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Comfort is finally reunited with her father, but the reunion turns into a nightmare when he forces her to make an impossible choice between him and Blake.

As the northern and southern cattle herds approach the market grounds at the Gap and the deadline to pay the dragon master's extortion demand, Garis, Vera, Kessie, and their allies face the looming threat of battle against the renegade mage and the dragons he controls.
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Chapter 1

COMFORT AWOKE TO darkness, a pounding head, and aches all over her body. She wasn’t lying on the hard rock ground that was the last thing she remembered, but on a pallet stuffed with something soft, thick enough to be comfortable on the bare ground. There was also a pillow filled with enough down to cradle her head and a soft, light wool blanket. The place she was in felt small and close. In the distance, she could hear voices and footsteps, but here in this enclosed space, she seemed to be alone.

She wracked her aching head to remember what had happened. Last she knew, she had been in a large cavern, brightly-lit with magelights and campfires and lanterns, surrounded by her father’s men, all of them drinking and laughing and celebrating Wiley’s reunion with his long-lost daughter. And then –

She had noticed a number of the men were missing. And Wiley had given her a smile that had chilled her to her bones, that told her she couldn’t fool him. And then that roar and blast of magic like a hundred dragons all at once –

“Blake!” she gasped. She bolted upright, and her head exploded with pain.

She swallowed nausea and breathed deep, willing the throbbing in her head and the sparks in her vision to clear. Blake and his parents had meant to take control of the dragons, or at least interfere with Wiley’s control of them, so they could confront her father without Wiley being able to use the dragons against them. But after the blast, as she lay dazed and half-conscious on the cavern floor, men had come into the cavern saying something about prisoners, and Wiley had told them to put the captives in some holes somewhere.

Her heart constricted with terror. Wiley had captured Blake, Lainie, and Silas. Were they hurt, or even, gods forbid, worse than hurt? Surely her father wouldn’t have killed them. She refused to believe he would do something like that.

But how could she know any more what her father would do?

She had to find a way to rescue Blake and his parents, and soon. Before Wiley did something worse to them, and before the deadline for the settlers to hand over the million gildings he had demanded.

First, though, she had to figure out where she was and where Blake and his parents were. Her headache had faded and she felt a little stronger now, so she called up a magelight and looked around.

She was in a small cave furnished with bedding and a chest with a washing bowl and pitcher on it. Her battered old valise, which she had carried down into the canyon, also sat atop the chest, and a simple wooden screen blocked off a small area against the back wall of the cave. In the rose-gold color of her magelight, the pallet, pillow case, and blanket showed vibrant pink, embroidered with flowers and butterflies.

Definitely not standard outlaw hideout furnishings, she thought with a bitter laugh. Her father had said he knew she was coming; had he arranged all this for her? After nine years of not bothering to find her, all of a sudden he wanted to make up for it?

As for how much time she had to find Blake and his parents, judging by how thirsty she was and the emptiness in her churning stomach and how badly she needed to pee, she must been unconscious for at least several hours, overnight and maybe even a good part of the next day. The deadline for the settlers to pay the ransom was only a few days away, if she was counting right, and she had already lost a day.

Her head and stomach protesting, she stood on shaky legs and made her way to the screen. As she had hoped, it concealed a necessary bucket, placed there for privacy. How thoughtful of her father, she thought sourly.

After making use of the necessary, she returned to the bed. She didn’t see her revolver and gunbelt anywhere, and now she realized her miniature pistol wasn’t where she had tucked it down her chemise. An unpleasant feeling squirmed over her at the thought that someone had reached down there and taken it; she hoped it had only fallen out when the explosion knocked her down.

Footsteps approached the opening to the small space. Fearful of lonely outlaws sniffing out the only woman in the canyon, Comfort immediately doused her magelight and lay down, holding as still as she could with her eyes open a mere crack in a pretense of sleep. Her heart racing, she called to mind one of the few magical attacks she knew.

Rusty orange magelight filled the small cave. The color of her father’s power, but that didn’t ease the alarm pulsing through her. Wiley had specially furnished a room for her here in his hideout, and he had once killed a man who had harmed her, but he also knew that she had come here to betray him to the man who was hunting him. She couldn’t begin to guess what he might do to her for that.

“I know you’re awake, baby girl,” his friendly voice said from close by the bed. “I saw your magelight.” 

Comfort swallowed the fear rising thick in her gorge. Trying to look like she had absolutely no reason to be afraid, she sat up. Her father was standing over the pallet, looking taller than he really was in the low-ceilinged cave. He smiled down at her, his smile friendly and soft in his round-cheeked face. The softness didn’t reach his eyes.

“Wiley.” She forced a smile in return. “Is all this for me?” She gestured at the bedding and the other furnishings in the cave.

“Sure is. By the way, you lost something.” Wiley tossed her little pistol onto the bed. No doubt the bullets had been removed. “When I heard you was looking for me, I decided to fix something up for you. Nice and homey, don’t you think? Not exactly a mansion, but it’ll do for now, until I can buy us that mansion.”

With the gildings he was extorting from the honest working folks of the Wildings. A hot, bitter feeling swelled inside her. “I’m surprised you went to the trouble. After you disappeared nine years ago, I figured you forgot about me.”

“I couldn’t show my face around you again after I killed that fella your Ma was bedding with, that was puttin’ his hands on you where they didn’t belong. I’m no murderer, and I don’t aim to be hanged as one. I figured folks would find the body sooner or later –”

“A dog dug it up a nineday after he disappeared.”

“Exactly. I knew folks would discover what happened to him, and remember me bein’ around at the same time, and put two and two together. If I ever got caught around you again, I risked bein’ hanged. And I don’t aim to be hanged for any reason, ’specially not for taking out the trash that was bothering my baby girl. It broke my heart, not bein’ able to see you, but I always hoped that maybe one day you would come find me.”

Comfort studied him in the dark orange magelight. It gave his face an eerie, frightening cast; she called up her own rose-gold light, which improved the lighting somewhat. He seemed sincere, with that pleasant smile, his bushy eyebrows quirked up in a hopeful look that was a change from the earlier hardness around his eyes.

She wanted to believe him. Whatever else he had done, he had always been her loving father. He had killed a man to protect her. Unlike her mother, he had believed her when she told him what that man had done. She didn’t want to believe he would lie to her. Though she had always suspected her father wasn’t an honest man, she hadn’t wanted to believe Blake when he told her about her father’s crimes, not even after he showed her the suicide note left by the couple her father had cheated, written on the back of the phony bill of sale for the land.

But then she had heard her father’s own voice, magically sent through a dragon, demanding a million gildings – an unthinkable amount – from the people of the Wildings and threatening to destroy the herds at the cattle market if they didn’t pay up. She could no longer deny what kind of man her father was, a con man and a thief. That was how he made his living, lying to people and cheating them. He was practiced at making people trust him when they shouldn’t.

But with Blake and his parents at Wiley’s mercy, this wasn’t the time to challenge him. She forced a shaky smile. “Well, here I am, finally.”

Still smiling, Wiley squatted down in front of her. “Yep, here you are.” 

He remained silent, one eyebrow cocked, his head tilted, as though he was waiting for her to say something else. Was he expecting her to ask where Blake was? She longed to, but didn’t dare. Her instincts told her not to reveal any weakness – not her own, and especially not Blake’s – to him. And if she was going to have any hope at all of working out a truce between Blake and her father, she couldn’t give Wiley any reason to think she favored Blake over him.

Wiley finally broke the silence. “If you’re wondering about that bounty hunter fella…”

Feigning carelessness, she asked, “What bounty hunter fella?”

“All right, so we’re going to play it that way.” His voice remained pleasant but his eyes turned hard again. “You don’t know anything about any bounty hunter fella and his bounty hunter parents. The notorious Vendine family, scourge of us independent-thinking mages. Let’s pretend you do know about them and you were trying to distract me while they messed with my dragons. All right? The Vendines are alive at the moment, and I might be willing to see that they stay that way, and also forgive your little mistake. It all depends on you, baby girl.”

Comfort’s heart had leaped at the news that Blake and his parents were alive, but as the rest of Wiley’s words sank in, a knot of foreboding tightened inside her. “What do you mean, it depends on me?”

“Well, now.” Wiley settled onto the ground, his knees splayed to either side of his generous belly. “I’m gonna be rich, baby girl. The richest man in the Wildings. Maybe Granadaia, too. But, you might be asking yourself, what do I need all that money for? Right?”

“I guess.”

“Well, the answer is, nothing. I don’t need it. It ain’t the money, it’s the challenge of getting it. Bein’ smarter than everyone else. But once I’ve got it, then what? I’m gonna sit all alone in my mansion with my piles of money? That’s no fun, now, is it?”

“No, I reckon not,” Comfort said carefully, wondering what he was getting at.

“So that’s what I need you for. I’ve given up on finding a good woman to share my life with, but I’ve got a loving, dutiful daughter. Ain’t nothing too good for her. You’ll live in my mansion and let me buy you all the gowns and jewels and whatever else it is women want and show the world I’m the best father there ever was. I’ll take care of my darling daughter the way you deserve, and all you gotta do is forget about that bounty hunter, that Blake Vendine – but of course there ain’t nothing between you two to forget. Tell him yourself, to his face, to go away and leave us alone, and then everyone’s happy. Him an’ his parents can go home, safe and whole, and you an’ me can have that fine life together. I’ll even find you a good husband sometime if that’s what you want. Someone I approve of, not a gods-damned bounty hunter who trades men’s lives and freedom for money.” He gave her that kindly smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Deal?”

Comfort’s blood rushed in her ears; her breath froze in her body. To protect Blake and his parents, all she had to do was pretend there was nothing between them and tell him to his face to go away. And though Wiley said otherwise, it was clear he knew or guessed there was something between her and Blake. He was doing this to her on purpose.

A thread of hope that they could still be a family together, that had been withering away bit by bit, died a little more. “What will you do with them if I don’t?” Her voice sounded hollow to her ears.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Wiley gave a half-shrug. “I always got hungry dragons that need fed, mages and gunmen that need target practice… I’d think of something.”

He would kill them. And for a man who claimed he wasn’t a murderer, he didn’t even sound bothered about it. She wouldn’t believe it, except that he’d said it himself, right there in front of her.

And all she had to do to stop it was tell Blake to his face to go away and leave her and her father alone.

Her heart cracked and crumbled. She should have known it was too good to be true, her and Blake. Every time she found something good in her life, she lost it again. Usually because of her mother’s crazy, selfish actions; why should her father be any different?

But what choice did she have? She couldn’t let Blake and his parents die at the hands of her criminal father, and Blake deserved better than to be mixed up with her and her wreck of a life. And there was no chance now she would be able to rescue them; Wiley was sure to be watching her every move, at least until she did what he wanted and proved her loyalty to him.

She swallowed an ache in her throat and fought back a stinging in her eyes; she couldn’t let her father see how this was breaking her heart. The more she acted like it didn’t matter, the safer Blake and his parents would be. “Okay,” she said, trying to sound like it really was okay. “You got a deal.”

Wiley grinned, his eyes crinkling up. “Good girl. I knew you’d see sense.” He stood and left.

After his footsteps had faded into the distance, Comfort fell back onto the sleeping pallet, her hands covering her face, feeling too hollow and desolate inside for tears.

* * *

A POUNDING IN Blake’s head told him he was awake. He lay on his side in darkness and silence, hard rock beneath his aching body, his arms and legs pulled into unnatural positions behind him. A sense of closeness pressed down around him; the air smelled of dust and rock. He blinked, clearing his vision, and saw a faint glow coming from behind him. The dim light revealed that he was in a small cave, about as wide and high as he was tall.

“Mama?” His voice cracked; his mouth and throat were dry. He licked his lips and tried again. “Mama? Dad? Are you there?”

There was no answer. No sound or sense of any other presence in the cave, no breathing, no warmth or movement of another body, nothing.

He tried to move, and found his wrists bound behind him and his ankles bound as well, his legs bent back awkwardly. His boots were gone.

His breaths suddenly came fast and shallow, his heart raced, sweat broke out on his face and back. He was captive, helpless, alone in a strange place, like a scared, helpless little boy snatched from his bed by strangers and dragged through deserts and canyons wearing only a dirty, torn nightshirt, trying to protect his little brother and sisters even though he himself was so little and scared and alone –

He snagged hold of his thoughts as they ran away and brought the symbol for calm to his mind. Amid his panic, it wavered and slipped. He took one breath, then another, deep and slow…

The symbol filled his mind and the panic faded. It would be all right, he told himself. He would be all right. He wasn’t that scared, helpless little boy any more. He was a trained and experienced bounty hunter, capable of getting himself out of this.

With effort, he rolled over onto his stomach. This new position still wasn’t comfortable, but it relieved some of the strain on his arms and shoulders. As he changed position, he noted the absence of the bulk of his revolvers and holsters at his hips.

Disarmed, his boots and gunbelts taken… He strained his aching head to remember what had happened. He had been fighting outlaws in the space outside the dragon cavern alongside his father while his mother shielded them against the dragons. Then there was that earth-splitting noise and blast of magic – dragons, of course. Right before that, the outlaws had shouted something and covered their ears. They had known the noise was coming.

The dragon attack had been planned. Which meant that Wedlin had known Blake was there.

Cold sank heavy into his gut. Comfort must have told Wedlin that he and his parents were infiltrating the canyon.

Gods damn it, what an idiot he had been. He should have known better than to trust her. He had learned long ago that he couldn’t rely on anyone but himself. But he had let himself get distracted by foolish yearnings and a pretty face, and now here he was, imprisoned in this cave, with the deadline for the settlers to meet Wedlin’s million-gilding demand only a few days away.

He had to get out of here right away, while there was still time to stop Wedlin’s criminal scheme.

He reached inside himself for his sky-blue power. It was sluggish and resisted his attempt to take hold of it. “Gods damn it,” he hissed. This wasn’t the same spell that had been on him in the cave in the Bone River Canyon, where he’d been held captive by two of Wedlin’s men; that spell had blocked his power completely. But his magic was almost as useless now as it had been then.

Almost, but not entirely. Concentrating so hard it felt like his head would split, he tried again. This time, he managed to draw enough power to send out a weak strand of his mage senses.

On the side of the cave where the glow was coming from, he found a shield woven of a mix of human, Sh’kimech, and dragon magic and the native earth-magic of this canyon. He nudged at it; the wild blend of power stung and grated at his nerves and mage senses. The shield rippled a little at his prodding but showed no sign of weakness. Whoever the mage was who had set up that shield of potent, wild magic, he was powerful – and reckless. Wedlin, no doubt.

By now, Blake’s head was throbbing from his efforts and he felt nauseated. He drew his mage senses back in and lay limp and exhausted. He never should have allowed his parents and Comfort to come with him. He should have sent them away as soon as they caught up with him at the rock formation near the canyon. He should have done whatever it took to keep them from following him, even if he had to knock them out and tie them up. He was sure Comfort was fine; she was with her father, which was what she had wanted all along. But gods only knew where his parents were, or in what kind of condition.

“Damn it,” he growled. Once again, someone had done bad things and people were suffering, and he was helpless to do anything about it.


Chapter 2

THE EBB AND flow of hunger and thirst, aches and pains, wakefulness and uneasy sleep and occasional surges of panic marked the relentless march of time towards Wedlin’s deadline – time which Blake should have been using to find a way to stop Wedlin’s plan. But he was trapped, his magic bound, and there didn’t seem to be any way out. He fought to loosen the ropes around his wrists but his struggles only made them grow tighter. He finally had to stop trying lest he cut off the blood flow to his hands altogether.

And no matter how many times he tried to reach his power, the spell on it never weakened. If no one came to renew it, it would eventually wear off, but before that happened, he was likely to die of the thirst that plagued him.

And his parents were probably no better off than he was. Worse, more likely; neither of them were young any more.

Over and over he cursed himself for trusting Comfort. He had known she wanted to find her father and didn’t want Blake to arrest him and take him to face trial and punishment. Between when she had climbed down into the canyon and the outlaw attack outside the dragon cavern, she had had plenty of opportunity to tell her father that Blake and his parents were infiltrating the canyon.

And it wasn’t just him paying the price for his mistake, but his parents as well. And all the people of the Wildings would suffer for his poor judgment if he couldn’t get himself out of this in time to stop Wedlin’s scheme.

Hours had passed since he first woke up, maybe even a day or more, when a bright light flashed outside the shield in the opening of the cave and the shimmering barrier disappeared. Suddenly wary, readying himself to act, Blake wrestled himself up into a sitting position just as a man climbed into the cave, holding a pale green magelight. He was tall and wiry with a long, graying beard. “The boss wants to see you,” he said.

“I’d like to see him, too.”

Without replying, the outlaw knelt and loosened the ropes around Blake’s ankles just enough that he could hobble but not enough that he could make a run for it. Blake shrugged his shoulders. “What about my hands?”

The outlaw flashed him a toothy, humorless grin. “Sorry, boy. We’re not that stupid. Come on.” The man went to the opening and started backing down out of the cave, apparently descending a ladder.

Blake scooted on his backside over to the opening, thinking regretfully of the damage he was doing to his trousers. A memory flashed unbidden in his mind of a ragged, filthy nightshirt and terrified helplessness…

He dismissed the memory. He had a job to do and little time to do it in, and a few rips in the seat of his trousers weren’t going to stop him. At least he was getting out of this hole, one step closer to freedom.

Outside the cave was a vast cavern lit by weak daylight streaming through a narrow fissure down the middle of the ceiling. The cave Blake was in was part way up one wall of the cavern. Several widely-spaced shimmers of light like the barrier in his cave suggested the presence of more holes with prisoners in them. Including his parents, he assumed.

“Come on, I ain’t got all day,” the outlaw said.

Blake looked down. His cave was about a measure and a half above the ground, half again his own height. Not a dangerous height, but far enough that a hard landing risked a badly twisted ankle. He put his legs over the edge and rested his stocking-clad feet on the top rung of the ladder that leaned against the wall below the opening. He scooted forward a little more and moved his feet down to the next rung. Bending his arms behind him to rest his elbows on the lip of the cave entrance and take his weight, he let his feet slip down to the third rung and then the fourth. He grunted at the pains that shot through his shoulders and his feet with the maneuver. Never mind escaping; he’d be lucky to get out of this without being injured.

Leaning back to keep from over-balancing and falling forward, he fumbled behind himself with his bound hands for the top rung of the ladder and grasped it. Supporting himself by his arms, he let his feet drop to the next rung down. Another sharp ache ripped through his shoulders and for a heart-stopping instant he thought his feet would miss the rung and he’d go skidding the rest of the way down the ladder. But his heels caught on the rung and for a moment his feet could support his weight again. His muscles straining, he slowly descended the last few rungs. The outlaw watched, grinning in amusement as though Blake was an acrobat or contortionist in a traveling show.

Finally, his feet touched solid ground, his legs trembling as he stood. He shifted his shoulders, flexing them; they hurt but nothing seemed to be damaged. “I hope that was worth the price of admission,” he grumbled at the outlaw.

The man laughed. “I’m impressed, boy. I thought you’d end up flat on your face for sure.”

“Sorry to disappoint you. Where are my parents?”

“They’re fine. For now. Depending on how well you behave yourself.”

“What about my guns?” It couldn’t hurt to ask.

“You don’t need ’em. Come on, now.”

The outlaw began walking and Blake shuffled after him through the large cavern. They went through an opening – the only opening into the cavern that Blake could see – into a narrow canyon. A younger man stood at the entrance to the cavern; he and Blake’s escort acknowledged each other with a nod. If he could free his arms and legs or reach his magic, Blake thought, his escort and that one guard wouldn’t pose a problem. But with his arms and legs bound, his magic useless, and his guns missing, he didn’t stand much of a chance against the two men.

The outlaw led Blake through the twisting canyon to where it opened into a somewhat wider canyon, then down that way some distance to a large space carved out of the canyon wall, lit with campfires, lanterns, and floating magelights. Men were gathered there, sitting at fires, eating, playing cards and dice, cleaning guns. They stared at Blake as his escort led him across the cavern and through an opening in the back wall into a narrow tunnel. They followed that tunnel a short distance to where a glow of rusty-orange magelight spilled from a small cave. Ducking their heads beneath the low opening, they went in.

“Here he is, Boss,” the outlaw said.

Wiley Wedlin stood inside the small cave – and beside him was Comfort. Blake’s chest seized with anger, betrayal, longing, bitterness; he couldn’t have said everything he was feeling as he stared at her. She was wearing a pink and white striped satin dress, with a high neckline and big puffy sleeves that reached below the elbow. A sash around the waist was tied in a big bow at the back, and bows were scattered across the bodice and ruffled skirt. It was a child’s dress but sized and cut for a woman, the sort of dress a very overprotective father with more money than taste would buy for his daughter. Comfort wouldn’t meet Blake’s eyes; spots of color showed high on her cheeks as she twisted the end of her honey-blonde braid between her fingers.

Clearly, Wedlin had been expecting her and had made ready for her. Had they been planning this reunion the whole time? Blake’s anger burned hotter at the thought.

“Blake Vendine,” Wedlin said in that hearty, friendly voice. “It’s good to see you again, even though you did drop in uninvited. But I’m a hospitable sort of fellow; I hope you haven’t been too uncomfortable.”

“Where are my parents?” Blake asked.

“Oh, they’re fine, they’re fine. Don’t worry about them. I might be able to arrange for you to see them. I had you brought here because Comfort has something she’d like to say to you. Which shouldn’t matter one way or the other to you because, of course, there’s nothing between the two of you, but still. Comfort, baby girl, what did you want to say to Mr. Vendine?”

“I think she already said everything she wanted to say when she told you we were coming,” Blake growled.

Comfort looked up sharply, eyes wide with hurt innocence – or a good pretense at it. “I didn’t –”

“I think,” Wedlin said, cutting her off, “you need to keep your mouth shut, boy, and listen, if you know what’s good for you. Comfort?”

Her eyes again downcast, she picked at her braid. “I want you to leave. I found my father and that was what I wanted, and him and me are together now, so… just go.”

The words hit Blake like a kick in the stomach. He had known all along that was what she really wanted and that she’d just been using him as a means to that end, but somehow he had managed to convince himself that she had changed her mind and wanted to be with him. “Fine,” he snapped. “If that’s what you want, I’ll leave. And my parents?” he asked Wedlin.

“Sure, sure. You go away, get out from under my feet, and I’ll let them go with you.”

Blake glared at Comfort. “Nice knowing you. I hope you’ll be happy.”

She glanced up at him from shredding her braid, jaw set, cheeks flushed, some strong emotion burning in her eyes. Then she turned her back on him. “Just go away.”

The knot in Blake’s gut tightened and he felt sick. Gods, what a fool he’d been. What a mess he had made of things. At least he’d be going free, and he could get his parents to safety before coming up with another plan to stop Wedlin – on his own, this time. The way he should have been doing this all along. He shifted his shoulders, indicating his bound arms, and shuffled his feet. “You gonna undo these? So I can leave?”

Wedlin grinned. “Patience, boy.”

He thrust out a hand glowing rusty orange shot through with black. Power slammed into Blake; a shout of pain tore from him as he flew backwards. His back and head hit solid rock, and everything went dark.

* * *

FROM BEHIND COMFORT came a burst of rust-orange light, and Blake shouted in pain. She spun around to see him fly backwards off his feet and slam into the wall of the small cave Wiley was using as his office. He crumpled to the ground and lay there unmoving.

She stared at him in horror, forgetting her burning shame at the things she’d said to him. “What’d you do to him?” she demanded of her father.

“Just a little knockout spell, so he don’t give us no trouble,” Wiley said.

“But – You promised! You said you’d let him and his parents go if I told him to leave!”

“Oh, I will. Sometime. Maybe. But they know too much, and I don’t want them wandering around free to interfere with my little enterprise before I get my money.” He winked at Comfort. “Anyhow, he could still be an asset. At the least, I know now you’ll do anything I tell you to protect him.”

Comfort’s stomach clenched into a tight, sick lump. She should have known better than to believe her father. Blake had told her what kind of man Wiley was, and she had seen it for herself over and over. But she hadn’t thought he would lie to his own daughter and break the promise he’d made her.

He had, though. And now that she had revealed that she cared about Blake, Wiley wouldn’t hesitate to use that against her – and against Blake.

She swallowed the thick knot of shame and betrayal rising in her gullet and tried to put that wall back up around her emotions, that she used to be so good at. “All right. But you promised me you’d let them live. They’ve done me no harm, and it wouldn’t be very grateful of me if you did them harm in turn. You wouldn’t want to make me to feel ashamed, would you?”

“Haff, Chimo, get in here,” Wiley called out, pointedly ignoring her. The tall man who’d brought Blake there came in with another, shorter, man. “Take Mr. Vendine the younger back to his room,” Wiley told them.

Comfort watched, fists clenched and shaking, as the men picked up Blake by the shoulders and feet and carried him out. There had to be something she could do. She couldn’t just stand by and let Wiley do this to Blake and his parents. But if she begged and pleaded more, that would only make things worse. Wiley had already proved that he didn’t care what she wanted and that her feelings were nothing but a weapon he could use.

When the men were gone from the cave, Wiley turned to Comfort with one of those little smiles that left his eyes cold. “Don’t you worry yourself about them Vendines, baby girl.”

He didn’t even bother promising not to hurt them. Not that she would believe him if he did; she couldn’t believe anything he said any more. The hope that she could still find a way to make a life with her father, that had been fading bit by bit, finally died.

In the empty place where it had lived for so many years, a new resolve hardened. Wiley would probably get rid of Blake and his parents without her knowing about it, and he’d probably do it soon; the sooner he was rid of them, the sooner he could stop worrying that they would interfere with his extortion scheme. Before that happened, she had to find a way to free them. Even if Blake hated her after the things she’d said to him, even if he believed she had betrayed them and his parents believed it too, she had to help them. It was the Vendines’ only hope – and the Wildings’ as well.

“Right, Daddy,” she managed to say, then she turned and fled from the cave.


Chapter 3

COMFORT SAGGED AGAINST the wall just inside the entrance of her room, a short distance up the tunnel from the cave Wiley was using as his office, fighting to control the racing of her heart and the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes. Feeling too exposed by the open doorway, she covered it with a concealing shield, then ripped off the ridiculous dress her father had made her wear and sank onto the bed in her drawers and chemise, burying her head against her knees. More tears burned in her eyes; she blinked them back. She had to think of a way to free Blake and his parents and undo the mess she’d made of everything.

But all she could see in her mind was Blake’s face when she told him she wanted him to go away. Like he’d been kicked in the gut, like his heart was being ripped out. “Oh, gods, Blake.” Shame and guilt burst through the dam she’d tried to hold around her emotions, and she dissolved into wrenching sobs until exhaustion finally dragged her into sleep.

She awoke to find her tears long since dried, her mind foggy, her throat dry. There was no way to tell how long she’d been asleep. However long it had been, she didn’t have time to lie around crying and feeling sorry for herself. She had to find Blake and his parents and get them out of here before Wiley decided to rid himself of them and their threat to his plans.

She sat up and pulled on shirt and pants, leaving off her boots so she could move quietly. Padding on stocking feet, she left her room and walked down the tunnel. Light was coming from Wiley’s “office,” rusty-orange magelight as well as ordinary lantern light. She paused, listening; Wiley was talking to another man, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. Holding her breath, she stole past the cave entrance with no sign that Wiley or the other man noticed her.

She let out a long, relieved breath, then continued through the tunnel to the main cavern. She thought it might have been early afternoon when she saw Blake, but now, out in the canyon alongside the large cavern, no light came down between the canyon rims. In the cavern, most of the fires were dimmed, the magelights and lamps extinguished. Only a few men sat together, drinking and playing a half-hearted game of cards.

It must be late at night now. How much time did she have to figure out where Blake and his parents were before Wiley noticed she was out and about – or before he decided to kill them? Wherever they were, in those holes her father had ordered them put in, they must be confined behind locks or magic or both. Somehow, she would have to find a way to deal with the barriers.

All at once, more than anything, she wanted a drink. Not much; just enough to dampen her worries and make everything seem more manageable. She went to the chest where Wiley kept his liquor, that she remembered from her first night here, and pulled out a bottle of pretty decent whiskey. An unopened bottle, she was glad to see; she didn’t want to drink out of the same bottle her father’s men might have had their mouths to. A box of provisions stood next to the liquor chest; she grabbed a handful of paper packets of jerky and flatbread. In a dark nook in the wall of the cavern, well away from the tunnel to Wiley’s office, she settled herself on the ground, opened the bottle, and took a swallow. It warmed her going down, but brought no clarity to her mind.

She didn’t know if she wanted clarity at the moment, or just escape.

The last few men in the cavern fell asleep; a couple of others passed through on whatever late night business they might have. The magelights and lantern light faded, the campfires died down to embers. In the dark and silence, Comfort sat nursing her bottle of whiskey and eating the food she’d taken. She was careful not to drink too much, not with all these strange men around and the important task of rescuing Blake and his parents ahead of her.

A rusty-orange light came into the cavern from the tunnel, followed by her father and Haff, his tall, gray-bearded lieutenant. Neither of them seemed to realize she was there, sitting in the shadowy depths on the far side of the cavern.

“So,” Wiley said, “what you’re telling me is that folks don’t seem to be hustling themselves very hard to get the money together, right?”

“That’s what the fellas you set to keep an eye on things are sending from their message boxes,” Haff said. It was his voice Comfort had heard in Wiley’s office.

“And the drive should be just about at the Gap by now, maybe no more’n a few days away. They’re cuttin’ it awful close.”

“Think they ain’t going to turn over the money after all, boss?”

“They know what’ll happen if they don’t.” Wiley let out a long-suffering sigh. “I suppose I ought to send out another reminder. As a courtesy.”

“That’d be right thoughtful of you, boss.”

“That’s me, always thinking of others. Come on, let’s get some of the dragons heading out right now with the message.”

Comfort’s heart started racing. Here was her chance to find out exactly how Wiley was controlling the dragons, the very thing that Blake and his parents had hoped to discover while she was distracting her father. If they could break Wiley’s hold on the dragons, maybe even take control of the beasts themselves, that was the key to stopping this whole mad scheme. There wasn’t much more time, if the herds were almost to the Gap, and Wiley might decide to kill Blake and his parents before then, so she had to act now.

She tucked her power as small and tight down inside her as she could and waited while Wiley and Haff walked past her. They still didn’t seem to notice her. Silently, she stood and followed them out of the large cavern into the canyon, in the direction where Blake had told her the dragons were, staying well behind the two men so they wouldn’t see or hear her. From time to time the bends in the narrow canyon hid them from her sight, but the faint rusty glow of Wiley’s magelight and the sounds of their talking and their footsteps assured her that she hadn’t lost their trail.

They passed the chute that was the entrance into the canyon and continued on to a spot where the walls drew even closer together. That short narrow stretch opened to a wider space, where two men stood guard in front of another narrowing. Comfort held back behind the last bend in the canyon before that point, peering around the bend. A movement of air from beyond the gap behind the two guards carried an odor of animal musk and hot iron and a sense that a much larger space lay back there. Strange, wild power brushed against her senses, so strong she could feel it even with her magic buried.

Wiley spoke to the two guards, who nodded as Wiley and Haff passed through the narrow opening. Comfort threw a concealing shield around herself, hoping the guards wouldn’t be watching for anyone sneaking in so close on Wiley’s heels and that the great amount of power swirling around would conceal her own use of magic. Holding the shield close and tight, she padded silently past the guards and into the space beyond the opening.

It was vast, carved out from both sides of the canyon. The night sky showed as a thin starlit strip between the canyon rims far overhead. As Wiley walked through the enormous space, his magelight teased at huge, shadowy shapes in the depths of the cavern. Long necks, bulky bodies, pointed ridges…

Dragons. Comfort hardly dared to breathe. From where she was, she could make out a dozen or more of them, mostly large, a couple medium size, one smaller. And that was only the part of the cavern closest to her.

The dragons seemed mostly undisturbed by Wiley and Haff’s passage. A little shifting, a few long necks raising narrow, long-snouted heads to follow the men as they walked past, but none of the dragons moved to interfere with them. Did the creatures really not mind the men’s presence, or were they too tightly under Wiley’s control to attack even if they wanted to?

If she wanted to see what her father was doing, she couldn’t stay behind. Comfort swallowed her fear and began following her father’s path through the cavern, avoiding the strip of starlight down the center while keeping as far as she could from the dragons along the walls. With each pounding beat of her heart, she expected a roar or a wall of flame – or her father to notice she was there. If he caught her following him, she could just say she was curious about the dragons, but would he believe her? He would probably want to know why she had to see them right now and why she was sneaking around instead of just asking to see them.

She should worry less about what her father would do to her than about being roasted and eaten by the dragons around her, but she wasn’t so sure any more that her father wouldn’t hurt her. At best, he might lock her away in the same place where he had put Blake, Lainie, and Silas. At worst, he might kill them to punish her. Would he kill her, too? She couldn’t say any more what her father would or wouldn’t do, as though the man she had always loved and thought she knew no longer existed – or had never existed except in her mind.

As she followed her father through the cave, the dragons appeared not to notice her at all. What little attention they spared from their napping or lounging was all focused on Wiley. Still, her heartbeat drummed in her ears and the walk though the cavern seemed endless. Up ahead, she could make out where the two halves of the cavern curved back towards each other but didn’t quite meet. Between them was a gap much wider than the entrance she had come through. Wide enough to accommodate a dragon, it looked like.

Just before they reached the exit, Wiley and Haff stopped in front of a tall, thin, upright object and Wiley brightened his magelight. Terror shot through Comfort that he would spot her, and she backed away from the middle of the cavern into the shadows. Closer to the dragons, but all at once, she really was more afraid of her father catching her spying on him than she was of the lazy, sleepy dragons.

The object Wiley and Haff were standing next to was nearly her father’s height and about the girth of a lean man. Part of it was whitish and looked for all the world like the leg bone of a giant chicken. A dragon bone? It did look about the right size to be the leg bone of a dragon. Standing flush against it was another bone-like object, about a head shorter, and thinner. It was black, more like stone than bone. Winding around the two bone-like objects as though binding them together was a ribbon of black darker and deeper than any black Comfort had ever seen, that seemed to swallow up the little light that touched it. Even with her mage senses buried deep, she could feel the cold coming off of it.

A power that cold and dark had to be the Sh’kimech, those beings from deep beneath the earth that Lainie talked to. It couldn’t be anything else. Comfort swallowed more fear at the proof that her father was trafficking with the evil creatures.

Wiley and Haff spoke to each other in low voices; Comfort strained to hear what they were saying but couldn’t make it out. Then Wiley set both hands on the object, one on the white bone and one on the black, both hands resting over the ribbon of black. His own dark orange power flared brightly – though streaked with black – around his hands. A deep rustling, rumbling sound filled the cave, and the shadowy shapes of a number of the dragons shifted. Comfort bit back a squeak of alarm, though she couldn’t quite stop herself from jumping. The slight scuff of her stocking feet on the stone sounded loud to her ears, but neither the men nor the dragons seemed to hear it over the sounds of the dragons’ movement.

Her father spoke, directing his words at the pair of bones. “Greetings, good people of the Wildings.” The words echoed through the cavern, strong and loud as though carried by magic. The air, the very ground seemed to shake with the power in Wiley’s voice. “I reckon the herds are just about to the Gap by now, and my dragons will be there soon to collect that one million gildings I’ve asked you folks to kindly provide. And you might offer up a few cattle, as well; it’d be a shame if my hungry dragons decided to help themselves to your cattle herds. So make sure you’re ready to hand over that one million gildings soon, and we won’t have to have us any trouble. Thank you kindly!”

A couple of the dragons lumbered towards the center of the cavern. Moving slowly, looking over her shoulder to make sure she didn’t bump into any dragons, Comfort backed farther into the darkness of the cavern. The two dragons walked one at a time through the wider opening in the far side of the cavern wall. Above that stretch of the canyon, Comfort glimpsed open sky just starting to lighten with dawn. One dragon lifted off with mighty beats of its wings; as soon as it cleared the tops of the canyon walls, the other one followed. The wind stirred by their wings whipped up a large cloud of dust that drifted into the cavern. Screeching roars filled the air above the canyon, followed by tongues of flame curling across the sky. Comfort couldn’t take her eyes off the sight of the dragons rising up out of the canyon, silhouetted against the dawn sky, then winging away.

With the dragons on their way to carry out their errand, Wiley and Haff started walking back to the narrower entrance to the cavern. Comfort retreated even farther into the shadows, in the large gap left by one of the dragons that had flown away. Holding stock-still, hardly breathing, she waited as the men walked past. Engrossed in a quiet conversation about something, neither of them appeared to notice her concealing shield.

As soon as the men left the cavern, Comfort became aware of long necks, long narrow heads, and slit-like eyes turning to where she stood wrapped in her shield, as though they could see right through it. None of the dragons moved other than to look at her; still, panic threatened to burst out of her and make her presence unmistakably known. Careful to not make any sudden moves, she walked slowly and soundlessly back to the entrance to the cavern, then out past the guards, who again, to her great relief, failed to notice her.

The strain of holding the concealing shield for so long was starting to wear on her, but she kept it in place as she stole back down the canyon to the main cavern, then to the tunnel that opened in the back of the cavern and up the tunnel to her room. She ducked inside and threw her concealing shield over the entrance, then sank down onto her bed, shaking, her heart racing, the back of her shirt damp with sweat. That was as close to the dragons as she ever wanted to get.

But now she knew the secret that Blake and his parents had risked their lives to discover, how Wiley was commanding the dragons. After she rescued them, they would be able to use that knowledge to take control of the dragons and stop Wiley’s scheme.

Would Blake believe her, though? Or would he still think she had betrayed him to her father, and that this was a trick, another betrayal? Even so, she had to tell him.

First, though, she had to rescue him and his parents. She gave a weary laugh and shook her head. So simple to think of, but somehow she had to figure out a way to do it, then she had to manage the task without getting caught. And then they had to come up with a plan to get control of the dragons, again without getting caught, and stop Wiley from attacking the herds at the Gap. She sighed and rubbed her hands over her face. So much to do still, and so little time.

But after being up much of the night, she couldn’t keep her eyes open, no matter how much she still had to do. A short rest couldn’t hurt anything, and might do her good. She lay down, still in the pants and shirt she’d been wearing, and soon fell asleep.


Chapter 4

COMFORT AWOKE THIRSTY but with only a small headache; she’d been careful with the whiskey last night. Down here in this cave, there was no way to tell what time it was or how long she had slept. However long it was, it was too long. Every hour, every moment brought Wiley’s deadline closer – and the moment when he would decide to rid himself of the troublesome Vendines.

She had discovered how Wiley was commanding the dragons, but that hadn’t gotten her any closer to finding Blake and his parents. It wasn’t a good idea to go wandering around the canyon and caverns and tunnels without knowing where she was going; she could get herself good and lost. And she didn’t want to risk getting caught by her father.

But there were other ways to find out what she needed to know. Back when she was searching for Wiley, when she interviewed some of his men, and from what she had observed down here in the main cavern, she had discovered that outlaws loved to gossip. She might learn something by listening to them. As well, the prisoners had to be fed; at least, she hoped and prayed her father was feeding them. Maybe she could find out who had that task and wheedle their location out of him.

She put on the other dress her father had given her, bright blue satin with big white dots and far more bows and frills than any dress needed. It was no surprise that her father’s taste ran to the gaudy; after all, he had stayed with her party-girl mother for nearly a year. She loaded her miniature pistol with two balls from the stash of ammunition buried in her valise, tucked it into its holster, and strapped it in its usual place beneath her skirts just above her knee, then left her room.

In the main cavern, men were eating bacon and eggs and drinking hot chickroot brew. Her father was there, talking to Haff and another man, a wizened old fellow. Bright light spilled down into the canyon alongside the cavern, suggesting that it was around mid-day. So late; too much time had passed when she should have been doing other things besides sleeping. There wasn’t much she could do when her father and his men were all up and about and she didn’t know where Blake was, but at least she could start gathering the information she needed.

Her stomach growled and she helped herself to some of the food. The men were polite, but some of them looked at her in a way that made her think they were only behaving themselves because her father was in the cavern. As she ate, she stayed out of Wiley’s line of sight, but kept her eyes and ears open to everything going on. Under Wiley’s instructions, the old outlaw put bread, packets of jerky, and flasks of water into three tin buckets and set off trudging down the canyon in the opposite direction from the dragon cavern.

Going to feed the prisoners, it looked like. Comfort wanted to follow him, but held herself back. Her father would notice, and making up for the time she had lost would do no good if her father figured out what she was up to and locked her away or worse. Later, she would look for a chance to question the old man.

* * *

BLAKE WOKE UP with a splitting headache and a sensation that the world was spinning around him. He was back in the small, dim cave, lying on his side on the stone floor, his hands and feet bound. He swallowed nausea and wracked his mind to remember what had happened. An explosion of Wedlin’s rust-orange power, pain, slamming backwards against a hard surface. And before that –

Comfort. In a fancy dress, refusing to look at him, turning her back on him. Just go away.

Fresh pain crushed the breath from his lungs. Of course she had chosen her father over him. What else had he expected? He had been a fool to hope for anything else.

At least now he knew for sure where he stood with her. The important thing now was to get himself and his parents out of here and stop Wedlin from carrying out his threat against the cattle drive. And he didn’t have much time – how many more days, how many hours, had he lost after Wedlin’s attack knocked him out?

Breathing through the ache in his head and in his heart, he focused on picturing the sign for detachment. With each breath he took and each line and curve of the symbol he formed in his mind, the pain of betrayal eased and his head cleared.

Before he did anything else, he needed to see if the binding on his power was wearing off yet. He reached inside himself for his magic and found it just as sluggish, muted, and slippery as before. Gritting his teeth with effort, he managed to grasp a single strand. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to prod at the rope binding his wrists behind him.

Sparks of clashing magic stung his hands and his magical senses. The spells on the ropes were as strong as ever. He twisted his arms, trying to loosen the rope around his wrists, but, like before, it only tightened.

Trapped, no way out –

His breathing hitched; his heart started racing. He took deep breaths to stave off the rising panic. He wasn’t helpless, he reminded himself. There had to be something he could do to free himself besides sit here waiting for the spells to wear off.

But damned if he could figure out what. The more he beat his brains against the problem, the foggier his mind grew until finally he couldn’t think at all.

He gave up trying to think and now became aware of
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