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IT WAS THE SNAP OF a twig that first alerted her. Such a small thing. A common occurrence in the mountain forest that had been her home since childhood. But still there was a wrongness about it, and Cyan Parrish found herself suddenly wide awake staring at the walls of her dark room as though she could see through them. 

She gave herself a mental snort. Would that she had such magic. Clearly her grandmother had read her too many fairy tales.

She rolled out of bed as quietly as a mouse and slid the machete from under the bed. For once she was glad Sutter had insisted she keep it there. She crept toward the bedroom door. The wood planks chilled her bare feet, but she hardly noticed. Whoever was out there was no friend, of that she was certain.

She slipped over to the single window and peeked out from between the curtains she’d made herself. Careful to stay out of the line of sight, she scanned the woods for any sign of movement. There was plenty. Her cabin was surrounded. But by whom?

With no way out the back, she slipped quietly down the hall toward the front room. Perhaps she could go out that way.

The cabin door burst inward, crashing against the wall. Splinters shot in every direction. Cyan didn’t usually keep the door locked, but since Sutter had left for Fossil to help his friends, it had made her feel better. Safer. Goddess, she was a fool.

Three men moved through the doorway, their booted feet loud on the wooden floor. Cyan kept herself hidden behind the archway leading into the back of the cabin. She hefted the machete, ready to let swing the minute one of them got close enough.

“Check the back,” one of the men ordered, his voice muffled beneath the balaclava he wore. Whether to hide his features or simply because it was cold out, Cyan wasn’t sure. “I want that witch found.” With grunts of agreement, the other two men moved toward her hiding place. “Alive,” the first man said.

Oh goddess, someone was searching for the witch. Never a good thing. Cyan tried to keep her breathing steady. To keep her wild imagination at bay. She had to focus on the task at hand: protect herself. 

The first intruder came around the corner, and Cyan swung the machete. The sharp blade hit the man in the upper arm, slicing deep to the bone. He let out a scream, clutching at the gaping wound and stumbling back as she ripped out the machete.

“She’s armed,” a second man called. “She got Partins.” The second man grabbed the wounded Partins and hauled him back into Cyan’s living room. While they were distracted, Cyan quietly moved to the other side of the archway.

“You idiots! She’s one woman. What are you? A bunch of pussies? Get her.” The guy in charge was clearly willing to yell orders, but he wasn’t coming any closer from what Cyan could tell. Wuss.

She waited patiently as the second man stalked toward her, his attention focused on the right side of the archway. She smiled. He hadn’t expected her to move. This time, she hit the man in the thigh, cutting deep. He stumbled backward with a strangled scream, blood spraying everywhere including on Cyan. She’d hit an artery. He’d be dead in seconds. The thought made her queasy. She was a healer, not a killer.

They attacked you, she reminded herself. They deserve what they get. Sutter would have ripped their heads off. Still, she found it hard to convince herself of that. She was a woman of peace and had experienced little of violence. The Wars excepted, of course.

Her hands were beginning to shake, but she forced herself to hold steady, waiting for the next onslaught. It never came. Instead she smelled the acrid tang of smoke. Not the sulfuric smoke of dragons, but the oily stench of torches and the scent of burning wood. They’d lit her house on fire.

What should she do? If she ran for it, they’d get her. But if she stayed here, she’d burn.

“I suggest you put down your weapon and come out,” shouted the leader as if he read her mind. “Burning to death is a very unpleasant way to die, I assure you.”

“You’ll just kill me anyway,” Cyan shouted back, wishing with all her might that Sutter were here. He would kick these guys’ asses into the next century.

“It’s possible,” the man admitted. “But for now, you will be safe with me. I can’t say the same about the fire.”

Cyan made a decision. Live to fight another day. It was what her grandmother would have done.

She laid down her machete and stepped outside. 
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SUTTER SMELLED THE smoke miles before he reached the clearing. He’d expected it, of course. It was a chilly day, and Cyan always kept the wood stove burning, ready to heat up stew, bake a loaf of bread, or brew one of her herbal concoctions. But this was no ordinary smoke. This was something bad.

Dropping his pack, he raced through the forest and up the mountain toward the hidden cabin. Adrenaline surged through his body, lending power and speed to his legs. For once he blessed the genetic enhancement that had turned him from an ordinary Tracker into a Dragon Warrior.

The clearing finally came into view, the sight stopping him dead in his tracks. The cozy home which Cyan loved so much had been burned to the ground. There was nothing left but a few black, smoldering timbers. Her carefully winterized garden had been ripped to shreds, the hibernating plants and root vegetables yanked out of the soil to lie rotting in the sun.

Sutter pulled out his diamond-edged dragon blade, fury tearing through him, followed by fear. What had happened? Where was Cyan?

“Cyan!” He bellowed at the top of his lungs, but there was no answer. The clearing was empty. Whoever had done this was long gone, and there was no trace of Cyan.

The only sign left for him was written in bright green paint across the blackened stone of what had once been the chimney breast:

Death to the Green Witch.
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THE LOW, DUSTY BUILDINGS of Fossil came into view. At last. It had seemed to take ages.

Sutter had searched the property, but there had been no sign of Cyan anywhere near the cabin. Despite the message, there had no blood to indicate she’d been injured. Or worse. His guess was it had been left to throw whoever found it off her kidnappers’ trail. Idiots.

He’d found the tracks left by Cyan’s attackers and followed them straight toward Fossil. As he reached the outskirts of the small town, the tracks veered west, giving the settlement a wide berth. Clearly they hadn’t wanted to be spotted by the sentinels, which wasn’t surprising.

On the other side of town, the tracks veered south again. They were headed for the canyon. That much was clear.

“Sutter?”

He jerked his head up. It took him a moment to place the woman. How had she snuck up on him like that? He hadn’t heard her until she was mere feet away. Her dark honey-colored hair was swept up in a ponytail, her eyes shaded by a pair of ancient Aviators. The slim body beneath the patched jeans and ragged leather jacket belied the strength of a Tracker.

“Rain.” The name slipped out unbidden. They’d been partners once. Spending days together on a Track. She had been like a little sister to him. He still remembered what that felt like, but it seemed distant now. Like a dream. Thanks to the tinkering Barnes had done to his brain.

“What you doing out here?” Her head tilted a little to the side, and he knew she was reading him and had already figured out something was wrong. She was smart that way.

“It’s Cyan. They took her.”

Rain straightened. “Who took her?”

He shook his head. “Don’t know.” He pointed south. “They went that way.”

“Canyon.”

He nodded briefly.

“Damn. Only two reasons anyone goes to the canyon,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Neither one is any good.”

Sutter pulled up the memory. It wasn’t easy. Like pulling a shoe out of melted hot tar. Some of his memories were still like that. Maybe always would be. “Either they live there, or they want the other side.”

There were rumors about the kind of people who lived in the canyon. None of them good. And if they were passing through, the only thing on the other side was the ruins of the old city. Still, it didn’t matter. He was getting Cyan back from those assholes if it killed him.

“You better come back to Fossil with me,” Rain said. 

Sutter shook his head. “Wasting time.” Maybe it had been meant to throw him off, but the message had been clear. They were going to kill her.

“If they’re canyon dwellers, you’re gonna need help. If they’re from the other side...” She shook her head. “Well, you’re gonna need a hell of a lot more than that.”

“Ain’t nobody in Fossil can help me,” he said, glancing toward the sun. It was too far down the sky for his liking. He needed to stop yakking and get moving.

“Don’t be an idiot. We’ve got a Dragon Lord and...Audrey. Whatever the hell she is.”

“I don’t need to mind control any drags,” Sutter argued. “I just need to find Cyan.”

“And you’ll do it better with help,” she insisted, grabbing his arm.

He finally gave in. She was right. “I still don’t think anyone can help.”

“Oh ye of little faith.”

“Now you sound like the Padre.”

She glanced up at him. “Is that a glimmer of humor I hear? Careful, Dragon Boy. Your humanity is showing.” There was laughter in her voice so he didn’t take offence. It was hard to take offence at Rain, though she’d riled him on more than one occasion. But that was another lifetime.

Fossil was only a short walk away, and they were soon entering the unofficial gathering place for all of town: Hank’s bar. It had been an old gas station in the Before. Before the drags came and turned the world to shit. Now it was a safe place against both the drags and the ones that called themselves Marines.

“Albie,” Rain called across the bar to an older woman sitting in the back. She was Hank’s aunt and feisty enough to belie her seventy years.

“Well, lookee who the cat done dragged in.” Albie eyed Sutter. “What’s wrong, boy?”

“Somebody took Cyan,” Rain answered for him.

Albie’s eyes narrowed. “That so. Tell me.”

Before he knew what was happening, Sutter found himself spilling the tale to Albie. Up to and including the lurid green message.

“Christ Almighty on a bike, that ain’t good.” Albie took a long swallow from the chipped Mason jar filled with home brew. “No good reason anybody goes to the canyon.”

“You know who took her?” Rain asked.

“With a message like that, could be anybody,” Albie shrugged. “Folks fear things they don’t understand. Especially if there’s a woman behind it.” Her voice was dry as dust. “They been calling smart women witches since the dawn of creation. Any excuse to be assholes. Odd, though. To leave such a message and not kill her then and there.”

“My guess is they thought anyone looking for Cyan would buy the message and think she’s dead,” Rain said, echoing Sutter’s own conclusion.

Sutter didn’t flinch, but the thought of what they could have done to Cyan - could be doing to her - made him feel sick. It also made him angry. “We’re wasting time,” he muttered.

Rain ignored him. “You think it’s the canyon people?”

“Maybe. Heard stories about them. Bad ones. But can’t imagine they’d come all this way to take a healer. They got folks of their own.” Albie gazed off into space for a moment, her fingers twirling the half-empty glass of moonshine. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s them from the other side of the canyon.”

Rain nodded. “I was afraid of that.” She glanced up at Sutter. “Just don’t know what they’d want Cyan for. Other siders don’t come this way often.”

“Last time was nearly fifteen years ago. Believe me. Nothin’ good came of it. They called Cyan the Green Witch?” Albie asked.

Sutter nodded. “That was the message.”

“Huh.” Albie tugged at her lower lip. “Interesting. Folks around here call her that but not the other siders. They wouldn’t know anything about her. She was hardly more than a child back then.”

“We’re wasting time,” Sutter said again, louder this time. “This is getting us nowhere. I need to go after her now.”

“You’re gonna need help if you want to get through that canyon in one piece. Not to mention what’s on the other side.” Albie’s tone brooked no argument.

Rain gripped his arm. “I’d go with you. Micah, too. Hell the whole damn town. But the Marines...”

Sutter understood. With the Marines massing for some unknown reason, there was no way they could leave now. They needed to stay and protect the people of Fossil. “I’m better off alone,” he insisted. He was growing increasingly anxious to be off. Every minute wasted increased the chance of Cyan ending up dead. That was not acceptable.

“So, you know how to navigate the canyon then, do you, boy? Which of the canyon dwellers is safe. Which to avoid.” Albie could have won an award for sarcasm. “And the ruins of the old city. You know your way around there, too, I suppose?”

“It doesn’t matter.” 

“It does if you want to get her out alive.”

The two of them locked eyes and horns. Sutter knew Albie was right, but it didn’t matter. “No one here knows all that anyway, Albie,” he finally said.

There was a shift of movement, and he realized they were not alone. Audrey. He should have sensed her, so clearly she had been blocking him. Interesting. She slowly stood from the table on the other side of the room. With the sinuous grace of a dragon, she glided across the floor towards them.

She glanced from Sutter to Albie and back again, her eerie green eyes looking into them as if reading their souls. “I believe,” she said at
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