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      The House whiskey of the Broken Claw Saloon said a lot about the establishment. Perched near the outskirts of the Melted Lands and the Alamedian territory of Lightspur, Dunesburg’s saloon held its doors open to any wayward traveler needing a meal and a place to escape the heat. Its whiskey was unassuming but warm, with just enough burn to erase the dust of the road, and it didn’t taste like regret the next morning. The dark amber liquor mixed well with the jaunty tune coming from the piano playing in the corner. The smokey taste matched the haze of pipe smoke filtering through beams of dingy sunlight.

      Leaning against the bar, Dale Hartwell looked over the wanted poster next to his drink. A dark ring left by his glass stained the corner of the crumpled paper. The poster contained the vaguest descriptions, a rough sketch of a hooded figure with a featureless mask, and the name “Talon”. The bandit had been haunting the railways for years, never really drawing Dale’s attention. But it was the reward of eight hundred gold scales, dead or alive, that now enticed him—and anyone else hungry for coin.

      Dale touched the pewter medallion hanging from his neck, his thumb moving over the raised lines of the twin pistols crossing a cactus blossom. Eight hundred scales could buy a lotta supplies. And a lotta information…Might even be able to follow that lead in Edin “One-eyed” Sean told me about. He licked whiskey from his lips. The cool alcohol burned his throat, washing down the salty, buttery taste of the aurochs steak he’d eaten.

      “Need a top off?” the barkeep asked. Sweat glistened off his patchy, bald head. The pepper-gray mustache perched above his mouth like a caterpillar. His tweed vest had seen better days, the brown plaid faded by the years.

      “Nah. This one’s enough,” Dale told him with a crooked grin and swirled the contents of his glass around.

      “Thought ya were celebratin’.”

      “Still gotta be sober enough to ride. I’ll take a bottle of Malistar and water for later, though.”

      Dale glanced past the barkeep. Above the shelves full of bottles hung a longhorn bison skull with a mageslinger spell circle drawn on its bleached forehead, its horns painted orange, blue, and yellow. It was a totem of good luck that toed the line between the Golden Flame-graced Alamedian territories and the wilderness of the Melted Lands.

      The older man grabbed a large green bottle and a smaller brown one down, setting them down in front of Dale. “And what about him? He need a drink?” He peered over the bar.

      Lying tied up and unconscious on the ground was a blond-haired man in a dusty coat. Blood specked his mustache, and a ripe shiner darkened his left eye. People stepped around him and otherwise ignored him. Dale nudged the man with his boot, but he didn’t stir.

      “Earl will be fine. I’m sure he’ll get one once he’s processed in the Rosewater Jail. He’ll need it once the sleepdust wears off.” Maybe I used a bit too much on him…

      “What’d he do?” the barkeeper asked.

      “Robbed a bank and shot the mayor of Greentayle. Been on the run for a few weeks ‘til I caught him down in the Crimson Bluffs tryin’ to stash his loot,” Dale told him, arms folded across the top of the bar.

      The barkeep’s brow furrowed, and he filled two glasses with dark amber liquid. He slid them down the bar to another patron at the end. Droplets of liquid sloshed onto the worn wood, and he touched his thumb to the barbed ring on his pointer finger, drawing a bead of blood. He drew his finger in the air, creating a circle of magic runes that shimmered before shooting toward the droplets. As they hovered over the stain, it vanished, and the spell dissipated.

      Might’ve been easier for him to wipe it down, but I guess he doesn’t like stains. Dale looked at the stainless bar top. Will say this is the cleanest bar in an outskirts saloon I’ve ever seen. Wonder if he can use his mageslingin’ to make drinks…

      The man wiped his thumb off on a red handkerchief. “Greentayle is a fair piece from here. Why take him to Rosewater?”

      “He’s wanted there first for another robbery. Gotta drop him off there to collect the reward before Greentayle’s sheriff pays him a visit. Seems like good ole Earl can’t keep his fingers from bein’ sticky. But people like him keep me in business.”

      The barkeeper grabbed another glass to fill with a bright green spirit. “Thinkin’ ‘bout huntin’ down the Talon?”

      “Wanted a challenge, y’know?” Dale replied. Maybe Russel knows about Talon. If anyone would know somethin’, he would.

      “Seen a lotta hunters and trained mageslingers come through, but it’s a fool’s quest, chasin’ after a ghost like that. Few ever come back.”

      “Is that so? Maybe I’ll get lucky this time.”

      The barkeeper frowned. “Pride like that is what gets folks killed.”

      “I’m just confident in my skills, sir.” Dale smiled and folded the poster up, slipping it into the breast pocket of his vest. He rested his hand against the yellowed dragon horn revolver holstered at his side, the long stock brushing against his hip. The same design on his necklace was etched onto the cylinder. Its weight was a familiar comfort.

      “Money makes fools outta everyone. Skies above, we got enough of ‘em ‘round here,” the barkeep said and sent the drink down the left of the bar.

      “Guess I’m a fool then, chasin’ after ghosts and gold.” That’s all I really know how to do, anyway…Chase leads and rumors to find my ghosts.

      The old familiar ache cut through the warmth of the drink, and he touched his necklace again. A wave of concern brushed against his mind, tugging at him to leave the saloon. Dale knocked back the last of his drink and slapped two silver scales on the counter before putting the bottles away in his pack.

      “I’d best be on my way. Can’t keep the Rosewater sheriff waitin’.” Dale glanced at the faded embroidered name on the front of the barkeep’s vest. “Thanks for the drink, Wyatt.”

      Dale put on his thick leather jacket before picking up his pack and the goggles resting on the stool next. He grabbed the back of Earl’s shirt, and the man mumbled something in his sleep as his head lolled against his chest.

      “If ya survive and collect the reward, the next drink’s on me,” Wyatt said and snatched the arrowhead-shaped coins and slipped them into his pocket.

      Dale tipped his pale gray, wide-brimmed hat and headed for the swinging doors, dragging Earl behind him. “I’ll hold ya to that.”

      Sand crunched underneath Dale’s boots as he stepped into the heat of the day, squinting against the brightness. He headed for the line of water troughs outside the saloon.

      “Time to head out, Bean. We’re goin’ south,” Dale said and approached his mount tied to a stone post. Grunting, he lifted Earl’s limp body across the back of his saddle, tying him down securely.

      Dale ran his hand along the speckled gray and ocher scaly hide of the lean dragon basking in the sun. Bean’s wings unfurled as he let out a throaty trill, his pink, forked tongue flicking the air. The dragon’s excitement bubbled over into Dale, an imploring question flashing across his mind in scenes of the horizon and blue skies. Bean’s front claws dug into the ground as Dale scratched behind one of the backward-facing horns on the dragon’s head. Two metal rings from the bridle were hooked around each dark horn. Two larger green Darvus dragons tied up by the trough watched Dale and Bean with slitted amber eyes.

      “Yeah, we’re takin’ Earl to see Bill and get us some scales before we set off after a new mark,” Dale told him and untied the reins. Bean bobbed his head, tail thumping the ground. Another question rose up, showing pieces of meat. “No treats yet. Ya had some when we got here. I’ll getcha somethin’ nice when we get to Rosewater.” Bean’s disappointed whine was mirrored by the dragon’s attempt to frown—lips curling back from his long teeth.

      After securing Earl, Dale hauled himself onto Bean’s back, adjusting a pair of thick straps in the stirrups around his boots while his legs bent against the saddle flaps just above the wings. Dale put on his worn leather gloves, and the dragon’s eagerness rippled through him like a shifting breeze. Pulling a bandana over his nose, Dale slipped the goggles on. He adjusted his hat, and the magic spell along the brim activated to cling to his head. He whistled, reins held tight, and Bean lumbered down the main street of Dunesburg. People moved out of the way as the dragon raced for the takeoff area at the edge of town. Powerful muscles moved beneath the saddle, and Dale gripped Bean’s sides with his legs.

      Bean launched into the air, his wings beating against the blue sky. Wind rushed past as Dunesburg shrunk in the distance, and the horizon expanded in front of them like a melting band of gold. Dale kept his body against the cushioned pommel, pressure building behind his eyes. The wind spell inside his bandana flickered to life and provided him with oxygen as the air thinned. Dale’s ears popped the higher they climbed, and he took deep breaths as the air became colder and thinner, his leather jacket and thick riding pants keeping him warm. Exhilaration thrummed through them both as they soared above the clouds.
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      Seventy miles south from Dunesburg, Rosewater sat perched on the edge of the Solfaire Lake basin, with the Spineback Mountains a jagged green backdrop in the distance. Alameda’s territories were a patchwork of green and brown, slashed down the middle from the Alluvialian region of the Melted Lands that extended for hundreds of miles. If Dale squinted, he could almost make out the mountain range to the west where his home was. No matter where he was in the sky, he always knew which direction it was, even though he hadn’t been there in years.

      Bean’s concern sparked through Dale as his thoughts wandered, snapping him back to the present. “I’m good, bud,” Dale said, pulling the reins to the left toward the bare landing patch behind the houses.

      The dragon descended and landed with a jolt, flinging out his wings to slow himself. Dust swirled through the air as Dale urged the dragon toward the main road. Corralled terror birds in the nearby field squawked, their short, feathered wings flapping and orange beaks snapping at the air. A wagon pulled by a pair of striped, gray horses passed along the main street. The buildings cast long shadows as the sun sank, and the church bell rang out the hour.

      Leaning back in the saddle, Dale removed his goggles and wiped the residue of splattered bugs off on his pants. “Let’s get Earl situated.”

      The people of Rosewater wandered through the streets, going between the different establishments. Telegraph lines ran along like marionette strings. Several other dragon riders with brown Terracor and blue and yellow Agrosar mounts were in town. Dale glanced at the mageslinger creating ice treats outside a components shop across the way. Bean drifted toward the restaurant next to the butcher’s shop that had a plume of smoke rising from the back where the meats were grilled. The smell of hickory smoke and daeodon bacon made Dale’s stomach growl while Bean’s yearning hunger gnawed at his insides. Dale tugged back on the reins to keep Bean from wandering into the establishment.

      “No, Bean,” he said, and the dragon complained with a guttural wail. “Bounty first, then food. Besides, ya know ya can’t go through the door, or the whole place will come down. Can’t ruin another restaurant again…” Took a whole year to pay that one off, and we’re still not welcome back in Brightwater.

      “Dale Hartwell, is that you?” a raspy voice called out from across the street.

      Dale pulled Bean to a stop and spotted a plump older Alluvialian woman standing outside the haberdashery across the street. “Howdy, Meryl.” He lowered his bandana and tipped his gray hat.

      “Watcha doin’ in these parts? I haven’t seen you since I made you that hat years ago. How’s it workin’ for you?” Meryl’s hands rested on her hips, her gray hair done up in a tight bun decorated with bright blue feathers.

      “The hat’s perfect. Never lost it on a flight, and the silk lining is a nice touch. I’m droppin’ someone off for Bill. He in?” Dale asked.

      “Far’s I know, he’s still at the jailhouse. Willie’s there.” Dale nodded and continued down the street. “Stop by when you have time, and I’ll fix up that ragged coat of yours.”

      He threw her a tilted grin. “It ain’t ragged. It’s well worn.”

      The town jailhouse was a faded yellow stone building with a slanted tin roof and a tangled mess of violet roses growing up one side. Rumor had it that the wife of a convicted highwayman planted the bush outside the cell so her husband would have something nice to smell when they bloomed. Now, it threatened to overtake the building like a beautiful thorny, monster.

      Bean stopped outside the jailhouse, and Dale unstrapped himself from the saddle and dismounted. The familiar green and brown speckled Rynlander was missing from the post out front. The leaner, brown Terracor dragon, Myst, stretched out in the shade against the building. She snorted at them, her arrowhead-shaped head resting on her crossed front feet. Bean flicked his tongue out and rumbled a greeting. Earl lifted his head, slurred muttering leaving his chapped lips. His blue eyes fluttered open, and he looked around blearily.

      “Welcome back, Earl. Hope ya had some good dreams,” Dale told him and untied the man from Bean’s saddle.

      “Wha…?” Earl muttered.

      “Rivitin’ stuff, Earl. Save it for yer new cellmates.”

      Dale dragged the man, and a heavy sack stained with red dust into the jailhouse, inhaling the scent of tobacco smoke and roses. The deputy sat at the table on the left and played with a worn deck of cards. Warm sunlight filtered in, hitting the rolltop desk and the framed black and white photographs, wanted posters, and town news pinned to the walls. Past the main room was the barred door leading to the jail cells.

      Huffing, Dale dropped Earl and the bag on the floor with a thump. “Evenin’, Willie. Bill ‘round? I didn’t see Creen outside.”

      Willie “Wilhelmina” Jack turned around in the chair, squinting at him from beneath her hat. Her round deputy badge was pinned to the front of her suspenders, and the sleeves of her blue shirt were rolled up to show off her sabercat tattoo on her brown skin. The leather shoulder holsters displayed a pair of striated dragon horn-handled revolvers. Her sharp hazel eyes shifted to him, the reed pick held between her teeth shifted to the side of her mouth.

      “He went out for a bit. We’ve had some reports of bandits in the hills. He should be back soon,” she said and laid her cards down. “What’d you bring this time?”

      Dale pulled out the wanted poster and held it out to her. “Earl Carne. Bank robber. Picked him up by the Crimson Bluffs.”

      Earl stared up at Willie while she studied the poster. “Looks like him. Did you find where he stashed the money?”

      “Caught him stashin’ it.” He nudged the sack with his boot. “Not sure if it’s all Greentayle’s stuff, but I’m sure ya can get him talkin’. He might even sing.”

      Willie hauled Earl to one of the empty cells, and pulled out a long key from her belt. “I’ll let Bill know when he gets back. You want anything while you wait?”

      A jolt of excitement from Bean hit Dale before the sounds of flapping wings did. “Looks like I didn’t have to wait long. My timin’ is impeccable,” he said, grinning.

      Dale leaned out the door to see Bean’s tail wagging as he greeted the green and brown speckled dragon that landed. The rider hopped off and removed his leather helmet and goggles, brushing back his sweaty red hair. A tan formed around Bill’s eyes where the goggles had been. His mount, Creen, tasted the air around Bean before she shook the dust off herself.

      “Watcha doin’ here, Hartwell?” the sheriff asked, his gruff voice always sounding accusatory even when he was happy.

      “Bringin’ ya another guest.” Dale pushed off the doorframe to let Bill through. While Dale wasn’t a tall man, he stood over Bill like a lanky tree.

      The sheriff looked at Earl slumped in the cell. “What’s the bounty?”

      “One hundred and fifty gold scales,” Dale told him. “An extra
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