydin  won  such  a  test  against  his 
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endurance.
“Then you must know that the queen has rejected his advances. It is 

the most foolish thing I’ve ever seen. Though he may just be a boy, 
Thalon  cannot  deny  he  has  certainly  more  qualifications  than  she 
herself  has  to  rule.  I  mean,  it  has  only  been  three  seasons  since 
Valhoal’s birth, has it not? With a country so small and young, it was 
simply foolish to spurn an alliance with her closest neighbor. She’ll be 
lucky if King Heshiin will look past this insult. Without luck on her 
side,  I  foresee a pride war in her future.  I’ve never seen a ruler  so 
utterly stubborn that they would ruin their country so thoroughly.”

Barrin had to swallow back the anger burning in his chest. It flared 
to life so suddenly, a minor heat spread throughout his chest cavity 
and his jaw clenched quickly. Though he did not often disagree with 
his  childhood  friend,  Barrin  could  not  help  but  feel  that,  in  this 
particular instance, Graydin could not be any more wrong.

“Forgive me, Your Highness, but I must remark that you see very 
little  of  the  strategy  behind  Queen  Thalon’s  maneuver.  Surely,  an 
alliance with Quadeesh would have made establishing her place easier. 
But Valhoal did not rise from the desert ocean by accepting all  that 
came easy to them. Though she knows well what advantages such an 
alliance  would  offer,  she  knows  also  that  the  disadvantages  far 
outweigh  them.  She  would  never  venture  into  such  a  doomed 
situation. Clever, instead of foolish, is perhaps the word you wished to 
use for the Queen.”

“Clever? She has just spit in the face of her closest potential ally. A 
man whose country could hold hers in its palm. Soldiers spring from 
his diamond mines faster than even those gems he makes his riches 
on,” his host guffawed.

Somehow,  it  felt  as  if  Graydin  struck  Barrin  personally  when he 
criticized Valhoal. As if his short time there had already left its mark on 
him. Each word that was not praise of the Jewel of the Desert seemed 
to sting. It was a feeling more uncomfortable than the layers of shirts 
he was forced to wear.

Gathering his composure together, Barrin said, “Better to spit in the 
face of a potential ally than to draw fire from her own people. Had she 
made the alliance with Quadeesh, she would have been deposed in an 
instant. Prince Haziin was, to be quite honest, the least favorite of her 
suitors. The Queen knows better than to go against her people’s wishes 
on so important a matter. Whoever stands beside her on that throne 
must have her people’s respect as well as her own. If not, Valhoal will 
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fall. It is as simple as that.”
“If it is for the good of the people—”
“Then  Thalon  will  see  it  done.  No  matter  the  cost  to  herself, 

personal or otherwise, she will do what needs to be done. For no other 
sake than Valhoal’s.”

“You seem quite certain of her convictions, Lord Barrin,” observed 
one hefty man with beady little blue eyes.

Turning to face the portly gentleman, Barrin nodded his head once. 
“The Queen and I had an opportunity to talk at great length about the 
welfare  of  her  nation.  Including  the  difficulties  in  finding  someone 
suitable to fill the role beside her. She revealed to me that the people of 
Valhoal would never accept the young prince of Quadeesh and, in fact, 
they would see their Queen childless to her dying day if one did not 
step forward whom they could accept. Enough of her trust lies in them 
that she will do whatever is required or requested of her. And enough 
of  their  loyalty  lies  in  her  that  they  know  she  will  respect  their 
opinions  undoubtedly.  Far  from  foolish,  Queen  Thalon  is  the  most 
remarkable ruler I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet. No offense to his 
Highness,  of  course.”  Barrin  bowed  his  head  respectfully  in  the 
direction of his host.

“I  think our Lord Barrin has been bewitched by the Jewel of  the 
Desert,” roared the bear-like man whose name and titles Barrin had 
already forgotten.

Prince Graydin shook his head slowly. “I fear for Valhoal, if that is 
the track of mind their queen now follows. I know what you have said, 
my friend. Yet, I cannot condone a leader who does not choose to lead 
as she sees fit. You say that Queen Thalon knows how beneficial the 
alliance with Quadeesh would be. However, she has not acted upon it 
and that seems a form of weakness to me. And we all know that she is 
never that. None could perform the feats that she has and not be seen 
as a respected ruler.

“However,  her  inexperience is  keenly shown in blunders such as 
this. Despite the lack of popularity afforded the prince, it was still a 
ripe match for her home. She is ruler of her own country and should 
have made a  decision that  would benefit  them all  in  the  long run, 
instead  of  giving  them a  temporary  consolation.  I  know you think 
highly of her, Lord Barrin, but I’m afraid I cannot.”

Bowing  his  head  in  acknowledgment,  a  new  gleam  entered  into 
Barrin’s eyes and he studied his ally knowingly. “Your thoughts are 
not ill-formed, Your Highness. And to any other eye, including mine, 
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this would seem a terrible and foolish mistake ...  if  Valhoal was an 
established nation.”

“I do not understand your meaning,” Prince Graydin admitted.
Studying his host with a genteel expression, Barrin asked innocently, 

“How  did  your  country  begin,  Your  Highness?  Did  it  start  with 
brutality and hostility? Did your many-times-great ancestor bleed his 
people dry and defy their needs in order to do what he thought would 
be right for them in the end?

“What  about  your  neighbors  to  the  east?  Are  they  not  the 
established nation your country built its many alliances on? And did 
their rulers not consult the wills of their own people when they set out 
to forge their own homes in the birthing of their nation? Has any ruler 
in  any  surviving  nation  begun  a  country  doing  what  only  they 
believed to be right, without first consulting those they led?

“I should think not,” Barrin said in an even tone.
“Never, in all the histories I have heard of any nation I had traveled 

through,  have  I  been  subject  to  a  tale  where  the  leader,  whose 
responsibility  consisted  of  an  entire  people,  held  no  regard  for  the 
opinions of  those that  followed them.  Not  in  a  single  tale  had any 
leader, in the earliest years of building their nation, made a decision 
that could jeopardize all without first consulting those he or she would 
lead for the rest of their natural lives.

“Now, if Valhoal were an established nation filled with a people set 
in their own ways who must come to trust a new ruler, it would be 
crucial for Thalon to establish an alliance as soon as possible with her 
neighbors. Simply to boost public support for her, if nothing else.

“But Valhoal is not established and she must keep the loyalty and 
trust of her people for as long as she rules them. They, above all else in 
the  world,  are  her  priority.  And if  they  tell  her  that  the  suitor  she 
dislikes the most is also the one they would never have as king, you 
can rest assured that Thalon will not make the mistake of turning her 
nose up at them.

“Without her people, Thalon is not a queen. Without Valhoal, she 
has no home. And without their support, it will all crumble. So yes, 
Your Highness, I must conclude that I do think most highly of her. For 
she has the most challenging role I’ve ever had to witness: growing a 
newborn nation into one that will last centuries. It is a position none of 
us envy, I am sure.”

There  was  a  silence  following  Barrin’s  words.  It  was  just  long 
enough to allow him to wonder at his own candidness. His reaction to 
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any criticism of Valhoal or Thalon was irrational and confusing at best. 
Though he knew enough of the situation to accurately judge it as he 
had,  never  before  would  he  have  gotten  into  a  very  public  debate 
surrounding the motives of a ruler. Many other times, he had just sat 
there and allowed the politicians to discuss their politics. Always he 
was content to play the part of ignorant mercenary and let them think 
whatever they like, even if they were wrong.

Yet, the things thought of the nation born of sun and sand were so 
wrong that he could no longer stand it. A need had erupted in his chest 
and he was both eager to carry on with it and puzzled at how it came 
to be. For in that moment, Lord Barrin wanted nothing more than to 
form a clearer, far more positive, image of Valhoal in the minds of all 
around him. Not a want. A simple, irresistible need.

“I stand humbled by your observation, Lord Barrin. Thank you for 
your opinion.”

Graydin hadn’t said it like most men would have. His features did 
not express any disdain or conceit as he looked to his friend. Unlike 
most  men  who  would  dig  in  their  heels  on  an  opinion  previously 
formed,  Graydin was conceding to the fact  that  Barrin had been to 
Valhoal and he hadn’t. Therefore, he would accept Barrin’s view of it 
as closer to the facts than the rumors he had received.

Only a moment later, the topic of conversation had shifted. Barrin’s 
thoughts could not shift,  however.  Always,  for the past six months, 
Thalon was at the forefront of his mind. Her offer was a lilting melody 
in his dreams. And his refusal seemed even more an act of cowardice. 
Especially at times like these.

He had almost said it. Almost he had admitted that Thalon’s people 
had already chosen for her. And that he had failed them.

For the rest of the evening, that shame coated his skin. It churned his 
stomach and he felt no desire to do anything but sit and drown in his 
own misery. Even when he had said his goodbyes and returned to the 
encampment outside of the city, the feeling would not dissipate. Like a 
voice  lingering  in  the  back  of  his  mind,  he  seemed  like  the  most 
cowardly man he’d ever known.

Arguably, it  was not his responsibility.  Valhoal existed because of 
Thalon and no other; no matter what praise she and her people would 
lay at his feet. To establish such a nation was the responsibility of its 
queen. And she had enough opportunity resting in her palm to set a 
course that would ensure Valhoal’s future. One option she had just cast 
away. But there were many others that would ensure the survival of 
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her people.
If she knew how.
That, absolutely, was the cause of Barrin’s inner turmoil. Not the fact 

that Thalon was fumbling in the dark, but the simple fact that she had 
asked for his help. And he had denied her.

Thalon had never been one to ask for much. When she was in the 
middle  of  the  Rising  and aid  was  sorely  needed,  she  did  not  seek 
outside  her  own for  answers.  Instead,  she  and  her  people  rose  up 
against any and all dangers and overcame them with their own will 
and determination. She was the type of woman who did not need help 
from anyone and she would not ask it even if she did.

Well, she was asking now. And the one person whom she could trust 
with such a simple request had turned his back on her. For no other 
reason than he did not wish to go back. He had no desire to enter into 
a world full of scheming, lying, and deadly politeness. Once he had left 
his father’s house, he had left behind that world. It was too much for 
Thalon even to ask it of him.

As  he  thought  about  it,  however,  he  also  heard  his  own words. 
Valhoal  was  young  enough  for  a  ruler  to  consult  her  people.  And 
young enough to make its own stand in the world he’d left behind. If it 
was a strong enough stand, one that would last generations, then how 
could it be corrupted by those outside its borders? Should they be able 
to  carve  out  the  right  niche  for  themselves,  none  could  shift  the 
perception the people of Valhoal would have. They were certainly the 
right people to carve out niches.

With his help, Valhoal could rise above anything ever expected of it 
in this lifetime.

It was the first time Barrin had ever truly considered Thalon’s offer. 
All along, his own fear of being dragged back into the world he’d left 
behind had crippled his decision. He hadn’t thought of what it cost her 
to seek his aid. For no other reason than his own stubborn pride, he 
had refused the most selfless woman he had ever met. And he had not 
yet thought of what benefits a new position would give unto him and 
his men.

Finally, it was time to reveal the reason for his brief absence to those 
whom it would most affect. Whether he stayed with them or became 
King of Valhoal, it was a decision best not made without the counsel of 
those he trusted. A decision he was certain Thalon would approve of.

“Captain,”  Barrin  called  softly  to  the  mercenary  nearest  to  him, 
“gather the men. We have much to discuss.”
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Standing  silently  and  proud,  Barrin  waited  for  his  men  in  the 
clearing where they’d taken to practicing each day. Around him, the 
once lush ferns were stamped into the ground, lying in place beside 
the  once-long  meadow grass.  Flowers  hadn’t  even  bloomed in  this 
place over the spring because they could not puncture the forest floor 
through  their  fallen  brethren.  Somehow,  the  scene  weighed  on  his 
shoulders. As if he was seeing the perfect image to describe how his 
past had made him feel. Tramped down and forgotten.

Then he saw it.  A tiny white petal that was more precious for its 
solidarity rather than its beauty. Against the sheer violence of the land 
in which it was born, it rose up defiantly and claimed its own place. 
It’s own home. Just like Valhoal.

And just like Valhoal, Barrin could choose to aid its endeavor ... or 
leave it to its own fate.
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The Black Gryphon cried out in announcement as he circled overhead. 
Drums pounded across the vast expanse of desert. Rattles reminded 
Lord Barrin of thousands of snakes as they announced their approach. 
And a smile split his cracked lips as they rose like a wave from the 
sand.

Gold as any Desert Eagle, the entire city of Valhoal moved like a 
desert  sea  towards  them.  At  their  head,  glinting  in  the  high  noon 
sunlight, rode Thalon, Daughter of the Sun and the Sand, Jewel of the 
Desert, Queen of Valhoal. She was every bit as imposing as she was 
gorgeous. And every bit as wise as she was young. A ruler who would 
be hard-pressed to find one to equal her.

Barrin would do his best to match her step for step.
Beneath  the  blistering  mid-day  sun,  the  two  parties  met  on  the 

grounds outside of the gate. Like the night meeting the day, Barrin’s 
mercenaries dressed in their black armor stopped just before Thalon’s 
people who were dressed as if they were attending a wedding. One 
look between the dark-skinned Valhoal Warriors and the Desert Eagles 
Mercenary Company and one might never guess that they would soon 
be brothers to one another.

“Lord  Barrin,  you  have  returned.  With  more  men than  even  the 
palace can hold,” Queen Thalon remarked, an amused gleam in her 
eyes though her features expressed nothing. Her eyes flickered to the 
standard dancing in the desert breeze beside Barrin’s Company flag. 
Equally,  her  eyes  ignored  the  visage  painted  on  each  mercenary’s 
chest.

“You once told me that the borders of Valhoal were open to me. I 
had hoped the invitation would include my own people.”
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This was dangerous territory, he knew. Thalon, having been rejected 
by him before, could not appear weak to her people. She could not 
give them the impression of having needed his aid so badly that she 
would buckle easily. Never could she appear defeated or submissive.

“You have alarmed many of mine, bringing so large an armed force 
to the heart of our nation.”

She  looked  anything  but  submissive.  In  fact,  she  appeared  ... 
triumphant.

“Were it not for the standard you travel under, I fear you would not 
have arrived safely,” she remarked with the barest twitch of her full 
lips.

“Were it not for the invitation of a courageous Queen, I would not 
have felt right riding beneath such a noble banner.”

Thalon’s lips spread in a wide smile then. Suddenly, without any 
warning to Barrin, she raised her voice to dance on the air currents of 
the open sky. “I have asked my people if it was wise to invite Lord 
Barrin, Son of Lord Bascal and Lady Gryn, General of the Desert Eagles 
Mercenary  Company  to  become  King  of  Valhoal,  the  Jewel  of  the 
Desert. They have answered!”

Behind her, a roar burst from the throats of the desert people. Fists 
were thrust into the air and the drums pounded out in an erratic beat. 
Queen Thalon sat  tall  and proud in her  saddle while  around her a 
cacophony  of  rejoice  erupted.  Barrin  had  his  answer.  She  deserved 
hers.

Raising his own voice, Barrin announced, “I have asked the Desert 
Eagles if they would follow me into the land of sun and sand, to stand 
beside the great Warriors of Valhoal, the Jewel of the Desert. They have 
answered!”

Behind him, his men raised their weapons high and a uniformed, 
throaty chant erupted through the ranks. Barrin did not bother to hide 
his own elation. Formality was not needed here. Not amongst his own 
people.

Thalon  spurred  her  horse  forward,  covering  half  the  distance 
between their two worlds. In the same instant, Barrin did the same. 
They each stopped when their thighs could touch. In front of everyone, 
Thalon held up her right arm and Barrin grasped her hand with his 
own, their thumbs interlocked and the other four fingers lying against 
the back of each other’s hand.

“For my people,” Thalon said even as the cheers erupted on either 
side of them.
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Barrin smiled knowingly. “For our people.”
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On the fourth anniversary of the Rising, Barrin, Defender of the Sun 
and the Sand, the Desert Eagle, King of Valhoal carried his newborn 
child  onto  the  uppermost  battlements  of  the  Keep.  From there,  the 
infant  could  see  with  those  midnight  blue  irises  exactly  what  its 
parents had always seen: a people full of love and trust for those who 
ruled Valhoal. It saw what Barrin had first seen here: the future. And it 
was filled with hope.

It was upon those battlements that King Barrin and Queen Thalon 
claimed their daughter for their people. Poured into her the love of a 
nation. And entrusted her with their future.

In the language of her people, val was the word for ‘jewel’. And in 
her native tongue, alya meant ‘water’. For those of the desert, water 
was the most precious element in the world. Water meant life.

Valalya, Daughter of the Desert Eagle, the Water Jewel, Princess of 
Valhoal was now the heart and soul of the Jewel of the Desert.


